
 

 

 

Catching Up with Mitali Perkins 

 

Editor’s note: Mitali Perkins is an award-winning author of many novels and picture 

books for young readers (a small sample of her work is pictured below), and her latest 

book, Steeped in Stories: Timeless Children’s Novels to Refresh Our Tired Souls, 

considers a very timely question: Can you love a classic novel from childhood and also 

acknowledge its flaws? Mitali examines seven beloved books through the lens of seven 

different virtues, and BT fans will especially love “Chapter 5: Despair and Hope: Emily 

of Deep Valley by Maud Hart Lovelace.” Mitali provided me with an advance copy that 

I quickly studded with paper clips marking the sections I wanted to return to. I loved 

this book and couldn’t wait to talk to my old friend about it! 

                

 

 



Jen: This book is very different from your others! Have you written much 
nonfiction before? What prompted this particular book? 

Mitali: Years ago I wrote a nonfiction book about parenting that sold about 
two copies – one to my mom, and one to my mother-in-law. I’ve never written 
a book of literary criticism but I’ve done articles about classic books and why I 
love them so much. As a discerning reader, I certainly notice race, culture, and 
power in classic books, and as a woman of color, I understand both sides of 
the debate [whether to keep or discard classic books with problematic 
content by today’s standards] – I’ve traveled in the circles of readers and 
writers who feel marginalized. But I also care deeply about virtue, and these 
books are like my spiritual aunties and uncles: They shaped me and formed 
me and taught me about these virtues, they were deeply part of my 
upbringing. It hurt me to think that they wouldn’t be read or introduced to a 
new generation of readers. 

I recently reread Rainbow Valley, which was the first Lucy Maud Montgomery 
book I ever read, and I found the N word, which I hadn’t remembered. And I 
thought: How am I going to read this aloud to kids? 

Well, how am I? Stories are supposed to strengthen our hearts to face the 
challenges of life, and I wanted to approach that era with forgiving eyes. 

The entire experience of writing this book was an exercise in courage. I felt 
almost a call to write it, and then, in a weird way, I felt like I was shepherded 
through the process. I wanted to have courage. But for me to speak about 
my faith so publicly, then to champion books written by dead white people – 
that really takes courage in this industry. Then Horn Book editor Roger Sutton 
chose that chapter [“Chapter 2: Seven Books, Seven Virtues,” where Mitali 
shares her personal story of taking Jesus as her guru] to excerpt for a secular 
audience, and I felt so exposed and vulnerable and scared . . . but then I found 
my courage and decided, “I’m so old now, who cares?!” 

Jen: Mitali, we’re all struggling with how to deal with problematic content in 
older books, and you’ve literally given us a blueprint – not only for how to 
be okay with it ourselves but how to present it to our kids. 

Mitali: Aww, thank you! I’m so glad you see what I was trying to do. 

Jen: It seems to me that Maud’s treatment of the Syrians in all three Deep 
Valley books in which they feature prominently is unusual for its time – both 



for books set in the early 1900s and for books written in the 1950s. How much 
do you think Maud’s own Christian faith influenced this? 

Mitali: Yes, absolutely, Maud crossed borders. People need to cross 
borders in friendship, fiction, fact, and faith in order to open their hearts and 
for loving the Other to become their mother tongue. The 1950s were certainly 
not known for being open to other races, and 1911 was one of the most anti-
Asian periods in U.S. history. But I really believe that Maud’s wide reading as 
a child was key to her being able to resist the culture in which she grew up. 

And then her faith – she consciously changed religions, crossing another 
border. Science has shown that whatever you memorize, your brain feeds on. 
Maud loved the liturgy of the Episcopalian church, and it went beyond her 
brain and into her heart. And then as a young adult she crossed literal borders 
in her travels. 

Our culture contains deep philosophies and values that are such a part of our 
daily “soup,” we don’t even notice them. Maud’s intentional crossing of 
borders gave her the capacity to resist her culture’s pressure. 

Jen: It intrigued me that you identify both with 
Emily and with the Syrian children in EODV. I told 
you the story of my friend, another brown girl, who 
was startled when someone said, “You must identify 
with Naifi!” Do you have a suggested response to 
statements like that? 

Mitali: I love answering questions with a question. 
I might say something like, “Well, I did, but I’d love 
to hear how you identified with Naifi.” If the 
questioner was like, “Uh, what?,” I’d ask, “Well, have you ever felt like the 
outsider?” A voracious child reader can imagine many, many lives, seeing 
themselves mirrored both in Naifi’s “Otherness” and in the person who 
welcomes the Other. A non-reader has a harder time identifying with Naifi – 
but also with Betsy. 

Jen: Do you think we’re supposed to like Annette? If so, what do you make of 
the fact that Annette is “punished” by likely marrying such a cad? 

Mitali: Annette is the non-border crosser. Life is easy for her. But being given 
everything can be a hindrance. When there’s no struggle to understand the 



Other, you end up being kind of monocultural. A pain-free sheltered life leads 
you to a lack of seeing. Our suffering, especially in childhood, enables us to see 
and understand and empathize. Annette has grown up with so much 
entitlement and privilege, she doesn’t even understand what Don lacks. It will 
hit her later in life, and she’ll realize, “Crud – I married Don!!” But there’s 
always a chance for growth. Annette will suffer – but she has a chance to grow 
and change. As does Don! 

Jen: Do you think that meds could have helped Emily with her depression? 
Does her type of depression seem different to you from Joe’s black moods? 

Mitali: I am no therapist, but Maud’s descriptions of Joe seem like classic 
bipolar disorder. Emily, who sometimes struggles to get out of bed, exhibits 
classic signs of depression. If Emily’s going to muster her wits and stand in her 
own defense, maybe we could give her a tool to do so. What a gift modern 
medicine is to our generation! And of course Maud didn’t have these options; 
in the ’50s they were still doing electroshock therapy. 

Jen: You’ve spoken before of your love for “sweet” books as a child, and then 
the books you ended up writing are mostly not “sweet,” which is funny. Can 
you speak to that? 

Mitali: I want to differentiate between sweet and cozy. Cozy is a cultural 
word that relates to Anglo-British heritage. These are gentle, comforting reads. 
Sweet is about the core of the book. My goal is to make people laugh and make 
people cry and feel a deep connection to my characters. I hope there is hope 
and courage in my books. I would make the case that I do write sweet books. 
But for sure they are challenging reads, not cozy reads. 
   

 

 

“I try my best to infuse my stories with hope. A good response from both 

adult and child readers is when something I write makes them laugh or cry 

— preferably both. But the best compliment is when someone of any age 

tells me they chose to reread one of my books.”	 
 

 

Jen: We know that EODV is your favorite of the Deep Valley books. What’s 
your second-favorite? 



Mitali: Ah, it’s a tie because there are two border-crossing books that I love. 
Betsy and the Great World because I’m a huge traveler, and I love the deep 
friendships she makes in her travels – it’s not just tourism, it’s relationships. 
That’s my goal too! I don’t want to just see the sights; I want to meet people 
and love them. And then Heaven to Betsy because she crosses that religious 
border. I too had the experience of looking into my father’s eyes and telling 
him that I’m leaving the family faith. And my dad gave me the same freedom 
that Mr. Ray did. Whenever a teenager is coming of age, there are going to be 
differences, and we have to give our kids the freedom to find their way. 

Jen: I loved the imaginary conversation you had with C.S. Lewis in your book. 
If you could talk to Maud, what would you ask or tell her? 

Mitali: Ohhh . . . I do think of her as my spiritual auntie, and I would tell her 
that I am so grateful for the ways that all these dear writers formed me. I am 
such a believer in this vocation of writing, and I would say thank you, Auntie 
Maud, for guiding me, and thank you for loving me all these years. 

 

  

For the very latest news on Mitali’s comings and goings, follow 

her on Twitter. Steeped in Stories is available wherever books 

are sold. 

 

 


