Meet Varsha Shah

Editor’s note: The BTS met Varsha — a high school English teacher in England — shortly after she

won a writing competition, and she endeared herself to us with her vow to celebrate her first book

contract by doing something “Betsy related.” Over Zoom, she and | had a gorgeous conversation

about Betsy, books, and what writers can learn from Maud.

Jen: You said you first started reading the Betsy-Tacy books almost 10 years
ago. How did you find them?

Varsha: If I'm traveling, I need a book — it enriches the experience for me. I
was traveling with some friends in the States and saw the beautiful Betsy-Tacy
display. I bought the first one and took it home — and immediately bought all
the rest I could lay my hands on. Finding the BTs is just one of those
wonderful coincidences, as they’ve brought so much to my life and have gotten
me through some hard times. I can’t even imagine not having come across
them.

Jen: What were some of your other childhood favorites?

Varsha: Anne of Green Gables — anything by Lucy Maud Montgomery,
really. The Lord of the Rings is one of my absolute favorites. I remember
reading it and just being lost in that world for months; it felt more real to me
than the real world. And The Midnight Fox by Betsy Byars — a very different
kind of book, but such beautiful writing; it really resonated with me.
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Jen: How has Betsy inspired your writing? You mentioned that you keep a
quote from Heaven to Betsy above your writing desk: “What would life be like
without her writing? Writing filled her life with beauty and mystery, gave it
purpose . . . and promise.” I love that!

Varsha: That quote from Heaven just means everything. It’s such a lovely
thing to remember how much writing means to me. I immediately responded
to Betsy as a writer. She doesn’t give up — I love how she keeps sending out the
same story, keeping the cycle going. Maud provides a wonderful model of how
not to be done in by constant rejection — keep trying and trying and trying.
And I love the support that her family and friends and teachers give her.

I also like that she has setbacks — that’s important as well. Betsy loves writing
and she loves other things, and this is such an honest and joyful and magical
portrayal of writing and writers. The idea that you have to constantly
recommit . . . I love that passage in Betsy’s Wedding when Betsy and Joe make
time to write, whether at night or in the daytime. You've got to find a way to
write no matter what. And I love that Betsy’s always got notebooks by her side
and coffee. I never drank much coffee before reading Betsy-Tacy, but now the
idea of writing without coffee can’t be done! Betsy’s joy in writing comes
through so clearly. It is such an honest portrayal!

Maud’s writing is extraordinary. You cannot even see the lines of how she’s
writing these books because they feel so real, and she makes it look effortless.
All these characters come alive, they’re completely fully rounded — they’re
human, and they’re flawed. Even the food comes alive! I've tried to analyze
what makes Maud’s writing so special, but I just end up reading the books
again. &

Jen: Have you gone to any specific places mentioned in Great World?

Varsha: I do want to go to all the places Betsy traveled! I've been to Munich,



Madeira, and Venice. Betsy takes such pleasure in
these travels, and it was lovely having BATGW as a
guidebook. When you’re traveling, sometimes you
just want to wander around and sometimes you want
a goal, and BATGW gives you a little of both — a
chance to wander and also to see the specific Betsy
things. A lot has changed, but some things haven’t
changed at all.

Jen: You said, “If I could write an additional Betsy-Tacy book, it would be
about the year when Betsy goes to university and California.” That is my
dream as well! But someone pointed out what a downer book that would be.
What do you think — should a fan give it a try, or should we let it go?

Varsha: I would absolutely love to write this book. I think it would bring
together so many of Maud’s important themes. The fact that Betsy fails and is
allowed to fail is a really important thing for kids to see. It happens, it’s fine;
you pick yourself up and go on. There’s an emotional richness in the
experience of going through all that. And what Betsy rediscovers in this
process is her writing. Clearly it was very important to Maud because in later
books she keeps coming back to it.

And I love to imagine the scenes of Betsy in California — that quietness in
contrast to her university setting. A different place can give you a different way
of looking at things. I think there’s such a powerful story in there. I think it’s a
little like Emily of Deep Valley; both girls have to find themselves by going
through these stages. Even if this book never gets written, I think we all hold
mental space for it and those themes.

Jen: I know I'm an outlier, but I find Emily so hard to read. Her depression
deeply affects me, and I grow more despondent with every page.

Varsha: EODV is so emotional because it’s so true — Maud perfectly captures
that transition of just entering adulthood. That process of finding oneself —
falling in love with the wrong person, then finding the right person — is so
honestly portrayed. But I find it a hopeful book: seeing Emily muster her wits
and pull herself out of depression through her own determination and then
flourish, in her very own way. Maud’s main message to every reader is: find
your own voice. She repeats this through all her books, and it can’t be said



often enough.

Muster your wits; stand in your own defense.

—from Love's Labour's Lost by William Shakespeare

Varsha: “Muster your wits”— that quote has been the steel in my spine ever
since I first read it. I return to it at every tough juncture I've ever had.

Jen: Tell us about your book, Ajay and the Mumbai Sun.

Varsha: Ajay is a kid in Mumbai, living on the railway, who wants to be a
journalist. That’s another thing I love in the BT books — the realistic way that
journalism is portrayed. I always wanted to be a journalist! Ajay discovers
some corruption, and he and his friends find a way to expose it through the
newspaper. I wanted to write about a kid having a dream and achieving it,
with a community of friends and adult characters who encourage and help at
various points. I also wanted my book to represent ethnic minorities and be
something that my students will personally respond to. And there’s sport as
well; cricket runs all the way through as a theme. I want to impart values in a
joyful way and create authentic characters that readers can identify with.

Jen: Tell us about your life as a writer. Do you have an “Uncle Keith’s trunk”?

Varsha: I make a cup of coffee, which is only allowed at my writing desk —
that’s my signal that it’s writing time. On weekends I try for a block of time in
the afternoon, and during the week I try to do at least two evenings, and my
goal is to write about 6,000 words per week. I don’t overly plan my books
ahead of time; I write the first few chapters to find my characters and work out
what’s going on. I have a wonderful writing group, and that’s made the most
difference to my writing. It really helps to find people you trust who give you
honest feedback.

Jen: What are you working on now?

Varsha: Adjay is a middle-grade book, and I'm now writing a novel about a
teen with quite a difficult life who is trying to find their way through it. It’s a
very different style to anything else I've done, but this image and voice came
really strongly to me. I'm not quite sure where it’s going to end, but I'm
excited about it!



Ajay and the Mumbai Sun came out in April 2022, and Varsha has since (ramarey
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written two more books about Ajay! Learn more here: LAUIRA SN

chickenhousebooks.com/authors/varsha-shah/




