WE INTERVIEW MEGAN
ABBOTT AND LAURA LIPPMAN

Editor’s note: Michelle May and Jennifer Davis-Kay are the social media coordinators for the
BTS (along with Shelley Harris, who handles Tumblr), and Michelle is especially good at
reaching out to well-known authors who are also Betsy-Tacy fans. We’d had both Megan and
Laura on our wish list for some time, and Michelle finally bit the bullet and just asked — and
they said yes! And couldn’t have been nicer about it! We are beyond delighted by their
responses to our questions. Read on!

How did the two of you meet and become friends?

Megan: Laura and I met through the crime fiction world. It’s very close and
supportive, especially among female writers — a truly great thing. I think we met in
person the first time at Bouchercon (the annual mystery fan conference) — this was
around 2005! I was a big fan already, of course!

You both write very modern, kinda “edgy’’ books, and Betsy-Tacy is pretty much the



opposite of that. Do you think it would surprise your fans to know that you love these
books? How would you “sell” Betsy-Tacy to fans of your books?

Laura: You know, I think Betsy Ray (and Maud Hart Lovelace) had a lot of potential
darkness in her — think about those dime novels she borrowed from the cleaning girl,
her attempt to emulate them! You just know she would have loved Flowers in the Attic!
But the way I would sell the Betsy-Tacy books is very basic: They are the portrait of
the artist as a young woman. Betsy is a storyteller from the moment we meet her. And
the series is very much centered on her development as a writer — the stories told on
the bench where she and Tacy picnic, the story she tells to avoid jumping from the
tree, the King of Spain adventure, “The Curtain Goes Up,” her realization after the
first Essay Contest that writing is something to be taken seriously, selling “Emma
Middleton Cuts Cross Country” while in Europe, Joe encouraging her to work on
novels. .. across all the books, there are two constants: Tacy and writing.

Megan: Yes, yes, yes! It has that in common with Little Women. And I think the
emotional intricacies of female coming of age are a huge part of it for me too. The
yearning for a bigger life,
struggles with romance,
with peer groups, with . ’ ,
discovering who you are — Looking at them now, there’s a kind of
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Laura: I find it interesting that Megan, like Margaret, is Team Tony. I’m Team Joe. I
think he’s the most perfect love interest I’ve ever encountered, although Jules in the
All-of-a-Kind Family books is a close second.



Megan: I adore Joe! And think he’s a far better match for Betsy for a number of
reasons. But I like the subversive energy Tony brings to the books.

We suspect that you two might have strong opinions as to whether Betsy-Tacy
should be a movie — are we right? What do you think about trying to film these
books?

Megan: I'll start things off by saying, since these books didn’t get adapted in the ’30s-
early ’40s with Judy Garland, which would’ve been my dream, I guess I’'m very wary!

Laura: Unless it’s an animated film in the style of Vera Neville’s illustrations — or,
better yet, Lois Lenski in the younger years, Neville from high school on — no thank
you.

Megan: Yes, animated in the spirit of Neville and Lenski would be my dream. I would
stare my way into those illustrations, fixating on all the details (the changes in
hairstyle, the details of food and decor). Looking at them now, there’s a kind of
piercing nostalgia in those images — a nostalgia for a time we never knew and that
maybe never exactly existed. And as a fellow Midwesterner, part of it is connected to
that vision of America we see also in Sinclair Lewis, Booth Tarkington.

Laura: I would be open to estate-sanctioned books, especially if the writer had access
to Lovelace’s journals. I believe Maud and Bick traveled together at some point?

Note: Maud and Bick traveled to Europe together in 1968, just after their husbands died (Bick’s in 1961,
Maud’s in 1967), and then Bick died just a year after that. Michelle believes that Maud wrote about their
European trip, which she promises to dig up and share. Says Megan, “We’d love to see that!”



Laura: I’d happily read a novel about Betsy and Tacy as older women. I also feel as if
there’s a “missing” Betsy book, about her time in California, which she describes so
intriguingly in Emily of Deep Valley.

Megan: I would absolutely love more books. Laura, if you had the chance would you
take a swing at one?

Laura: If I thought I could pull it off, I would. But writing like Maud Hart Lovelace is
harder than it looks. I think that’s why we’re such fervent fans.

Our Virtual Events Committee is playing with the idea of doing a virtual murder
mystery set in Deep Valley. Any suggestions for who might kill whom? (We thought
Laura, as a mystery writer, and Megan, as an expert on people’s darker natures,
would have some excellent ideas.)

Laura: A murder in Deep Valley
gt ET st Rt VA Across all the books, there are two constants:
jumps to the rich man who lives
in Little Syria as a potential
victim. And, of course, an
immigrant would be falsely
accused. But Emily and Jed would come to the accused’s defense and the killer would
be Don. BECAUSE DON IS THE WORST. (Oh my god, has anyone ever sent someone off
with a better line than “I just don’t think about you at all”?)

T acy and writing,

—Laura Lippman

Megan: I'd forgotten! I think Mad Men stole that nearly a century later. To extend the
Tarkington connection, Don is like Georgie Minafer (in Magnificent Ambersons). I love
your idea, so I'll go a different route and pitch a ghost night instead! I always thought
there was some spooky energy in Deep Valley. Maybe it’s the hypnotism and the
Mirror Palace and the Ouija Board — the excitement of going into forbidden territories.
I think that was a strong element for me as a little kid coming upon the earliest books,
but that never really goes away and Lovelace understands very deeply how much kids
like to be scared. That it’s a way of growing up.

At the last Betsy-Tacy Convention, Laura spoke eloquently about Okto Delta and
mean girls. What lessons do these books have for today’s readers?

Laura: Two lessons come to mind, one cribbed from Shakespeare, “To thine ownself



be true.” I feel as if Betsy had to learn that over and over. Don’t most of us? But I also
think a lot about that message she sent to Joe, as World War I was breaking out.
Think of what Betsy might have lost if she hadn’t reached out, how simple it was, in
the end, to say, I'm sorry, let’s not fight anymore.

Megan: I too found myself over and over in the books — feeling very out of place and
even out of time as a kid, feeling very much the outlier, outsider and wanting so badly
to fit in until I didn’t — well, reaching that point of not wanting to fit in at all. Wanting
to be myself wholly. The books played such a role in that. At the same time, I had two
best friends, my Tacy and my Tib (of course I was the Betsy!) as a young girl, and the
books spoke so deeply to the complexities and gifts of true female friendship.
Recently, I was also very affected by Jia Tolentino’s reflections on the books through
the lens of immigration. It suggests how much we can continue to get out of the
books, what they reveal about America not just at that time but forever. Just talking
this way makes me want to read them all over again!

Laura: Megan, we should go to Mankato some day. It’s really special to climb the Big
Hill.

Megan: I’m dying to get to Mankato — and in my full B-T fantasy it’d be with you,
Laura!

Jen: Can I sneak in the fact that I MADLY LOVE YOUR WRITING, BOTH OF YOU, and it
is so thrilling to have you in our newsletter, and pretend it’s a question? (Jen has
trained all her BT friends to refer to Laura as ‘“Jen’s new sooper best friend Laura
Lippman” on the strength of sharing a Chardonnay in the Holy Land, one of her
most cherished memories.)

Laura: Jen, I have such fond memories of our drinks together and the awe I felt during
the trivia contest.

Jen to Michelle: It’s accurate, right, for me to read this as LL confirming our deep and abiding close
friendship? Right??
Michelle: Definitely a confirmation!

Michelle: As someone who grew up (and still lives) in the Mankato area, I’m always
trying to make this town appreciate Betsy-Tacy more than it does, and sometimes I
feel like giving up — and sometimes I wonder if my attachment to the books is partly
because of my living here. But things like this interview remind me that

seriously talented and thoughtful authors have been and are inspired by Betsy and



Maud and Deep Valley and that the books really are special, and it renews my energy.

Megan: Oh, this makes me so happy to hear! It’s so interesting to ponder how deep it
all goes with our connection to these books and the world they evoke. It seems
impossible to imagine Mankato not fully appreciating the series, given how rare and
lovely it is to have your own town/region so beautifully rendered. But there’s
something about uncovering these books at an early age — and maybe if you don’t,
they feel like antiquities. Though, for that matter, I’'m always delighted to see how
many folks discovered them only in their later years and then just plowed through
them all with giddy abandon!

Anything else we can share with our readers? Laura, I think folks would love to know
about the Beany Malone references you hide in your books for your sister to find.

Laura: Yes, those were used primarily in the Tess Monaghan books. The first one is
very obvious — a law firm is known as the Triple O, a reference to the secret club Beany
almost joins in Beany Has a Secret Life. They became more obscure over time, and I
often forget where I put them! Which is uncannily like my real life, in which I hide
stuff then can’t remember where I put it. My daughter’s stuffed turtle was literally
missing for almost two years.

Beany Has
'A Secret Life

Megan: One thing I might add is that I named one of my characters (in Dare Me, the
book and the TV series) “Tacy” as an homage! (Though she’s no Tacy — and a bit of a
troublemaker. @)

Thank you SO MUCH for answering our questions!
Megan: We had so much fun doing this! Thank you again for your kind words and

great questions and for reaching out! What a nostalgia trip for me, of the very best
kind.



Want more Megan and Laura? Read “Daughters of Daughters slamee
of Eve: An Interview with Megan Abbott” conducted by Laura LAURA

Lippman, in which each discusses (among many fascinating i
topics!) her love of Betsy-Tacy. And check out their latest Seasonal
books: Seasonal Work (a short-story collection) by Laura v Work

Lippman and The Turnout (a novel) by Megan Abbott.




