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What
‘Betsy-Tacy
Taught Me
About ‘Being

a ‘Parent

BY
JENNIFER Davis-Kay

ow many of us idolized the Rays, planning that

when we were parents we would be just like

them? I certainly did. The affectionate Rays,

with their strong sense of tradition and respect
for privacy, struck me as ideal. But since becoming a parent
myself several months ago, it occurred to me that other lessons
might exist in the B-T books. Might the Kellys and the Mullers
each have something to teach? With that question in mind, I
hunkered down for yet another rereading (though my first while
bouncing an infant on my knee!). In the process, I discovered a
surprise—one character, not a favorite, revealed herself as the
embodiment of many qualities I hope to instill in my own
daughter. Who was this paragon? Read on...

In the first books we catch several telling glimpses of Tacy
and Tib’s parents. Both families foster independence in their
daughters; the girls go on picnics alone with nary a suggestion
that a bigger girl or adult accompany them. The mothers readil:
loan items for the girls’ play—Mrs. Muller provides a carpet for
the log house; Mrs. Kelly contributes a rug for the piano box—
and all three mothers let the girls use their houses to put on
plays.

The parents also set limits; in the high school books we're
told that none of the mothers liked bobsled parties. The daugh
ters have curfews, but for one week the parents are indulgent
about nightly parties because they too regret Bonnie’s departure
I love that other parents care about their daughters’ friend, that
they're willing to be a bit flexible with the rules for an unusual
circumstance. Setting firm limits but remaining open to “shades
of gray” strikes me as an important parenting skill.

The individual families also have their own lessons to teach:

The Kellys

“If T had to scold 11, I'd be scolding all the time,” says Mrs.
Kelly. Wise words—and I think the larger point is, think abous
what you want to spend your time doing. I could easily scold al
the time with only one child and one husband (!!); however,
“scoldings” will carry more weight if I save them for something
really important. Ilike the sense of community in this family—
what one has, they all have (or its equivalent). Part of that
comes from financial constraints, I know, but I think it’s a fine
rule to live by: We are a family, we share the work, we share the
burdens, we share the joy. And I love that, even under financial
constraints, the family still has books—which Tacy’s father
points out when he burns Lady Audley’s Secret. They know that



Number 26

Betsy-Tacy Society Journal 21

books are importantw—and music, as well; Mr. Kelly
cherishes his violin and makes time for playing, in
the midst of the hustle and bustle of a large family.

I especially like how the family responds to
Betsy, their daughter’s oldest and dearest friend.
Mrs. Kelly remembers exactly how long they've
known each other. The Kellys fuss over Betsy
whenever she comes to visit, and when Betsy returns
from Murmuring Lake, Mrs. Kelly bakes her favorite
devil's food cake.

And that’s my final lesson from the Kellys:
Nothin' says lovin’ like something from the oven. I
plan to bake bread and give my daughter and her
friends a piece, and stir up some cake to serve with
dinner whenever I can. Fresh hot baked goods can

soothe the soul.

The Mullers

More than any other family, the Mullers foster
independence. Tib is courageous, fearless. Even in
the face of that oft-sneered-at remark of Mr. Muller’s
(“Tib can't be an architect; she will be a housewife”),
Tib sees herself as invincible. We're not given overt
references to how the Mullers have done this, but
there are some clues. Mrs. Muller, despite her
concern for the torn dress, is glad that Tib stood up
for Naifi. When she’s a bit older, Mr. Muller allows
Tib to go to plays alone (something the other girls
aren’t doing without a chaperone). Even though her
mother loves to dress her up and show her off, Tib
isn't vain. In fact, at first I was put off by just how
much Mrs. Muller likes to show her daughter off—
but it never goes to Tib’s head. Either Mrs. Muller is
handling the “showing off " in a more appropriate way
than I realize, or she is an astute enough judge of her
daughter’s character to know how it will affect her
(which is, not at all). I look at the end product—the
courageous and sensible Tib—and don't fault the
mother. And even though Tib is awfully prosaic, her
parents do contribute to the girls’imaginative games:
Mr. Muller encourages them to act out the three pigs
story to knock down their log house.

But the Mullers are exceedingly sensible people.
Mrs. Muller believes in children knowing how to
work, and Tib is highly accomplished in the domestic
arts, far more so than Betsy or Tacy. The Mullers are
also open to “shades of gray”—they allow Betsy and

Tacy to spend the night before the herbariums are
due—on a school night, no less—but they do not
abandon their good sense; they make many pointed
remarks about how this task could have been accom-
plished earlier. When choosing clothes for a fussy
daughter, Mrs. Muller makes the most sensible
choice of all: Tib is told to make her clothes herself
and she has the skills to do so, an inspired solution for
dealing with a crabby adolescent, I must say.

I also like their fondness for Betsy; when she is
invited for Christmas (and what a lovely thing to
do!), they are thrilled to see her and treat her as part
of the family. She has Christmas presents, she’s
offered a sip of beer, and she’s encouraged to speak
German.

This, then, was my surprise. Tib is not my
favorite character—I'm more drawn to the creative
and romantic Betsy and Tacy—but her self-confi-
dence, practicality, and unfailing good humor really
stood out for me this time. I would be delighted to
raise a Tib. o\N¢»

Jennifer Davis-Kay lives in Newton, Massachu-
setts. She is an editor at Education Development Center,
Inc., a nonprofit educational research and development
organization, and a freelance writer, in addition to being

Melanie’s mom.
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How Maud Has Tnf[uencec[ My ‘Writing

BY MIcHELLE HERMAN

For many years I remembered Betsy and Tacy
with pleasure, but without having laid eyes on the
books since childhood. I remembered them, in fact,
the way you remember a long-lost love (but these
memotries are happier ones, since there's no early
humiliation involved!). And I always knew that the
first few Betsy-Tacy books were the single most
important influence in my yearning, even at the age of
six or seven, to be a novelist myself. What I didn't
know, until recently, was the extent to which Lovelace
influenced my writing *style*—my very self, I've now
come to think.

I"rediscovered” Betsy-Tacy when my little girl, at
three—that is, roughly a year and a half ago—an-
nounced that she was ready to have “chapter books”
read to her. We started with the Pooh books and the
Beezus and Ramona books and Pippi Longstocking
and All of A Kind Family—the first things that came
to my mind. I believe now that I didn't think of
Betsy-Tacy because I remembered them like a dream,
not like “real” books. They were almost too good to
be true, when I thought of them. But once we'd read
all these others a good dozen times, I started wonder-
ing about the Lovelace books. And I peeked in my
local library but found that this branch had nothing
but Betsy Was a Junior. So, without much hope, I tried
a bookstore—and what a thrill to find out that they'd
all been reissued! I bought the whole series, all at
once, and we began at the beginning.

* We've now read the first four about a hundred
times. These have emerged, easily, as her favorites.
My daughter pretends to *be* Betsy (just as I used
to), and talks to her invisible friends Tacy and Tib;
she uses Playmobile figures as Betsy et al, and elabo-
rate scenarios are acted out (“stories that aren’t *in*
the books,” she says). She has places in her playroom
that are designated as “the ridge,” Old Mag’s barn,
Betsy’s maple tree, and so on. What a joy this is to
watch! Sometimes I just sit on the couch and do
nothing *but® watch, and ask the occasional question
(I want to know what’s happening in her version of
the story, too).

But it was only when my husband took his tur
one night reading, and Grace asked for chapters in
Betsy-Tacy Go Over the Big Hill that I“found out” th:
the influence Lovelace had on me was greater than
imagined. My husband broke off mid-sentence an.
called to me to come back into Grace’s room: “Hey,
he yelled, “come in here. Did you ever notice that t
woman writes just like you?”

I laughed. But on closer observation, I realizec
that it was...crue. To an astonishing extent I *do*
write like Lovelace, God bless her (not, contrary te
my dear husband’s thought, vice versa). And of
course, I don't write for children, so there are enor.
mous differences between us. And I believe the
influence is pretty subtle and complex. But it seen
to me—and this was quite a surprise!—that my
writing style, sentence by sentence (my description
my dialogue, my sense of character and point of vis
(though not, obviously, my eccentric punctuation!)
was far more greatly and directly and intimately
affected by Maud Hart Lovelace than by Henry
James, Chekhov, or even Cynthia Ozick—generally
cited as my heroes, by myself and others.

Thank God for Maud. I always knew she
made me want to be a writer. But she made me a
good writer. She planted what must have been the
earliest and most essential seeds of style and vision
And now she’s led my daughter into a world far aw
from this one, to a place where I'm happy to see he
roam. o\¢o

Michelle Herman's first novel, Missing, won the
Harold U. Ribalow Award for Best Jewish Fiction. Her
second book, A New and Glorious Life, a collection of
novellas, bas just been published (see “The Naughty
Chair”). Her stories have appeared widely and her word
has been supported by grants from the National Endowsm
for the Arts, the Ohio Arts Council, and the Copernicus
Foundation. A New Yorker by birth and temperament. :
has lived in Columbus, Obio for the last decade, where &
teaches in the MFA Program in Creative Writing at 0%
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