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[00:00:00] Literaticast theme music plays.
Jennifer:
[00:00:06] Hello and welcome to the Literaticast. I’m Jennifer Laughran and I’m a senior agent at the Andrea Brown Literary Agency where I rep kid’s books from picture books through YA. Today I have a very long interview so I want to get right into it. I’m so excited that my guest is Rebecca Stead, the author of the Newbery Award-winning When You Reach Me as well as several other books. Her latest book is coming out this week, 2020, and it’s called The List of Things that Will Not Change. Let me see if I can get Rebecca on the line.


[00:00:40] Hi Rebecca, welcome to the podcast.

Rebecca:
[00:00:42] Hi Jenn, I’m really happy to be here.

Jennifer:
[00:00:45] So I personally think you need no introduction but let’s pretend you do. Can you introduce yourself and give us your origin story.

Rebecca:
[00:00:53] My origin story, of course. I am Rebecca Stead. I have written five novels by myself for middle graders and one novel with my friend Wendy Mass, also for middle graders. And before that I was a lawyer. So my origin story is really that I went to college. I worked for two years at a magazine as a fact-checker and as an assistant, kind of a double assistant copyeditor. And then I decided to go to law school and there I thought I wanted to go to law school to study science and the law, and genetics and sort of scientific angles on the law. But when I got to law school I became really interested in public defense.

[00:01:52] So after law school for about seven years, I worked in some aspect of the criminal justice system always on the defense side. And I stopped doing that right after my second son was born. Second of two. That made it sound like I might have, like, five. I have two sons. And so I stopped working at the terrific public defense organization where I had been working for some years in the Bronx. 

[00:02:31] And I started writing my first novel for children. And that was something that took me a long time. It was called First Light and I was really learning everything. I had never studied writing formally outside of a workshop at the Y, the 92nd St. Y in Manhattan.

[00:02:52] But, funny story, one of the people in my workshop was Wendy Lamb who later became my editor at Random House and she is sort of my one and only editor of all of my solo books. And so I’ve been… I left the law and I’ve been writing books very, very slowly ever since.

Jennifer:
[00:03:21] Wonderful. So your latest, The List of Things That Will Not Change is what I’d call a true middle grade. It’s published for ages 8-12, and we’re going to talk about it later, I promise. But I think that many listeners will know you from some of your previous books because they’re out already so they’ve probably already read them. And a commonality between a lot of your books is that they’re what I would call upper middle grade, or tween, or 10+. And tween is a silly sort of word. I hate it, actually, but it basically means, it’s not really YA but it’s not exactly true middle grade either. It has maybe some 13, 14-year-old characters. It has maybe one character who’s in high school or it has some elements that are a little bit, just a little bit older than true middle grade. But it’s also definitely not a YA book.


[00:04:12] So I’ve heard some authors say they’ve been told they can’t have characters who are 13 or 14, or people will tell me that tween books are too hard to find a home for because there isn’t a special shelf of the bookstore for them. I disagree 100%, obviously, since the majority of my middle grade authors write in this space. But I’d like to hear your take on this, if you’ve ever heard this sentiment. And if so, what attracts you to writing in this age range anyway.

Rebecca:
[00:04:35] I have definitely heard this sentiment from different angles. And for the most part, I do think that you’re right. I think that editors and publishers are sort of reluctant to publish books about 13 and 14-year-olds and I’ve actually had editors say that while they personally love the questions that come up in that time of life, they think that stores and libraries, if they see the word teen, as in 13, they will immediately put it in the YA section. And that is not where that book belongs.


[00:05:19] And so I’ve had editors say, you know, fine. Not about my books, but about books I know of. Let’s just keep the word 13 off of all the descriptions and basically try to keep it out of the metadata. So that it won’t come up tagged that way anywhere. And, I mean, that, to me, just seems like such a crying shame because I, too, really love the older middle grade space. I think that middle graders are just really, really deep thinkers. They are kind of, their brains are exploding a little bit. They have real intellectual and analytical abilities and they have huge hearts and are able to make incredible leaps as readers. And I’m not saying that they are not served by YA books, but I do think that in YA, often… I don’t write YA, so, I’m not, this isn’t something I’ve thought about a huge amount. But a lot of YA characters are almost like adults. 

Jennifer:
[00:06:40] Right.
Rebecca:
[00:06:40] A lot of them have jobs. They have cars. They are having sex or they’re in serious relationships. They are just really more in an adult space. And if you’re 12 or 13, you’re not in that space yet. And so you might need a book that is really focused on sort of the territory of your life and the kinds of questions that might come up in your life. Where you’re still really tethered to your family, you know. And adults are playing a major role in your life and I think that there’s this notion, and people joke about it a lot that if you’re writing a book about kids, the first thing you want to do is dispatch the parents. Ditch the parents. And I mean, I love those kinds of books, actually, they can be hugely fun and wonderful. But most of the time, that’s not going to reflect life for your average 12-year-old. And not that every book has to reflect a kid’s life, I’m not saying that at all. But I do think that kids are often looking for something that they can relate to or can kind of inhabit.


[00:08:02] Because, I don’t know. I feel like books are one of the most important ways to explore who you are. It’s almost like this bat radar thing where you’re sort of bouncing off of other people in order to discover yourself. That was my experience a lot of the time as a reader. So that’s something I think about a little bit when I’m writing.


[00:08:21] And by the way, I also completely hate the word tween. It’s just the wrong word. And I, years ago, like 10 years ago, I wrote a little article about tweens and what it means. And I did some research and it really was this term that was kind of generated by marketers. Yeah, it’s kind of a marketing term. Not that you were using it that way, or the book people use it that way. But a lot of the reason why that word is out there is because of marketing, not book marketers. I’m talking about people who market cars and vacations and things like that. Anyway, just thought I’d throw that out there.

Jennifer:
[00:09:08] Totally. I mean, I think it’s a sort of dismissive word. It makes it sound like 13… first of all, I think it’s sexist. Like, I think that that word sounds like—

Rebecca:
[00:09:21] You’re right.
Jennifer:
[00:09:21] —a girly kind of word, I’m like.

Rebecca:
[00:09:22] It is a girly, yes.

Jennifer:
[00:09:24] And they’re dismissing it, like okay, well that means that 12, 13-year-old’s issues, aren’t they cute. 
Rebecca:
[00:09:31] Yes, and it’s sort of, like, mini teens. This person exists because she’s a mini-teen and she wants to be a teenager. She’s like a cutesy teenager. And really, we can sell her things because that’s, as I learned by talking to all of these… I’ve talked to a bunch of people writing this article for, it was for Time Out New York, marketers discovered that parents today include their kids in all kinds of big decisions like what car to buy and that is why they think about tweens, as they call them, when they’re making car commercials. That’s why you see kids jumping all over the cars and having fun because the marketers are aware of the influence.


[00:10:29] Anyway, so that really turned me against the whole term.

Jennifer:
[00:10:32] Anyway. So, often these upper middle grade, let’s call them that, upper middle grade deal more frankly with tough topics than younger middle grade. So maybe current events, bullying, shootings, deportation, incarcerated parents. My client, Kate Messner, has opioid addiction and other difficult material but handled in an age-appropriate way.


[00:11:02] But some people, book buyers, grandparents, parents, librarians sometimes, even. Usually driven by some jerk parent, but whatever. They might complain that these books are too real, whatever happened to Beatrix Potter, whatever. So any thoughts on the responsibility or role of children’s books in airing these tough topics.

Rebecca:
[00:11:26] Yeah, I mean… it’s funny. I rarely think. I feel like the writer’s responsibility is to be truthful and I feel like a writer’s job is to sort of represent something about the world or human beings as the writer sees the world or sees human relationships. And beyond that, I don’t think a lot about responsibility because I feel like, how can I say this? I feel like the responsibility to be truthful is the bedrock of the whole deal and when I’m thinking about what to write and I’m exploring a character and a character’s world. I am really, really trying to get rid of the artifice and to be kind of devoted to the true experience of the kid. 
[00:12:32] What that means is that some dark stuff comes in because my experience of childhood is that there’s darkness there. There’s a lot of fear, there’s really powerful emotion, there’s shame there’s doomy feelings and I think that when we get older, we, I don’t know, we have some completely deluded fantasy. Some of us, I guess, that we can allow kids to live in a really sheltered world where they’re free from the burdens of being a human being. And the truth is, you can’t do that.

 [00:13:19] And I think that it is just so absolutely ridiculous to believe that a kid can live some kind of pure, untainted life if we adults, or the world, if we don’t taint that kid’s life somehow. But the truth is that a lot of what kids feel is just sort of the human condition. It grows on you from a very young age. Do you remember finding out that you were going to die? Because I do. And I thought about it all the time. And I thought about, I worried about all kinds of things and it had nothing to do with other people putting their worries on me. It was just me exploring my own mind and the human condition, which includes mortality and darkness.

[00:14:12] And so, I think that… I feel like, as a writer, you can never look away from those dark feelings and experiences and we all have. I don’t know, I guess I’m a big believer that writers kind of have this sort of internal territory that they’re destined to create and recreate in their stories. And I think that that’s one of the most valuable things that we have as a world is this collection of stories. 

[00:14:51] So I’m not someone who thinks that… I mean, I would not want to be assigned to write about a particular topic and to convey a certain message because I really don’t like to think about message that overtly when I’m writing. But I think that it is every person’s, every writer’s responsibility to try to stick to the truth and make sure that they’re not airbrushing. And if their story involves some harsh realities like a parent who’s an alcoholic or an opioid addict, or who’s suffering from PTSD. Or a kid. The kid, herself, might be suffering from PTSD or might have a mental illness of another kind that she doesn’t want to talk about. Or may have had an experience that she’s afraid to talk about. And so, yeah. I’m very much opposed to airbrushing that kind of stuff and to creating stories with what I call, too many rounded corners where everything is gentle. Because I think that that is just a great, great disservice to readers.

Jennifer:
[00:16:06] Well, and also, kids are weirdos anyway.

Rebecca:
[00:16:09] Yeah.

Jennifer:
[00:16:09] I don’t… I was a very dark child, so anyway.

Rebecca:
[00:16:15] Me too!

Jennifer:
[00:16:16] I do—

Rebecca:
[00:16:17] I mean, if you… it’s so condescending to think, oh, I have to tell a very gentle story in order not to disrupt the extremely simple internal experience of my reader. If that’s how you look at your readers I don’t even know why you’re writing for young people. 

Jennifer:
[00:16:38] I once led, I used to lead mother-daughter book groups when I lived in San Francisco and these wealthy women would have me into their homes and I would talk to them and their children about whatever our assigned book is and we would do themed food around the book and stuff like that. It was very ‘fun’ and fancy.

Rebecca:
[00:17:00] Fun and fancy.

Jennifer:
[00:17:00] And it for 10-year-olds, basically. I think my main groups were mostly 10-year-olds. So we read a book, this was many years ago. It was called Sing a Song of Tuna Fish by Esmé Raji Codell. It’s a sort of memoir of Esmé Raji Codell, and it’s her youth in, I think, Chicago, in probably the ‘70s. And it’s very funny and delightful little vignettes, but in one of them there’s a creepy dude who all the kids know is a creepy dude and he goes around in his car and he flashes people.


[00:17:44] Now, I don’t know if you remember being a kid, but I do, and there was a creepy dude who would drive around flashing people. One time we saw him, and it was upsetting or whatever, but…

Rebecca:
[00:17:55] Yeah, I actually had a regular. And yeah, I had a guy who yeah. Who exposed himself so that every time I entered my bedroom it was through my window, and it was very, very scary. And definitely a part of the life of every girl I knew.

Jennifer:
[00:18:18] Yes.

Rebecca:
[00:18:20] Without exception. But go ahead.

Jennifer:
[00:18:22] Correct. So these moms were incredibly upset by this. They were all besides themselves. People yelled at me, they really did. How could I choose this book for their children. The kids did not bat an eye. The kids did not even think that that was weird at all. None of them got an alarm bell raised, because of course! They live in San Francisco. I remember distinctly that the woman’s house we were in was on Haight Street in San Francisco. There is a hundred—

Rebecca:
[00:18:52] So they’ve seen some things.

Jennifer:
[00:18:54] Yeah! There’s a hundred percent chance that your kid has seen something weird out that window, okay.

Rebecca:
[00:18:58] I know. It’s almost like a form of gaslighting, to pretend to kids that their observation of the world is not, it’s sort of invalidating what they know and see and hear about. Plus, they do talk to one another, these young people. They share their experiences. At least, I hope they’re sharing them. But what could be worse, really, than just completely negating your kid’s experience by pretending, what? I don’t see any bad guy. Do you see a bad guy?

Jennifer:
[00:19:32] Yeah. I mean, it also, isn’t it better to talk about it and acknowledge that there are bad guys and so, you can be open with me, if you see a bad guy tell me. Or these are strategies to cope with bad guys.

Rebecca:
[00:19:44] Yeah, can you imagine anything more terrifying than seeing, I’m using the word monster here as kind of a symbol. But seeing a monster and then having your mom or dad say, I don’t know what you’re talking about, there’s nothing there. And I think that sometimes, yeah, it comes from a place, I think, of wanting to create something perfect and easy for kids. But ultimately it’s destructive.

Jennifer:
[00:20:18] So the voices of your middle grade characters are always so pitch perfect that I’d love to know if you have any specific character-building strategies that you like to use.
Rebecca:
[00:20:28] So, my only strategy is to write scenes. That’s all I do. I just write scenes and I don’t plan head. I don’t do questionnaires where I get to know my characters. I don’t write letters to my characters. I don’t journal at all and I certainly don’t journal about my writing. I have sort of found that the only productive way for me to work is just to write scenes. And often I’m writing scenes without any kind of plan and so that’s what I do. I just write scenes and a lot of them are really repetitive or weak or boring and they end up, hopefully, most of them, cut. And that’s how I get to know the territory of my story and that’s how I get to know my characters.


[00:21:27] But, there are a couple of things I do. One thing that I have found useful is every once in a while, I write a page or a paragraph and I know that it’s really close to the voice that I want in the story. Whether it’s a first-person character’s voice, or a storytelling voice from a narrator. And so, I do like to kind of, what’s my word for it. It’s not a landmark, it’s something else, which may come to me. It may not. But it’s sort of a—ooh, I know what it is! It’s touchstone.

Jennifer:
[00:22:11] A touchstone?

Rebecca:
[00:22:13] Yes. Touchstone. So I have sort of touchstone pages where I think, this is the voice, and I don’t worry about this in the first draft, but when I’m revising, I sometimes need to go back and reread a couple of touchstone pages because you’re working over, I work over a period of years and there can be kind of a drift in your voice over a period of time. And you might not notice it and that’s why I like to use touchstones to sort of make sure that my voice is consistent and that I’m remembering the way I want it to be. But that is something that happens relatively late in the process.

Jennifer:
[00:23:01] So let’s talk about that revision process. Do you start revising once you have a first draft complete or do you do it chapter by chapter, or how does that look?

Rebecca:
[00:23:11] I revise in a kind of haphazard way. I write the first draft long-hand and when I say first draft, that makes it sound like I have a plan to write a book. And really, I don’t. And I don’t mean that to sound like, oh, I don’t know where these books come from, I don’t really work on them because I work on them so much and for so long. But my first draft is almost just like, generation of material. And I often don’t have a plan. So what I’ll do is, as I just said, I’ll write a whole lot of scenes. And I write with a pencil in a notebook, and I do that partly so that I’m not distracted by my computer and I do that partly because it keeps me moving forward. Stephen King has this thing that I lot of people talk about that I kind of love that you should write a first draft as if you’re desperately paddling a sinking boat to get to the store. And I’m paraphrasing obviously.

[00:24:20] So it takes me longer than it would take you to row a boat across a river but that’s sort of how I try to think. I’m only moving forward. And so a lot of things can change. Character names, the season. The days don’t make sense. If someone goes to school and then it might be summer vacation. I just don’t care. I’m not trying to write a cohesive story, I’m trying to get stuff out. Sort of almost like grabbing a massive handful of wet clay and I spend six months grabbing that clay. 


[00:24:54] And then, when I have it in my lap, kind of, then I can start writing my story. I love metaphors about writing. I could, I just. It’s endless. You could come up with a million billion of them and there is never. They’re just so great. But anyway, that wasn’t the best one, but I guess what I’m trying to get at is that my first draft is really an exploration of material. And my revision is really almost the book writing. The story isn’t really in the first draft, the story is in the revision. The material is in the first draft and the characters are in the first draft and the emotions are in the first draft. 

[00:25:39] And then I use all of that and I sort of manipulate it with a totally different mindset. Headspace, whatever you want to call it. I put on my more analytical glasses and I begin to think about okay, what do you have here? And the first thing I do going all the way back to your question is I draw a map of my draft.
[00:26:06] So the way book maps work is pretty simple. I take the big pile of scenes that I have and I either draw a bunch of squares on a piece of paper or I actually have a template that I use sometimes, which is just basically pre-printed squares which I am happy to share with anyone. If anyone is interested in making book maps—

Jennifer:
[00:26:31] Oh yeah, please send me the link.

Rebecca:
[00:26:33] Yeah, I will. I will. I love sharing this process with people. A lot of people really love it because it’s fun to do and it’s kind of a really concrete thing you can do rather than, you know, staring at your desk and despairing. So, yeah, I find that when you’re revising, one of the hardest things to do is to just keep on task. It’s very easy to just feel overwhelmed and so I put a scene or a chapter, if I’ve got chapters, at this point in my revision. Each scene or chapter goes into a box and I’m not analyzing. I’m doing little short-hand titles that refer to some scene that, because I wrote the scene, I know what it’s talking about. And then I have a couple of pages and that represents all the material, or the whole draft. And it’s a way of shrinking everything so that I can see it more clearly.

[00:27:37] Every time I do that, I end up with a list of things I know I want to do. And it can be something as silly as make sure the best friend has the same name throughout the story instead of three different names as may have happened. Or it could be something much more difficult to get at, like a theme. A theme about self-protection. What are some ways you can work that in there? Are there some gestures? Is there some kind of something deep that I can use to represent this notion as it kind of changes throughout my story.


[00:28:22] And that’s much harder. You can’t just sort of go through and do that automatically. That’s the kind of change that’s going to happen over many revisions, whereas the name change thing, really easy. So I make a list of things easy and hard and then I use the map to kind of guide me and to go throughout the entire story and to try to do what I can. And I’m also moving things, I’m changing the timeline, I’m collapsing scenes. If they’re repetitive, I’ll say these three scenes could actually be one scene.


[00:28:59] So I have my big list and then I start messing with my draft and I’m working it, working it, doing as many things on the list as I can. And at a certain point I’ll pick my head up and realize that the book that I’ve mapped is no longer the book that I’m working with because I’ve made significant changes. And what that means is hooray, it’s time to make another book map, which makes me really happy because what could be more doable than a book map. You make some squares, you get some colored pencils, and that’s the way I revise. And I do it for years. And it slowly, the book slowly gets better.

Jennifer:
[00:29:46] So you’re a twisty kind of writer. Several of your books have, I’m not going to spoil anybody, but there are things that happen in them. How do you show respect for the reader even as you’re subtly misdirecting them? What I mean is, you don’t read Liar & Spy or When You Reach Me and feel tricked or like the author was withholding vital information or something like that. I’ve read books that seemed dishonest in their attempt to do what you do so well. So how do you do it?
Rebecca:
[00:30:14] Oh, wow. First of all, thank you. I do it very slowly. I, too, hate books where I feel double-crossed. Like, oh, well, I had no idea. Or something just feels really, really artificial. Like, forced beyond the point where I can enjoy the revelation, you know what I mean? So I really think that the fact that I revise over years helps me because I never feel rushed. Because I know it is going to take me a couple of years. And so because I don’t have to rush I can really let things emerge slowly and I can’t say, I really can’t say what a gift that is to a writer. Time, if you want it. And not every writer likes a lot of time. But I am someone who needs time.


[00:31:18] So, by giving myself that time, I’m really able to think about every aspect of the story and to really, really work at the revelations. And some of them are… most of my revelations are emotional in some way. I mean, I can think of one big one that’s sort of factual. But mostly it’s about character emotion and I have this idea in my head that I think about a lot as I write, which is that a lot of the time, because I’m always wanting some kind of powerful emotion toward the climax of my story, a lot of the time, I want to make sure that that is something that’s kind of running underground a little bit before it comes up.

[00:32:15] That’s something I work really hard at. And when I say running underground, what I mean is that the character isn’t talking about it and the narrator, if there is one, isn’t talking about it, like, pointing at it. But there are hints about the revelation, or the revelatory emotion. Boy, that sounded very fancy. That are kind of running, it’s not quite in the open, but neither is it hidden. And I think that the reader, I am a big believer in this concept that readers work, okay. And work is a bad word because it makes it sound like something you don’t want to do. But you can also think of it as the reader’s pleasure in having a book, I think a reader is hopefully slipping into the consciousness of another character.

[00:33:21] Sometimes the reader is aware of what’s going on without having it come to the top of her consciousness and that, if you can get a reader to do that, then the twist or the revelation or the emotional moment is going to really pay off because the reader is feeling something that the reader, herself, maybe, you hope, it depends on the reader, but has recognize or felt in some way. And then, when you do put your finger on it for her, there’s a big pay-off in terms of reading pleasure. And I think about that a lot.


[00:34:08] And my example for this, if you want to know what it is, and I know you do, is Brave Irene by William Steig, who I think has written this gorgeous book where the very… I just think it’s a really beautiful example of a story where emotion is running underground. Because Irene is trying to deliver this dress for the duchess that her mother has made and there’s an incredible snowstorm, and it’s just an incredible, physical feat for her to get there.


[00:34:42] And at one point the dress blows away so she knows she won’t have the dress to deliver, but she’s still going to go because she has to explain to the duchess what happened to her dress and why her dress wasn’t delivered. And then, at the end, she finds the dress because it got blown against a tree, so she puts it back in the box and, I mean, she almost wants to just totally give up and just die in the snow, but she makes herself gets up. She finds the dress. She finally gets to the duchess’s house and they take amazing care of her and they tell her she’s wonderful and the duchess loves the dress and they give her this wonderful meal. And in the morning, they drive her home to her mom who’s been sick in bed. And the duchess says, you have a wonderful daughter, and the last line is something like, “Which, of course, Mrs. Bobbin already knew better than the duchess.”


[00:35:43] And it’s sort of this moment where you realize that the whole thing is about the love between Irene and her mom. And all of this talk about how the duchess is important is really not the point. So that’s a very long, perhaps, explanation of the kind of thing that I’m talking about.


[00:36:05] So you’ve gone through this experience and you’re being slightly misdirected but you also have enough information to, on some deeper level, understand the truth. 

Jennifer:
[00:36:19] Well, but I think that that’s also, I mean, that’s the ideal, right? Because then that rewards rereading. 

Rebecca:
[00:36:24] Exactly. Hopefully.

Jennifer:
[00:36:27] Once you know that there’s secret other thing that it’s about that you don’t find out until the end, then you can—you have even more pleasure going back and discovering it again.

Rebecca:
[00:36:37] Hopefully. Hopefully.

Jennifer:
[00:36:38] Hopefully.

Rebecca:
[00:36:38] And I think that also has a lot to do with the way readers discover themselves when they’re reading. Because I think that a lot of playing with character emotion as a reader and experiencing character emotion, there’s a certain amount of self-measurement happening there. And there’s a way in which you’re kind of poking at yourself when you’re reading a book, I think, emotionally, and thinking, hmm. And reflecting on your own experience and kind of interpreting everything as the only thing you can, which is through your own brain. And I think that our brains are really mysterious to us and so any way that we can explore it sort of that internal experience is really meaningful. And so I think that that’s another reason why it really makes sense to work at those revelations.

Jennifer:
[00:37:41] So people ask me all the time if they should write in first person or third person, what do agents like? And I can honestly say I rarely, if ever, read a book and even notice what POV or tense, or whatever it’s in, unless it’s really bad. I’m just not that kind of reader. I don’t care. But relatedly, a listener asks, that it’s unusual to see a book in the second person, the one of your narrators, the mystery narrator in Goodbye Stranger, the second person is so good. So how do you choose POV?
Rebecca:
[00:38:13] That is something that mostly shows up in that generative stage where I’m just writing unconsciously. So when I’m writing that first draft and I’m not worrying about story, my biggest focus is on just trying not to second guess myself. Because I think that a lot of people who want to write, especially if you’re very skilled. If you’re a book lover. If you’re a skilled, kind of critical reader, your critical skills are, at least at the beginning, and probably forever, much stronger than your creative skills. And that is something that I think defeats a lot of writer. Having critical skills that are finely honed when you are trying to be creative is a real problem. 

[00:39:05] And I recently heard a writer saying, actually, that she likes to get up and write really early in the morning because her critical brain doesn’t wake up until like seven in the morning so she can get up at five and write. Then she’s able to write without being under the eye of that critical reader. And so, the reason I’m saying all this is that when I wrote Goodbye Strange, I found that I was writing in these, almost disparate pieces because there’s a third person sort of main body of the story. And then there’s the second person, kind of, skinny narrative which is what you just called the mystery thread, I think, or something like that, which I like.

Jennifer:
[00:39:49] Mystery narrator.

Rebecca:
[00:39:49] And then there’s Sherm’s letters to his grandfather, which are sort of the third piece of that story. And I, that all came from an unconscious writing place when I was writing my scenes without questioning. So I really, really recommend to everyone who is writing, whatever trick you have to play on your brain. Whether it’s imagining, kind of, Miranda July, who’s a creative person I love, calls those voices in your head, the local authorities. And you have to figure out how to get those local authorities, I was going to use a nastier word, but I won’t, out of the room. You have to send them out. I don’t care if you visualize it. I don’t know if you have to set your alarm for three in the morning and write. I don’t know if you have to exhaust yourself some way, I don’t know. But get rid of them, because that is really where the magic lies. Is in your creative mind unfettered by all of your great critical powers.

[00:41:04] So the second person showed up and I was really kind of thinking, what the hell is this? But because I had a rule, which was, not to ask questions during that first draft, I just kept going. And I could say some sort of, some things that made it sound calculated. Like, oh, well, in some ways that character is, she’s sort of alien to herself in those scenes. She’s trying to understand why she did something and so the second person is almost a way of looking at yourself from slightly apart. And, I don’t know. I can kind of justify it formally as a writer and someone who loves to talk about writing and really geek out on that side, but the truth is, it came from this unconscious place and then I was left with these pieces. And when I was doing my revision, which is also known as writing my book, I was able to figure out a way to use it. But the reason, I think, I was able to figure it out is because I had explored the territory of that character in that voice and it was sort of organic. 

[00:42:38] If I had tried to construct it later, like, oh, this would be a playful thing to do, or this would be cool, or no one’s tried this before, I don’t think it would have worked. And I’m sure for some people it doesn’t work anyway.


[00:42:50] I mean, I know that because that’s fine. But I guess what I’m saying is, a lot of my process comes from willing to just sort of let myself flop really inelegantly on the page in the first big stage of writing. And not being afraid of what shows up there.

Jennifer:
[00:43:16] A listener asks, “I’d be curious if Rebecca ever feels like she’s woven too many plot threads through her story, and if so, what she does to remedy? Asking for a friend.”

Rebecca:
[00:43:25] You know what, the story mapping would really help with this. I do feel like I put a lot in, in fact I did this poetry workshop one year, do you know about this poetry workshop? Susan Campbell Bartoletti, for years, ran these poetry workshops only for women and only for women who write books for children. And she hired, she hires, she’s doing this, I think, even these days, or hopefully soon, again, I should say, at Highlights. The Highlights Foundation. But she hires a poetry teacher and for four days you learn poetry and someone who has never tried that, had never tried it, I decided to just go to this workshop and see what would happen. And I wrote a poem, and the teacher who was wonderful, said to me, you know, I think this is two poems stuck together. And I laughed, because I was like, that is the story of my life. I am always, like, wait, this is two things, this isn’t one thing.


[00:44:34] But I think that that happens to everybody. It’s really, sometimes, I think, a bit of a defense mechanism where we want to cover up certain things about our writing or we feel exposed sometimes by our writing or like it’s inadequate somehow. And so we think we need more. More story, more plot to, I don’t know, to entertain people.

[00:45:04] To me, I do think that it’s kind of a defensive move but it happens a lot, and I think that the story mapping can help because what you can do is, if you have all your chapters written in your squares, you can kind of see pretty clearly, what if I took out this extra thing about this friendship and how there was something we didn’t know. Is that really paying off? Am I really able to lay the foundation and make that work? If not, how hard would it be to take it out? And often what you can see, especially when you have shrunk your story to a map, as I do, and obviously I’m a big fan of this process. You can see sometimes how very shockingly easy it is to pull something out.


[00:46:00] Sometimes it’s one and a half pages, you just have to see where it is. And by taking it out, you are supporting your story because you don’t have an undeveloped thread. And you can write a beautiful story, and if you have one thread that’s unsupported, and one revelation that’s not really seeded in a way that’s going to make people happy, then that is what they will walk away feeling. Even if nine tenths of it is beautiful and the foundation is there.


[00:46:38] So I think that, A, you just have to sort of know to look out for that if you’re someone who sometimes puts too much in for whatever reason. Think what are the two weakest threads here? And what happens if I take them out? Maybe the story will really shine without those.

Jennifer:
[00:46:58] Yeah, I think that that kind of self-editing eye is really hard. I watch a lot of design shows on TV and invariably there are people whose problem is that they don’t know how to edit themselves. So they have a lot of great ideas and a lot of buttons and a bows and a lot of pockets and a lot of weird patterns and whatever. And they don’t know how to take that bird’s eye view, which is what I think the book map helps with is getting a bird’s eye view of the whole thing.

Rebecca:
[00:47:29] Yes, yes.

Jennifer:
[00:47:29] And see, okay, well, this is insane. That’s one too many things, or you know what? I don’t need to put a giant beaded necklace on top of a diamond necklace, or whatever.

Rebecca:
[00:47:42] Exactly.

Jennifer:
[00:47:43] And that it will actually look better if you have less.

Rebecca:
[00:47:47] Yes!

Jennifer:
[00:47:47] It’s all fun, it’s all great, it’s all beautiful, but you don’t need all of it at once.

Rebecca:
[00:47:52] Exactly. And that is just part of the process of revision. Sometimes your process will be to put on those 14 extra things and then take them off and maybe that’s your process. In which case, don’t beat yourself up, but remember to do it. Remember to take off the extra stuff.

Jennifer:
[00:48:13] So you’ve said that When You Reach Me was a really tough book to write. Was there some epiphany or something else that finally helped it click, helped you master it?

Rebecca:
[00:48:22] Yeah. There were two. I had gotten, like, three quarters of the way through that book and I got stuck. I think, partly, it was in a lot of ways, that’s my… it’s an autobiographical book, obviously. Not plot wise, but in terms of I took a lot from my own childhood. Time, and place, and people. And that is sort of a great gift to yourself in a lot of ways, because that’s a rich source of material. In that story, I took a lot. And so, it got kind of, in a way, it’s harder to write when you’re using a lot, a lot of personal stuff. Even if it’s just factual stuff. It wasn’t really deep, heavy, emotional stuff. But it just gets slightly more tangled.


[00:49:23] So I got about three quarters of the way and I just felt like, totally tangled up. And I had this feeling that I wanted to get to at the end of the story that I wasn’t sure I could get to. I sort of thought, I know how I want readers to feel but I don’t know how to get them to feel that way and I just started overthinking on very level. And actually, it was Laurie Halse Anderson who helped me through this plot. Not as a friend, at all, because I didn’t know her at all at that time, but she spoke at a conference called Kindling Words that I was often attending at that time, every January. A four-day weekend where some writer would come and talk about craft.

[00:50:16] And she came and talked about sort of turning off, again, turning off your fear and your desire to analyze and to decide ahead of time how things should work and to sort of let the magic do its job. And I always sort of recoil when people talk about magic and writing because it just makes it sound as if, oh, either you hear the voices or you don’t. And the truth is, it’s not at all like that. But I think that when you get out of your own way, there is a kind of magic that every single person can find. 


[00:50:57] And so she gave this whole happy talk about not overthinking and I went into the hallway after her talk and I opened a new file on my computer, instead of opening the file that my manuscript was in. And I called it “Don’t think.” And in that file, I just finished the story in not too long. 

[00:51:22] And the other thing that happened was I got really tangled up in the time travel. And—

Jennifer:
[00:51:28] Spoiler alert.

Rebecca:
[00:51:29] Sorry. And I told my dad that I was really struggling and we went out to breakfast. He didn’t know anything about the story, and I told him the whole story, and he said. Oh, I think it’s because your theory of time travel is wrong. And so I kind of switched sides. There’s a couple of ways to look at time travel. One is the do-over method in like Back to the Future where you get a do-over, and the other one is the Somewhere in Time approach. This was like this Christopher Reeve movie, I don’t know if you saw it, but I highly recommend it, Jenn. And this guy goes back in time, Christopher Reeve, and he realizes, sorry if you can hear that dinging, he realizes that he already was in the past. In other words, his present has his acts in the past already incorporated into it. And so I had to switch camps.


[00:52:34] But if you ever want to do a sideshow about Somewhere in Time versus Back to the Future, I’m there for you.

Jennifer:
[00:52:42] Okay, noted. I actually, I will tell you bluntly that time travel gives me brain fever.

Rebecca:
[00:52:48] Yes.

Jennifer:
[00:52:48] I have several authors who have time travel books in their wheelhouse and editing them is very hard and thinking about them too hard is very hard and as a reader, I love it. But as a person trying to make a book, it’s hard.

Rebecca:
[00:53:07] [crosstalk] It’s really hard. I actually have, still in my Gmail, all these emails from Wendy, Wendy Lamb, my editor as I said, like, the titles were things like, my head hurts or buuuuuuh. So, you know, that was definitely part of the process.

Jennifer:
[00:53:29] Well, I’m glad because if it makes Wendy’s head hurt then I don’t feel bad.

Rebecca:
[00:53:33] Oh, I totally, totally made her head hurt.

Jennifer:
[00:53:36] She’s much smarter than me, so.


[00:53:40] So it’s been ten years since When You Reach Me won the Newbery Book Award, how did that change you as a writer, or your writing? Did you freeze, like, oh my God, I must live up to the award? Or did you feel more liberated, like, now I can write whatever I want, or what?
Rebecca:
[00:53:56] I think I definitely felt like, oh, now people will have expectations. I don’t want anyone to have expectations because that just seems terrible. But I think that aside from the obvious gifts of the Newbery, there, for me, is the gift of time because it kind of gave me a lot of leash and allowed me to write more slowly because the truth is, there’s a lot of pressure, I think, on writers in our corner of the writing world to write very quickly. And I think it is such a shame because a lot… it takes a long time to write a good book and I know I have a lot of friends who feel pressured to write quickly and I know that. 

[00:54:55] I get it. I understand certain things about the publishing world. I understand why you would want a book a year and for some people that’s very, very comfortable, and for some people it’s not. And I’m one of those people for whom it’s not. And so the Newbery, ten years later, now that I can look back and think about it. I see that as the biggest gift. The fact that I can still publish while publishing this infrequently and be a working writer who has, who makes a living. So yeah, that’s been very important.

Jennifer:
[00:55:37] What is your writing routine, or do you have one?

Rebecca:
[00:55:40] I don’t have a writing routine. I go long periods without writing. And when I am writing a first draft, mostly just because I’ve decided it’s time and that’s just some internal alarm clock goes off, I think. But when I’m writing a first draft, my rule is really, that I sit down with that pencil and that notebook I talked about and I write every day. And I can’t stop writing until I’ve discovered something in my material that I didn’t know when I sat down. But as soon as I discover that, I can stop. So, often it’s 45 minutes. And I’m not—I’ve never. I can revise all day, but I can only write in these short bursts. I’m very careful about capturing thoughts as they come to me. On the bus, or whatever. I don’t let passing thoughts escape because I’ve learned that if they’re gone, they’re 95% of the time, they’re gone for good. Even when I am so sure I’m going to remember something, I don’t. And so, I always, always write it down somewhere. Either on my phone, in a note, or on a piece of paper, on an envelope. On a receipt. Sometimes it’s some lines of dialogue, and I’ll just put it into that messy first draft because again, there’s often no rhyme or reason in that first draft. And so I just stick in there and it’s almost like getting little bits of lint out of the air and just kind of shoving them in a bag and eventually I have something in there that I can—


[00:57:24] Oh! It’s another metaphor. Something in there. I have enough of the pieces, I have enough lint in there that I can make something with it. But, yeah, those are my—that’s my writing experience, really. It’s a bit hit or miss with the first draft and then I revise.
Jennifer:
[00:57:43] I mean, I, personally, take notes on every time I have a passing thought on the backs of envelopes and things like that. But then what I have is a bunch of envelopes that I don’t understand what’s on them, so.

Rebecca:
[00:57:56] Oh, really? No, I write… I mean, I will write it out. If it’s three lines of dialogue, sometimes it’s a three line exchange between two characters and I will be walking with two bags of groceries and I just step out of the stream of people on the street. I lean up against a building and I just write it word for word with the punctuation and everything. And then, I’m not just taking a note, I’m writing it. And then I pick up my stuff and keep going and then just sort of dump that in my draft, in my notebook, when I get home.

Jennifer:
[00:58:34] Do you have time to stay on for a little bit longer than we said because we’re running over. I’m fine with it, but…

Rebecca:
[00:58:39] Oh, no. I’m sorry, I’m probably [crosstalk].

Jennifer:
[00:58:40] No, no no. I’m—

Rebecca:
[00:58:42] —answers.

Jennifer:
[00:58:42] I’m very happy but I just want to make sure that you’re fine with that.

Rebecca:
[00:58:44] I’m fine.

Jennifer:
[00:58:44] Okay, great.

Rebecca:
[00:58:47] No, surprisingly, I don’t have a lot to do.

Jennifer:
[00:58:50] Packed agenda.


[00:58:53] So, if future listeners are hearing my voice, we’re recording this podcast in April of 2020 and the world is pretty rough right now. We’re all in quarantine in our homes. Hopefully it is better for you people of the future, but anyway. I know our listeners of the present—

Rebecca:
[00:59:09] I really, really, really hope so. 

Jennifer:
[00:59:11] I know. I know there are listeners of the present would really appreciate knowing, do you have tricks for getting yourself in a creative state of mind? How do you balance creativity and deadlines and whatever, when life and just the world gets in the way?

Rebecca:
[00:59:27] Well, A) I really stink at having a structured day as I just said. So I’m just going to completely be honest because I totally believe in all that stuff about if you show up, inspiration shows up, and that it’s good to have a routine. I just can’t seem to make it happen outside of small windows. I can make it happen for a certain amount, but it’s always ad hoc, to get something done that needs to get done. When I’m just sort of left to my own devices, like I am now. Right now I’m not under contract at all, and I have nothing in the works aside from a picture book that nobody’s interested in.


[01:00:13] So I really can get pretty far away from writing. But when I do need to work, and I need to get something done because I promised it, I am big on rewards. So I often will tell myself ahead of time what I get to do when it’s over. And it’s often just meeting a friend or watching something on TV or getting pizza from Sal’s on Broadway. It can be something small but it’s sometimes, I use something specific to help me.


[01:00:52] And then I sort of, I don’t know. I never ask too much of myself. I must sound so lazy. But I have found that when I try to clamp down, and really tighten my grip, I don’t… the work isn’t good. So, in a way, even though it does sound like I’m being super gentle with myself, what I have learned, not that we should be punished for being nice to ourselves, right? But I have also learned that my writing just isn’t good if it feels like a forced march to me. 

[01:01:34] So, I don’t know. What tips have I given you? Rewards. Reading is the main thing. I know everyone listening probably reads a lot, but for me, if I’m feeling very far away from writing work, reading is always, always a thing that brings me back without exception. There’s pretty much nothing else. Occasionally theater. Very rarely a movie, but I would say reading and then second, theater.


[01:02:08] So, don’t forget about input. And the other thing is, just friends who are writing. Having friends who write makes all the difference in the world. People who you can just write to without feeling like you’re whining because sometimes when you’re talking to friends with jobs, job-jobs, you really can feel self-conscious a little bit, complaining about the life of a writer. Or not complaining, but just worrying, even, about it, because it does seem, and it is in many ways such a pleasurable way to earn a living. And you don’t have a boss and you get to control so much of it. But in a way, that’s also what makes it so hard.

[01:03:02] I don’t know, I think friendship and rewards and embracing your process. If you’ve noticed that there’s a certain way that works best for you, stop telling yourself that there’s another way you should be doing it, because that’s probably false. And I think we spend a lot of time berating ourselves and it’s unnecessary and it’s really unproductive.

Jennifer:
[01:03:25] Rebecca, it’s officially time for self-promotion corner.

Rebecca:
[01:03:29] Oh no.

Jennifer:
[01:03:31] Yes! Yes. The List of Things that Will Not Change has garnered six starred reviews, amazing blurbs. It was a number one Indie Next pick, but spoiler, I have not read it because my copy is at the bookstore.

Rebecca:
[01:03:46] So is mine, yeah. 

Jennifer:
[01:03:49] You’ve read it though, at least.

Rebecca:
[01:03:50] I have read it.

Jennifer:
[01:03:52] So you are in a unique position to tell us all about it, go.

Rebecca:
[01:03:57] Okay. Okay. This is the stuff I am the worst at. But I am going to tell you about it because that’s what a grown up would do. So The List of Things that Will Not Change is for the most part the story of Bea’s, it’s the name of the character, Bea. Bea’s fifth grade year which she calls the year of Dad and Jesse getting married. So when Bea was eight, her parents divorced and her dad came out. And he started seeing Jesse, who she knows well and loves.


[01:04:41] And at the beginning of fifth grade, her dad and Jesse decide to get married. And so this is the story of fifth grade, and at the end of it is the wedding. And for Bea, the big news here, mostly, has to do with the fact that Jesse has a daughter named Sonia, who, like Bea, is in fifth grade. And she lives in California with her mom, who’s remarried, and her two little brothers from her mom’s second marriage. And she’s never come to visit in New York, which is where Bea lives. And she’s going to come and she’s going to stay for a while and then sort of going forward, she’s going to join their household when she can on vacations and things. And in the summer.

[01:05:31] And so Bea is sort of out of her mind with excitement because she has longed for a sister forever and it’s a big part of what she wants. She has really big expectations and one of the things that is sort of key to understanding Bea is that her emotions are really strong. I sometimes say they come only in size extra-large and so this is something that has—it’s good and bad, you know. Sometimes she feels incredibly happy and other times she feels pretty doomy or sad or angry. And sometimes when she’s angry, she lashes out. She has hurt other people and so to sort of help her manage all of this, her parents have found her a really amazing therapist named Miriam, who you get to know in the story. 

[01:06:34] So it’s really the story of fifth grade when these changes are happening and Bea is managing all of these expectations and sort of seen through the filter of this mind and this heart, both of which are sort of wide open.


[01:06:56] And the story is being told by Bea a couple of years later. So the story ends at the end of fifth grade. She’s telling this story at the end of seventh grade, where she is, as she tells you from the beginning, a different person in some ways as we all are. As we get older we sort of leave, I often think about this for some reason. That we’re sort of always leaving versions of ourselves behind.

Jennifer:
[01:07:20] Yeah. I mean, I think I’m a different person than I was last week, so.

Rebecca:
[01:07:24] I know! I think I am, too. In terms of what we can imagine, right, and what we think is possible. So that’s the story. And there’s other stuff in there and I’m kind of smiling thinking about your reader question because there is another story within the story which has to do with Bea’s dad’s side of the family and some stuff that is happening with her cousin who lives in Minnesota. And it’s really, I don’t know, a very intimate, in a lot of ways, really my most tender story, I would say. I always try to be really focused on emotion and truth of emotional life, but in this story, I really, really tried with every revision to kind of set aside anything that felt artificial and to really… You know, I think as a writer, we’re always drawn to these tools, like, ooh, I could turn this around in a cute way or I can do something, I can do little cliff hangers. Or I could do… you know, we’re sort of, after a while we sort of think, well, what can I do next that’s different or cute or funny or surprising.


[01:08:44] And in this book, not to make it sound like this isn’t a cute, funny, surprising book, but I tried to kind of set aside as much as I could in the way of those manipulative, good kind of manipulative writer tools and I tried to just let Bea’s emotional life live on the page as authentically as possible. So that was my goal. And it’s a lot about, I don’t know. It’s a lot about love, really. I think different kinds of love. And also just understanding and accepting the fact that every human has big emotions. I think that a lot of the time we feel shame about our emotions and that is certainly true in childhood as well as in adulthood. Like, oh, I shouldn’t be feeling this much. Or, other people don’t react the way I react. I think that we’re trained from a young age to sort of throw a blanket over our emotions and it makes it hard to understand what we’re feeling. 

[01:09:58] And, although, as I said earlier, I don’t write with a message, I think that one of the things that kind of powered this story throughout is the idea that it’s okay to feel a lot, a lot. And it’s okay to look at what you’re feeling without shame and to try to understand it, and it’s actually incredibly helpful and can bring you a lot of joy just to simply accept that you feel a lot and to understand what it is that’s driving those feelings.
[01:10:41] So anyway, that’s what the book is about.

Jennifer:
[01:10:42] Well, I know that Oblong Books will have a stack of signed copies that I’ll bet people can get shipped to them for free and the link will be up in the show notes.

Rebecca:
[01:10:53] Oblong is one of my favorite places and I’m completely thrilled to be nearby and to be able to spend time there and buy books there. And I’m so happy that they have the book and the store actually has signed copies. That’s really nice, especially now when we can’t be together. So it means a lot and the things, obviously, like good reviews feel incredible but when I saw that it was the Indie Next pick, I really, tears came to my eyes because I feel like independent booksellers are community makers and sort of the guardians of something that is just incredibly precious in our world and not easy to keep going which is sort of this amazing community of people who are creating and consuming in the best way possible, books.

[01:12:08] So that really feels like a really special thing. And I’m sorry that people can’t be in stores now, of course, but it doesn’t change anything about how good that feels.

Jennifer:
[01:12:25] Yeah. Well, I always encourage people to buy from their independent bookstores, especially now. I do think that you can buy The List of Things that Will Not Change probably at any retailer you want. Your favorite retailer. But I would just urge listeners to support their indies, or my indie, Oblong.

Rebecca:
[01:12:47] Yes!

Jennifer:
[01:12:46] Because we would really like to be able to reopen when this is all over.

Rebecca:
[01:12:50] Absolutely. And I shudder to think. I just can’t even really bear to think about—

Jennifer:
[01:12:58] Well, let’s not…

Rebecca:
[01:12:58] —stores that won’t be able to reopen. I feel that Oblong, I don’t know. I want to be optimistic.

Jennifer:
[01:13:07] I would also like that. So, a hahahaha. Before we get too deep into terrifying things to talk about, let’s move on to everyone’s favorite part of the program. Yay!

Rebecca:
[01:13:21] Oh! We’re not even at the favorite part yet?

Jennifer:
[01:13:23] Oh, no. Well, the whole thing is everyone’s favorite part.

Rebecca:
[01:13:27] Oh, good.

Jennifer:
[01:13:28] But everyone’s, what they always tell me when I see people on the street, and they’re like, oh, I listen to your podcast. They always ask me this, “So, Jenn, what are you obsessed with right now?” And I’m always like, I don’t know, dude. I’m not recording a podcast right now, shut up, is what I say, or think. I guess I don’t say it because I’m nice, usually. But I always do ask every guest, what are you obsessed with right now. It does not have to be bookish, but it can be. 


[01:13:58] I will go first so you can gather your thoughts.

Rebecca:
[01:14:01] Okay.

Jennifer:
[01:14:01] And my recommendation is about to change your life.

Rebecca:
[01:14:04] Okay.

Jennifer:
[01:14:06] Yeah. Shit is getting real right now.

Rebecca:
[01:14:08] Let’s go. Let’s go.

Jennifer:
[01:14:10] So, I’m obsessed with the Bon Appetit Test Kitchen extended universe. What am I even talking about? Yes. So Bon Appetit, famous magazine, etc. They have a YouTube channel. Maybe people already know this but if not, it is the best comfort viewing ever. It is perfect for soothing troubled minds. You know how everybody loves Great British Baking Show and that kind of stuff? Yes. It’s all nice people doing nice things in a funny way. It’s delightful. So, to me, the best episodes are the Claire episodes. 


[01:14:45] So in Claire’s episodes, she’s a pastry chef and she attempts to recreate gourmet versions of famous junk food. I’m talking Gushers, Doritos, Butterfingers. You get the idea.

Rebecca:
[01:14:57] What are Gushers?

Jennifer:
[01:14:58] They’re these weird little candies that when you bite them, goo comes out. I don’t know. It’s gross.

Rebecca:
[01:15:04] Wow and they then, that’s, okay. The Bon Appetit version of it.

Jennifer:
[01:15:08] Yeah, she will make Cheez-Its or whatever. You get the idea. But throughout, as she’s making these things, all the other folks in the test kitchen, which is this big space in New York City, filled with chefs, they’re all doing cameos. And the camaraderie is absolutely delightful. Many of those people also have their own shows. So big goofball Brad has a show called It’s Alive! Which is all about fermented things. And then there’s this guy who’s a super taster and he’s super precise and super neat and thin and tall and very handsome and he’s sort of persnickety all the time, in a way. And he has a show where he has to recreated dishes by famous chefs blindfolded. So he can only, he can smell them, he can touch them and taste but he cannot see them. It’s a joy.

Rebecca:
[01:16:02] Oh, that sounds so good. 

Jennifer:
[01:16:04] I love all the members of the test kitchen family watching them joke around and cook good food with each other and also fail at cooking good food has been a true balm to my soul. And I’m mad at myself, kind of, because I’m so late to the party. This has been going on for years apparently. But that means there’s so many episodes to watch, so it’s terrifically exciting when you have nothing to do all day. Ha ha!

Rebecca:
[01:16:25] That sounds really wonderful. I’m going to look that up almost immediately. And you know what? I think mine is related and I think it’s clearly because of what we’re going through right now. I think we’re looking for comfort and I don’t know about you but I have no ability to concentrate. I can’t do anything for longer than a very short period of time. So mine is, I have started… you know, how on Instagram, you sort of, occasionally—
Jennifer:
[01:17:05] Uh-oh, here we go.

Rebecca:
[01:17:06] —you occasionally start looking at who, if you really are just being unproductive, you might start looking at people who friends of yours follow but who you have no idea who they are. So I sometimes explore this way and in this way I came across this woman’s Instagram. And her name is Luisa Weiss and she has an Instagram account called @WednesdayChef. So it’s also food.


[01:17:41] And she is this woman who was actually in publishing and now she lives in Berlin with her two young sons and her husband and she Instagrams all the meals she makes. And she is a chef so she’s published books about cooking. One is Classic German Baking, do I know anything about baking? No. Do I know anything about German baking? No. Do I know anything about Classic German Baking? No. Have I ever been to Berlin? No. It doesn’t matter.


[01:18:17] This woman is just incredibly likeable. She’s just really honest. She does these short videos and she tells you what she’s going to make for each meal. She has two little boys who are not really on camera as far as I can tell, but you know they’re there. And it’s just, there is something about it that makes me feel momentarily okay.


[01:18:42] And also she’s what’s Berlin? Five or six hours ahead of us? So she’s always in the future. And so it’s like this magic where three in the afternoon or four in the afternoon, I’ll see what she already made for dinner and I know they’ve already made dinner and she did the frozen green beans but she sautéed them with mint and stuff and it was nice. And they all had it and everything was fine and it’s all going to be okay.


[01:19:15] So it’s like clearing this little path of contentment ahead of me. So I have to say, I have started watching all of her little clips about what she’s making for every meal.

Jennifer:
[01:19:30] Amazing.

Rebecca:
[01:19:30] And you kind of get to see the inside of her apartment and I really like that, too. I just love seeing how people live in other places, I’m just endlessly fascinated by the insides of other people’s homes. And I don’t know what that’s about. It’s deeply felt. So that’s another little bonus. But she’s just kind of lovely and calm.

Jennifer:
[01:19:59] Excellent.

Rebecca:
[01:19:59] So, @WednesdayChef is Instagram.

Jennifer:
[01:20:02] I will put a link to both BA Test Kitchen and @WednesdayChef in the show notes.

Rebecca:
[01:20:07] Yay!

Jennifer:
[01:20:07] Listeners, please order The List of Things that Will Not Change from your bookstore and thank you for joining me, Rebecca. This has been a joy and I’m such a fan.

Rebecca:
[01:20:15] Oh, thank you. I’m such a fan of yours, Jenn. And I’m honored to be on your podcast.

Jennifer:
[01:20:22] Thanks so much to my guest Rebecca Stead, and thanks to all of you for listening. If you like the podcast and have a mind to help it out, by all means leave a review on Apple Podcasts or your podcatcher of choice. Reviews help more folks find the show. You can also join the Patreon. Throw in a buck and help me keep this show on the air. It’s at Patreon.com/Literaticat. I’ll have links to all the books we talked about and everything else in the show notes on my website. That’s JenniferLaughran.com/Literaticast. Thanks so much for listening and I’ll see you next time. Stay safe out there.
[01:21:04] Literaticast theme music plays.
