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For my son Curtis and his friends, who make me excited about the future






But here she had no children, no husband, and her mother was dead, no one was far weaker or far stronger than she, she carried her rage unknown, hidden, unknowable yet, she moved, slowly, under the arches, literally singing.

—SHARON OLDS, FROM “VISITING MY MOTHER’S COLLEGE”








The word police can fuck off.

—MADONNA








Timeline


	1938—Judith Sussman was born in Elizabeth, New Jersey

	1945—World War II ended

	1956—Graduated from Battin High School

	1959—Married John Blume

	1961—Graduated from New York University; gave birth to Randy Blume

	1963—Gave birth to Lawrence Blume; The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan

	1966—The National Organization for Women (NOW) formed

	1967—Diary of a Mad Housewife by Sue Kaufman

	1968—Richard Nixon was elected

	1969—The One in the Middle Is the Green Kangaroo


	1970—Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret; Sexual Politics by Kate Millett; Women’s Strike for Equality

	1971—Freckle Juice and Then Again, Maybe I Won’t


	1972—It’s Not the End of the World and Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing


	
1973—Deenie; Roe v. Wade decision by the Supreme Court; Fear of Flying by Erica Jong

	1974—Blubber; Nixon resigned due to the Watergate scandal

	1975—Divorced John Blume; Forever; the Vietnam War ended

	1976—Married Tom Kitchens in England

	1977—Starring Sally J. Freedman as Herself; It’s OK If You Don’t Love Me by Norma Klein

	1978—Wifey


	1979—Divorced Tom Kitchens

	1980—Ronald Reagan was elected; Superfudge; met George Cooper

	1981—Tiger Eyes


	1983—Smart Women


	1987—Married George Cooper; Just as Long as We’re Together









Preface

Judy Blume was my first.

She wasn’t the first author I fell in love with, but when I was nine years old, she pulled me across another major milestone—she wrote a book that I wanted to hide from my parents. Just as Long as We’re Together, about three middle school–aged best friends and their musical-chair friendship dynamics, started with a sentence so intoxicating it might as well have come with a chaser: Stephanie is into hunks. Was I into hunks? I wasn’t sure. But I knew that I couldn’t put the book down.

Stephanie’s parents were getting a divorce. My parents were divorced, too! Her body, like mine, was turning into something alien. Black fuzz was sprouting in not-altogether-welcome places, and I was transfixed as Stephanie described her own evolving figure, replete with belly rolls, jiggling “glutes,” and dark pubic hair.

My dad still read to me before bed at that age. But as soon as I got my hands on Just as Long as We’re Together, I asked him to stop. Stephanie’s world, filled with crushes, budding breasts, and pre-teen drama, wasn’t one I wanted to share with him. And so that night, I shuffled to his bedroom in pajamas and slippers and announced that I was going to read myself to sleep. I recognized his sadness as I kissed him good night, and I felt it, too. But it was worth it. Blume offered me something nobody else ever had before: a mirror of truth and a portal to some not-so-distant future, all wrapped in a humble paperback.



Judy Blume is more famous than she’s ever been since she started writing books for children in the late 1960s. She’s a star who has exploded into a supernova, with multiple film and television projects (A documentary! A movie version of Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret! A Peacock series based on her 1998 novel Summer Sisters!). “The Judy Blume Renaissance is upon us,” the New York Times declared in March 2023. “We Need Judy Blume Now More Than Ever,” an April 2023 headline from the A.V. Club reads.

The latter referred to the post-Trump political climate, which has proven particularly favorable for book banners. To parental rights activists, a book like Gender Queer, a graphic novel by Maia Kobabe about adolescent gender dysmorphia, is “grooming,” making it the most-banned title of 2022, according to the American Library Association. All Boys Aren’t Blue, about author George M. Johnson’s experience growing up Black and queer in Plainfield, New Jersey, is “indoctrination” and was banned eighty-six times, per the same list. Republican-led state legislators in Florida, Texas, and Iowa are feverishly removing books from school library shelves, leaving them half-empty. Not since the Reagan years have the attacks on books been so organized, and so vicious.

We need Judy Blume now because she understands this moment better than anyone. She is rightly being recognized for all the brave choices she’s made in her long and celebrated career, from talking about periods in Are You There, God?, to having Deenie touch her “special place” in Deenie, to showing an eighteen-year-old losing her virginity—without suffering any hideous consequences—in Forever. Tackling these controversial subjects earned her a dubious honor: she was the country’s most-banned author in the 1980s, back when the Moral Majority was leading the charge against books the way the national right-wing group Moms for Liberty is driving efforts to remove books from school libraries today.

Blume is the grande dame of so-called dirty books. Her work, her voice, her face are all a comfort to the people who grew up with her, who watched her persevere against her attackers and go on to sell an astonishing ninety million copies of her novels to people around the world. Generations of readers are still rooting for her. Today, in her mid-eighties, she has graciously accepted her laurels and strolled into her role as a living legend.

I wanted to write this book to figure out why Judy Blume is still so beloved, when many of her contemporary young adult novelists, like Betty Miles and Norma Klein, have receded into history. I wanted to investigate why just the mention of Blume’s name is enough to break the ice with a stranger and get a serious, otherwise put-together adult woman giggling. Try it: say the name “Judy Blume” to the nearest Gen X or millennial book lover and see what happens. Is it a smile? A fast flush of joy? I’ve seen this look so many times since I started researching Blume’s life and work. A glimmer that floats across the eyes, almost like the person across from me is recalling a former flame.

What’s the secret ingredient that makes Judy Blume’s work so potent? The thing at the heart of her writing that makes it so sticky? Her name continues to show up in contemporary pop culture, in movies like Easy A (2010), Ted (2012), and Deadpool (2016). In interviews, Blume is consistent when she says that she wasn’t sitting down at her typewriter trying to be a firebrand; she just wanted to tell honest stories. But in doing so, she created a cohesive, culture-altering vision of modern childhood. In writing about kids from the inside out, she hit on crucial universalities that transcended race, class, and even sexual orientation. Young readers saw themselves in Judy Blume’s novels and felt she gave them permission to be truthful, too. More than truthful—to be complicated. In Blume’s world, children are expansive enough to question their relationships with God one night and then bicker over trivialities with their best friends on the bus the next morning. Middle school crushes are valid, and important! Nice girls are allowed to challenge their parents. They’re even allowed to criticize them.

This might not sound like a big deal now, but it was huge when Blume started writing in the late 1960s. Back then, children’s literature clung to the wisdom that mother and father knew best. One of the reasons I loved Just as Long as We’re Together so very much was that it validated my feelings. My parents divorced when I was five. Their split and subsequent remarriages had freaked me out and made me angry, but I held it all in. Unlike me, Stephanie expressed her displeasure with her mom and dad in all kinds of subtle and explicit ways. She was fundamentally a good kid—a doting older sister, a dedicated student—but she also wasn’t afraid to tell her parents exactly how upset she was about their breakup. I couldn’t imagine anything more delicious, or more deviant.

Judy Blume is special because she made young readers like me feel seen. That helps explain the nostalgia for her and her work, especially at a moment when the world—with a global pandemic, the existential threat of climate change, mounting combat overseas, and culture wars at home—feels so frightening. Blume’s universe, filled with bicycles, bras, and boy books, is much simpler.

Certainly, that’s part of the reason for the Blume-aissance. But it’s not the whole story.



The answer, I’ve come to believe, is sex. Sex is the lifeblood that flows through her pages. Not selling sex for titillation’s sake, the way her critics claimed, but sex as a fundamental part of being human. From Margaret Simon’s obsession with getting her period to Deenie Fenner’s curiosity about masturbation, the children in Blume’s stories all embrace puberty with open arms and take the ride into adulthood without shame. No matter how much they struggle, her adolescent characters are fundamentally empowered. Across Blume’s books, kids approach sex as a crucial part of growing up, a key element in their cultural and biological destinies.

This was Blume’s personal philosophy as well. She believed that kids deserved to have pressing and private questions about their bodies, and that they were entitled to the answers. Over the course of her life and career, she has recognized that women’s interior lives and their sexual desires are deeply intertwined. Making that connection, and putting it into her books in the 1970s and 1980s, was radical at the time.

Hell, it’s radical now.

Americans are still debating the value of sex education. Twelve-year-old girls are still getting catcalled on the street, while books that talk frankly about sex are getting dismissed as pornography. Roe v. Wade is no longer the law of the land and powerful men have announced that they’re coming for birth control next. In Florida, Governor Ron DeSantis has greenlit a bill that prevents girls younger than sixth grade from even talking about menstruation in school. Kids in many states are prohibited from learning about the gender spectrum, or LGBTQ+ issues, or anything that falls beyond the traditional boy/girl binary.

This moment in history feels like a tipping point. When Judy Blume started writing in the late 1960s, the culture was at a tipping point, too. The sexual revolution presented an ocean of new ideas, but there were plenty of people trying to hold back the tide. Second Wave feminists—Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, Kate Millett—were fighting to change the world for women. The goal of women’s liberation was to free wives and mothers from cages of domesticity and let them enter modern society.

Blume was a housewife and mother of two in her twenties when she first sat down to write. She wasn’t a women’s rights activist, but she was deeply affected by the ideas coming out of the movement. One of Second Wave feminism’s aims was to demystify the female body once and for all, so that women could be more in control of their reproductive systems, their sexual experiences, and their lives. Tapping away at her IBM Selectric, Judy was absorbing feminist values and translating them, in real time, for her young readers.

This is the genius of Judy Blume. It’s the single most important aspect of her legacy. Her work as a children’s writer did something nobody else could manage: it helped ensure feminism’s longevity. When Friedan published The Feminist Mystique in 1963, she argued that the activists who came before her—the First Wave suffragettes—had admirably won the vote but then hung up their sashes and failed to encode their values into American culture. “The fact is that to women born after 1920, feminism was dead history,” Friedan wrote. Or, as Kate Millett put it in Sexual Politics (1970), “When the ballot was won, the feminist movement collapsed in what can only be described as exhaustion.”

By the war years of the 1930s and 1940s, the country no longer had an active women’s rights movement. The United States in the 1950s saw a return to patriarchal gender roles, leaving the Nineteenth Amendment in place but undoing much of the important social and cultural work of early feminism.

Second Wavers didn’t want this to happen again. Friedan and Millett both agreed: a movement requires a multigenerational buy-in to maintain its momentum. And over in suburban New Jersey, a soft-spoken stay-at-home mom was listening. Writing cutting-edge books for kids, Judy Blume became the Second Wave’s secret weapon.

This book is about how she did it. It takes elements from her life, her work (specifically, the controversial young adult novels she published between 1970 and 1980), and her battle against censorship to reveal how she brought up the next generation of women’s rights activists. Her characters and stories were more than just entertainment. They were a roadmap of open communication, bodily autonomy, and even sexual fulfillment. They taught young readers that we were allowed to expect more from our lives than the women who came before us.

I am following that map from its starting point. Come with me.

Rachelle Bergstein

Brooklyn, NY

October 25, 2023






Chapter One Housewife’s Syndrome



“I went in the closet and I cried.”



Before Judith Sussman had even graduated from college at NYU in 1961, she was married and pregnant. She had met a man—another New Jersey native, six years her senior—who could give her the life she thought she wanted: a suburban success story. When they first started dating, John Blume was a promising law student, preppy, clean-cut, with a round face and wry blue eyes. He had a job waiting for him at his father’s law firm in Newark. Was Judy smitten? It was tough to say. Their backyard wedding, in August of 1959, had a feeling of inevitability.

It was inevitable, she later realized, because she had been programmed to want certain things. Despite the fact that her high school yearbook listed her single most important ambition as “college,” she was acutely aware that her degree in elementary education was actually a backup plan. Her mom, Essie Sussman, would have been mortified if she’d used it. In the shorthand of New Jersey’s Jewish mothers, work was something a woman did when she couldn’t find a husband to take care of her.

And of course Judy could find a husband—she was smart, bubbly, pretty. A good girl, if a bit of a flirt, with slim hips and a glinting, movie-star smile. When she had her first baby, a daughter she named Randy, in her early twenties, she had fulfilled her greater purpose according to contemporary standards. Her son, Lawrence, who they called Larry, followed soon after, in 1963.

By then, the Blumes had moved into a lovely new house in the affluent suburb of Scotch Plains, New Jersey. The four-bedroom home, which sat on nearly an acre of grassy land, had an airy front porch and a two-car garage. It was a twelve-minute drive from her mother. Judy framed her college diploma—already, school was starting to feel so far away—and hung it over the washing machine.

The family was thriving. As John Blume’s wife, Judy frequented the local country club, taking tennis and golf lessons so she could go along with his hobbies, and enjoyed steak dinners at restaurants with crisp white tablecloths. She had to admit, she wanted for nothing. So what was that tug at the pit of her stomach? A hunger, gnawing and painful, like she was empty.



The sexual revolution was well underway, but it hadn’t yet made it to Scotch Plains. The first Playboy magazine, with Marilyn Monroe in a black swimsuit beaming on the cover, had gone to press in 1953. Elvis rocked and rolled his hips on the Ed Sullivan Show just a few years later, in 1956. The birth control pill was approved for contraceptive use in 1960, and the Supreme Court’s 1965 decision in Griswold v. Connecticut protected the rights of married couples to use it. Sex was in the air—or at least on the airwaves. “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” by the Rolling Stones topped the charts. Ponytailed schoolgirls watched the Beatles perform with desire shooting out of their eyes.

But in Scotch Plains, it was as if the 1950s had never ended. Even though it closed out its seven-year TV run in 1963, everyone was still playacting Leave It to Beaver. The men went to work every morning. The wives watched the kids, cooked dinner, and cleaned. If they were lucky enough to have free time, they gossiped and browsed clothing racks. “Those women weren’t even shopping but simply going to stores, for lack of anything better to do,” Blume later said of her fellow New Jersey moms.

Shopping didn’t do it for Judy. It didn’t do it for Betty Friedan either, who lived an hour away in Rockland County, New York. In 1963, mother of three Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, which described housewives’ ennui as “the problem that has no name.” Friedan argued that during World War II, when American women had flooded the workforce while the men went to war, they had been happier. Then, after D-Day, they had been corralled back into their homes. They subsisted on a substanceless media diet that told them they should entertain no ambitions beyond their “feminine” duties: Preparing gourmet meals. Scrubbing the floors until they sparkled. Cultivating their children’s interests. Making it all seem lovely and effortless, so that it appeared, at five o’clock every day, as if they had been gift-wrapped just for their husbands.

Middle-class women were told they were lucky, that they led more pampered lives than any other species in the history of the world. “The American housewife—freed by science and the labor-saving appliances from the drudgery, the dangers of childbirth and the illnesses of her grandmother… was healthy, beautiful, educated, concerned only about her husband, her children and her home. She had found true feminine fulfillment,” Friedan wrote of the cultural messages housewives received.

But then, Friedan asks: Why were so many women secretly dying inside?

They were miserable because they were bored, Friedan argued. More than bored—they were suffocating. And to top it all off, these women felt guilty about being unhappy. They yearned to understand why their comfortable, cosseted lives didn’t nourish them. “I feel as if I don’t exist,” one interview subject confessed to Friedan.

Many suffered from unexplained illnesses. The “housewife’s syndrome” or “housewife’s blight,” Friedan called it, describing a constellation of symptoms that appeared separately or all together: crippling exhaustion, anxiety, restlessness, teariness, lethargy, skin conditions.

Judy had pounding headaches and migraines that sent her to bed in the middle of the day. She had year-round sore throats, rashes, and other allergic reactions for no apparent reason.

“If you want to know about my illnesses, read Wifey,” Blume said in the 1990 book Presenting Judy Blume. “It was another side of my life that I wanted to share.”

In Wifey, Blume’s first novel for adults, published in 1978, she references her weird afflictions in the character of Sandy Pressman: a stifled and sexually frustrated housewife who seeks fulfillment in a series of R-rated, extramarital affairs. Early on in the book, Sandy looks in the mirror to discover a crop of heart-shaped bumps erupting across her face. Despite taking a course of penicillin, she gets sicker. “Ten days later it returned, but much worse. A fever of 105, aches and pains in her joints, a strange rash suddenly covering her body; hivelike on her arms, measlelike on her stomach, blotches on her swollen face. She only wanted to sleep.”

Judy (and Sandy) had the housewife’s blight, all right. And who could blame her? While Gloria Steinem was publishing her explosive 1963 two-part series “A Bunny’s Tale,” about working as a cocktail waitress at the Playboy Club in New York City, Judy was making pot roast. While Friedan was promoting her book and gathering ground for women’s liberation, Judy was tidying up the living room, driving the kids around, folding stack after stack of warm laundry. Randy and Larry grew from babies to toddlers to elementary schoolers, and Judy had more time on her hands—but she didn’t know what to do with it. The truth was, she found tennis and golf boring. She couldn’t stand the country club husbands, and their wives were somehow worse: catty and small-minded.

She needed a project. Something creative to pass the time.

As a girl, Judy had wanted to be a famous actress like Esther Williams or Margaret O’Brien, a child star turned ingénue. Growing up in the diverse city of Elizabeth, New Jersey, Judy—or “Judie” as she spelled it back then—was a cheerful, if somewhat high-strung kid. Her brother, David, who was four years older, made fun of her for being jumpy and liked to toss a sheet over his head like a ghost and sneak up on her. It was easy to get her to scream—she was always anticipating danger.

Her early childhood was defined by World War II. Born Jewish in February 1938, Judy couldn’t remember a time without Hitler. Hitler, shouting sharply in German, was on the radio while the family ate dinner together at the dining room table. Hitler, with his Brylcreemed hair and bristly patch of a mustache, stomped through the newsreels that played when they went to the movies. Judy’s father, a dentist named Rudolph Sussman, volunteered in town as an air-raid warden. Her mother, a housewife named Esther, or “Essie,” knitted khaki sweaters for the boys overseas.

It was a frightening time, but Judy always had a place to stash her anxiety. Her dolls starred in elaborate dramas. She lived in a modest, two-story house on a residential street, and she spent hours bouncing a ball against the brick, making up stories. As she got older she took ballet lessons, acted in plays, sang in the school chorus, and joined the yearbook committee. She was always reading—her first favorite book was Madeline by Ludwig Bemelmans, which she took out over and over again from the local library branch. Then she graduated to Nancy Drew and eventually J. D. Salinger.

As an adult, Judy was missing a creative outlet. Washing dishes at night, she hummed along to the radio, thinking she might try her hand at songwriting. Quickly, the notion passed—John Lennon she was not. Then she turned her attention to arts and crafts. She bought yards and yards of colorful felt, fashioning it into splashy pendants to hang on children’s walls. Much to Judy’s delight, her local Bloomingdale’s agreed to stock them and they sold for $9 apiece. She made over $350 (around $3,200 in today’s dollars) before that enterprise got squashed by yet another malady, when her fingers started peeling because she developed an allergy to fabric glue.

Another idea came to her soon after. Reading bedtime stories to her kids, she wondered if she could be a children’s book author and illustrator. She’d play around with words in her head—a little verse here, a mellifluous phrase there—and chuckle, imagining herself as the unlikely Dr. Seuss of suburban New Jersey. Her maiden name had been Sussman, she noted. Seuss, meet Suss. Was it a sign?

Probably not, but Judy started jotting down her ideas anyway. They came alive in colored pencil with simple, homespun drawings. Okay, she conceded, maybe she’d need to work with an artist. But when she wrote, she felt the zap of something familiar from her girlhood: something electric and joyful. A distant, yet sacred, creative force welled up inside her. She wrote one story, called “You Mom, You?” about a mother patiently explaining to her two young kids that she had once been just a silly child herself. The tots—enthralled by their mother’s recollections, told in rhyme—are shocked by her playful history lesson.

Judy was proud of her short manuscripts and bound them with brass fasteners. She started researching where she might submit them: small children’s book publishers and Parents magazine. One afternoon, she checked the mail and discovered a continuing education brochure from her alma mater, NYU. One class, offered on Monday nights, felt like it had been included just for her. It was called Writing for Children and Teenagers.

Judy signed up and started riding the bus from Scotch Plains into the city every week. Even the commute down to the West Village was fulfilling. There was something about taking herself into Manhattan that seemed both delightfully grown-up and reminiscent of her unencumbered college years. Seeing the steel frame of the George Washington Bridge rise up from the road, the silvery skyline shooting out in the distance, it was like she was traveling to another world, one shimmering with artistic potential.

In class, Judy was one of just seven students. The teacher was Lee Wyndham, a published children’s book author, syndicated reviewer, and Russian émigré who wore flamboyant hats with feathers. Wyndham took a traditional view of children’s literature—that all stories should have a good, clear-cut moral with no questions left unanswered in the end—but she also encouraged her pupils to play. Eager to find her own voice, Judy experimented with different perspectives, toggling between first and third person, and an array of narrative forms. She started carrying around a green-gray three-ring binder, which she used to take notes in class and scribble down any new ideas that came to her. On the inside cover Judy wrote down her address, as well as a phrase indicating the item’s growing significance: Reward if found.

Between her lectures on everything from craft to writing strong cover letters to go with manuscript submissions, Wyndham consistently gave Judy warm, positive feedback. She was frank with the aspiring author, telling her that realistic writing, as opposed to fantasy, was her strength. Wyndham likely empathized with Judy; she also didn’t start her professional career until after she had a family. When the class ended, Judy signed up to take it again. She had already started working on a full-length manuscript, about a young white girl whose sense of injustice is inflamed by her community’s racist response to a Black family moving into town.

As Judy wrote, she was also sending out her stories. The first rejection stung. “I went in the closet—I didn’t want the kids to see me,” Blume told CBS Sunday Morning in 2015. “I went in the closet and I cried.” Over time, however, her skin grew thicker. Eventually, by the late 1960s, she’d been rejected by every major publisher, from Harper & Row to Houghton Mifflin to Random House and Pantheon. But she had made progress, too. She sold a short story, called “The Flying Munchgins,” to a children’s magazine, about a little boy named Leonard who discovers a society of mysterious creatures—the Munchgins—living in the dirt. He traps them in a box and shows them off to his older brother and sister who, unimpressed, inform him that they’re nothing special: just plain old ladybugs.

For another story, called “The Ooh Ooh Ahh Ahh Bird,” Judy received $20—and a celebratory red rose from Wyndham.

“She was wonderfully supportive,” Blume said of Wyndham at a 2015 book event hosted by the Arlington Public Library in Virginia. “She was wonderful to me, always,” Blume recalled of her teacher, who died in 1978, even though she admitted Wyndham did not always approve of her tendency to leave the task of untangling moral complexities up to the reader.

Wyndham’s support meant everything to her, especially because she felt she had so few others in her corner when it came to her writing. John wasn’t bothered by her new passion, but he had trouble seeing it as anything more than a hobby. “He thought it was better than shopping,” Blume said. He’d joke to their friends, “All I have to do is buy Judy some paper and pencils and she’s happy!” At one point, John sent a few of her drafts to his friend who had worked in book publishing. That guy was discouraging to the point of rudeness. In so many words: pack it up sweetheart and go back to baking.

Judy didn’t want to bake. She wanted to invent things—to dream. Then one day her dreams took root. In 1969, she received a phone call from an editor at Reilly & Lee, a Chicago-based publisher that had previously rejected her work. They said they wanted to publish her manuscript for The One in the Middle Is the Green Kangaroo, about second-grader Freddy Dissel, an aggrieved middle child who is sick of wearing his older brother Mike’s hand-me-downs and being told to play nicely with his annoying baby sister, Ellen. When Judy hung up, she raced into the basement where Larry was having a playdate and started tossing the children’s Silly Sand—the sloppy 1970s precursor to today’s wet and pliant kinetic sand—into the air in celebration. “Larry’s mother is crazy!” the friend later told her parents, according to a 1981 Scholastic mini-biography called Judy Blume’s Story.

Green Kangaroo, in which Dissel goes from feeling like he will “always be a great big middle nothing” to getting the starring role in the school play (the titular green kangaroo), is not even close to Blume’s best work. But it offers up hints of the humor and empathy that would eventually distinguish her as a writer. Judy was paid $350 (roughly $2,800 today) for the book, and when the mailman—who had grown accustomed to delivering rejections—came by with the check, the pair danced across the lawn together.

The publisher matched Judy with an artist, Lois Axeman, who provided the book’s illustrations, though the pair never actually met. Judy dedicated her debut to John, Randy, and Larry.

When Green Kangaroo was published in the fall of 1969, her local newspaper, the Central New Jersey Courier News, did a small story on Judy. In an article titled “Mom Keeps Busy Writing Books for Little Children”—Keeps busy! Honestly!—the Scotch Plains resident and former Brownie troop leader shared that she was shopping another short manuscript, about a boy who swallows his brother’s pet turtle, and already had a contract to publish another book, which she had completed in her writing class at NYU. The novel, called Iggie’s House, featured a young protagonist named Winnie Barringer, who sought to befriend her new Black neighbors.

“The more I write, the more controversial I’m getting,” Blume told the reporter mischievously, adding that she intended to dedicate her next book to Wyndham.

She revealed that Iggie’s House would be published by Prentice Hall, based in nearby Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey. What Judy didn’t say was that—when it came to putting her more cutting-edge ideas out into the world—she had found her perfect, fearless shepherd.






Chapter Two Kiddie Lit



“It was the best $5,000 we ever spent.”



There’s one word people use to describe Richard “Dick” Jackson: “charming.” As an editor for major houses like Macmillan and Doubleday, he knew how to work the room at a book party, flatter a sensitive writer’s ego, and make even the stuffiest librarian smile. Jackson had practiced his people skills growing up among Detroit’s upper crust as the son of a Hudson Motor Car bigwig, then moved east to attend Yale Drama. After graduating in 1957 he was drafted and did a two-year stint in the army. When he moved to New York and his acting career flopped, he enrolled in a master’s program in publishing at NYU in 1962.

In 1968, Jackson co-founded his own company, called Bradbury Press, with his friend Robert “Bob” Verrone. The gregarious Verrone had been working at Prentice Hall at the time, and the pair opened up a small office within Prentice’s sprawling North Jersey compound near the Hudson River.

“These two guys sort of considered themselves pirates, because they had gotten out of big publishing,” remembered Peter Silsbee, a Bradbury Press author who first met Jackson when he landed a job as his assistant in the early 1980s.

Jackson and Verrone set out to shake up the world of children’s books. Back then, picture books were the name of the game: colorful, cozy reads that taught young readers life lessons. Verrone, who had what Silsbee called “an antic sense of humor,” thought books for this age group could be more fun. Meanwhile, Jackson was lit up by an emerging area of the business: novels for readers ages eight to twelve, or the pre-teen set.

Middle grade didn’t really exist as a publishing category until the 1970s. And of the novels for older children that got printed, the vast majority were fantasy stories. Think of E. B. White’s Charlotte’s Web, which came out in 1952 and put serious conversations about death into the mouths of talkative animals. Roald Dahl’s books, such as James and the Giant Peach (1961) and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964), were gorgeous, but absurdist. Then, in 1962, there was Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time, a brilliant intergalactic battle between good and evil.

The exception was Beverly Cleary’s work, which featured ordinary children. Cleary dominated the children’s market and Jackson wanted to publish more books like hers: “Books about real kids for real kids,” Silsbee said of his onetime boss’s mission. “He really hated anything remotely didactic… he wanted books that kids would pick and would just feel like they were a part of.” Cleary had won over young audiences with her lively stories about middle-class white children, mostly living in the Pacific Northwest, where she had grown up. Young readers couldn’t get enough of Henry Huggins (1950), Ellen Tebbits (1951), and Beezus and Ramona (1955), about nine-year-old Beatrice “Beezus” Quimby weathering the high jinks of her spirited younger sister. The pair starred in a wildly popular follow-up in 1968 called Ramona the Pest.

To find the next Cleary, Jackson and Verrone resorted to unconventional measures. They dug deep into their pockets and spent a precious $5,000 to take out an ad in Writer’s Digest. It said they were seeking “realistic fiction” for eight- to twelve-year-olds. Soon, a manuscript arrived in the mail by way of an aspiring writer with no agent. Jackson picked it up, hoping to uncover treasure.

The book, called Iggie’s House, was unpolished. The young characters were one-dimensional and the villain—an unapologetically bigoted local mom who rallies the town to reject and harass the new neighbors—was particularly overdrawn. Still, Jackson saw something in it. Among other things, he noticed that the author had a knack for capturing children’s voices, with an impeccable ear for dialogue. Years later, Silsbee recalled him saying that the original manuscript for Iggie’s House “wasn’t very good… but there was something there.”

So Jackson took a chance. He picked up the phone and called this untested writer. A woman answered, and her voice lifted when he introduced himself and explained why he was getting in touch. He could see she lived in New Jersey—would she be able to come by the office sometime soon?

Judy Blume could barely wait to get out her response.

“The day he called and said he’d like to meet me and talk about the manuscript was the most exciting day of my life,” Blume later told Publishers Weekly. The morning of their appointment, she was so nervous her stomach lurched. She took a pill to try to settle it, which helped, but then the medicine dried out her mouth. Generally, her health had improved since she’d started writing, but a meeting with a real editor was stressful enough to throw her body back into crisis mode. Judy hopped into the car, hoping she wouldn’t have to do too much talking.

When she arrived at Prentice Hall, Jackson—who was stylishly dressed and bore more than a slight resemblance to the freshly minted talk-show host Dick Cavett—greeted her warmly. Judy was taken aback by his good looks; he was “a stunningly beautiful man,” she told the New Yorker. He led her to his cramped office, his desk piled high with stacks of manuscripts. Jackson confessed he wasn’t sure about publishing Iggie’s House yet, but he had some questions. The protagonist, for instance—who was Winnie, really? Beyond getting to know the new kids in town, what else did she want?

Judy wrote down everything he said. An hour and a half later, she had promised to revise the book for Jackson, in the hopes that Bradbury would give it a home.



Books in the swinging sixties were getting bolder. Just as there wasn’t a defined middle grade category yet, there also wasn’t a market around what we now know as young adult books, or reads just for older teenagers. There were books that starred teens, like The Catcher in the Rye, but Salinger’s cantankerous 1951 manifesto was packaged as an adult novel. Then came The Outsiders.

Published in 1967, The Outsiders is widely considered to be the first young adult (YA) book. It was written by a teenager named Susan Hinton: her pen name was the gender-ambiguous S. E. Hinton, because her publisher thought no one would believe a girl wrote it. The novel focused on white-on-white grievance in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Its protagonist, fourteen-year-old Ponyboy Curtis, identifies with the “greasers”: a group of underprivileged and all-but-unsupervised kids who overcompensate for their low social status with style and swagger. The greasers can’t stand the “socs”—snotty rich kids who drive Mustangs and wear madras shirts—and the feeling is mutual. Late at night, the town becomes a war zone, fueled by class resentment. Among all the typical high school trip-ups, including drinking, depression, and teen pregnancy, the greasers have to worry about getting slaughtered by their rivals after the sun goes down.

The Outsiders pushed the envelope with its gritty subject matter, but still adhered to the industry’s unwritten rule that books for young readers had to teach morals. For all its thundering violence, The Outsiders has an obvious, virtuous heartbeat. “Don’t be so bugged about being a greaser,” Johnny, the novel’s much-abused sacrificial lamb, tells Ponyboy in a letter. “You still have a lot of time to make yourself be what you want. There’s still a lot of good in the world.”

For books that dropped the moral pretense, you have to look somewhere else, somewhere surprising: Harriet the Spy.

Today, Harriet is probably best known for the cute movie she inspired in 1996, starring future Gossip Girl pot-stirrer Michelle Trachtenberg, or more recently, the hip Apple+ cartoon voiced by Beanie Feldstein. But when Louise Fitzhugh published Harriet the Spy in 1964, she was testing boundaries of what was acceptable in books for kids. Harriet M. Welsch was a girl-detective, but she wasn’t pretty and popular and polite like her predecessor, Nancy Drew. No, Harriet was opinionated and curious to the point of being unpleasant at times. She was bossy with her friends, and single-minded in her desire to unearth people’s secrets. “Harriet the Spy was transgressing all over the place,” said Roger Sutton, who was editor in chief of children’s literature magazine and website the Horn Book from 1996 to 2021. “The adults [in the book] weren’t always right. Sometimes you have to lie. She committed all kinds of felonious deeds that did not go punished.”

Fitzhugh’s next Harriet book took even bigger risks.

In 1965’s The Long Secret, Harriet and her attractive but reserved friend Beth Ellen take their spy games to Southampton, where Harriet’s Manhattan-based family is spending the summer. Harriet and Beth Ellen are on the cusp of adolescence; they daydream about what their lives will look like when they become women. The fingerprints of nascent Second Wave feminism tap across the pages (Fitzhugh herself was a queer feminist intellectual, drinking her way through Greenwich Village). Early in the book, Harriet asks Beth Ellen what she wants to be when she grows up. Shyly, Beth Ellen confesses that she doesn’t “want to be anything at all… I want to marry a rich man. I want to have a little boy, and maybe, a little girl.”

Harriet is disgusted by this answer. “You’ll be a very boring person,” she responds in her signature blunt style. “No one will come and see you. I certainly won’t come and see you. I’ll be working.”

Later in The Long Secret, Beth Ellen is acting grumpy and Harriet screams at her on the phone: “WHAT’S WRONG WITH YOU?”

“I’m—menstruating!” Beth Ellen responds before unceremoniously hanging up.

That weekend, Harriet’s friend from the city, Janie, visits Southampton. No-nonsense Janie wants to be a doctor, or a scientist, which is why she’s comfortable talking about her body’s inner workings to Harriet and Beth Ellen. Janie explains the whole monthly process to the two friends, with Harriet wondering why she hasn’t gotten her period yet. “Now, you know the baby grows inside a woman, in her womb, in her uterus?” Janie asks them. “So, it’s very simple. If you have a baby started in there, the baby lives on the lining; but if you don’t have a baby, like we don’t, then the body very sensibly disposes of the lining that it’s made for the baby.”

Janie’s tutorial lasts a total of six pages and includes medical vocabulary previously unheard of in fiction for children, like fallopian tubes. Fitzhugh and her original publisher, Harper & Row, were bold to include the section, given that referencing female bodily functions in anything but gauzy, euphemistic terms was considered taboo (one popular Victorian-era nickname for the uterus was “mother room”). Indeed, the New York Times review of The Long Secret reverts to whispery language around the subject, even as it celebrates the book’s candor. “The Long Secret, moreover, observes in so many words that being twelvish entails, for a girl, a few more changes than children’s books have hitherto cared to recognize—heaven knows why,” the reviewer writes.



Heaven knows why. That’s what Judy thought, too. Why couldn’t children’s fiction tackle complicated or even controversial subjects?

Her revision of Iggie’s House did enough to convince Jackson and Verrone to sign her. Silsbee said Jackson knew that the finished book still “wasn’t up to what became her standard… but [he] just knew there was something there, and had to publish the book to get to know her.”

Iggie was published in the spring of 1970, and the critics were underwhelmed. Kirkus Reviews, the industry’s book reviewing mainstay, described a hapless yet well-intentioned Winnie—who among many gaffes, introduces her new friends, the Garbers, as being “from Africa,” even though they’ve just moved from Detroit—as “the bumbling, besieged liberal at age eleven.” Ultimately, the reviewer found Winnie’s book-long crusade to garner support for Grove Street’s integration to be “occasionally forced… loose though not slack—in fact evanescent except for the rueful truth.”

Blume has since distanced herself from Iggie’s House. In an afterword to a recent edition of the novel, she says that at the time she wrote it, she “was almost as naive as Winnie is in this book, wanting to make the world a better place but not knowing how.” She explains that she had been moved by the race riots in Newark, which occurred in the summer of 1967, and the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.

Iggie’s House is flawed but it was progressive for its time in two ways: it deals with the real discriminatory practices of redlining and blockbusting, and it lets us watch as Winnie slowly calibrates her own moral compass, in a process that’s sometimes painful. When her parents don’t take an immediate stand against racism, she’s deeply disappointed. And when the Garber kids don’t really want to be Winnie’s friend, despite her best intentions, she’s angry and confused.

Jackson saw genuine possibility in the writer behind Iggie’s House. And by the time Bradbury inked the deal to publish it, Judy had already shared some details about a new project that was keeping her busy. “Judy was in my office one day and she said, ‘I’ve written most of another book,’ ” Jackson, who died in 2019, said in Presenting Judy Blume. “ ‘It’s about a young girl who talks to God as if he’s her friend.’ ”

When he read that manuscript, he knew he wasn’t crazy. Many years later, he’d say of the money he and Verrone scraped together to buy the ad that brought in Blume: “It was the best $5,000 we ever spent.”






Chapter Three Pre-Teen Girls



“Always in love”



There’s nothing remarkable about Margaret Simon. She is eleven years old, an only child who has just moved from New York City to the (fictional) suburb of Farbrook, New Jersey. She likes boys, wants to impress her friends, and is impatient to grow her hair longer. She finds adults and their preoccupations a bit funny, like when it’s humid outside, she catches her mother sneakily trying to sniff her own armpits. She is neither shy nor especially outgoing. She’s being raised in a dual-faith household, which in practice means a no-faith household, because the topic of religion is so fraught. As a result, it’s up to her to figure out her own private understanding of God.

All of these details add up to a portrait of a regular adolescent girl. And that’s what makes Margaret Simon special. She isn’t remarkable—but she is real.



Letters to Jackson from 1969 reveal that while Judy was excited about publishing Iggie’s House, the project that had captured her imagination was her as-yet-untitled novel-in-progress. Unlike Iggie, which took a child’s view of a contemporary social issue, “Margaret Simon”—as Blume referred to the draft manuscript—was born from Judy’s own memories. “In Margaret, I decided I’m going to write about what sixth grade was really like for me,” she told the Daily News in 1976. “The personal parts about Margaret were true.”

Judy turned eleven in the winter of 1949, four years after the war ended with a cataclysmic blast on the other side of the world and well into the Truman presidency, when everyone in America was just trying to go back to normal. Well, not exactly normal—the post-war economy was booming. The middle class had gotten a buff and a polish. Families of four or even five could thrive on one income, which meant kids were liberated from hovering psychic burdens like work and the draft and could concentrate on being children for a little bit longer than previous generations. That’s how the adolescent, focused on school and socializing, was born.

As a child, Judy was daddy’s little girl. Her parents, Rudolph and Essie, both grew up in Elizabeth and met when they were finishing high school. They married young, him dark-haired and dapper, her slender, serious, and blond. They stayed in town, where they had lots of family living nearby. Essie, an introvert who loved books, was a guarded person, keeping her feelings under wraps. Rudolph, on the other hand, was dynamic—he was funny and charming. He owned his own dental practice and was widely admired within the community. Judy thought of him as a natural philosopher who just happened to fix teeth for a living.

Her father was her go-to parent for comfort and affection, the one who indulged her in round after round of hide-and-seek, took her temperature when she was sick, and soothed her during thunderstorms (one boom was enough to send her leaping across the room). She rewarded him with a special nickname: Doey-Bird. Every night before bed, she gave him his “treatment,” which was a series of kisses and hugs, always doled out in the same pattern. Blume described it in her 1977 autobiographical novel, Starring Sally J. Freedman as Herself, as “a sliding kiss, three quick hugs… finished with a butterfly kiss on his nose.”

The Sussmans were Jewish, so Margaret’s struggle with religion—in which she seeks out both Jewish and Christian experiences as part of a yearlong project to clarify her faith—wasn’t Judy’s. But when it came to Margaret’s secret, intimate relationship with God, that was all her. From the first page of the book, Margaret whispers a prayer, as if conjuring an imaginary friend.

“Are you there God? It’s me, Margaret,” she begins, as she does with every quiet appeal to God throughout the novel. “We’re moving today. I’m so scared God… Don’t let New Jersey be too horrible. Thank you.”

Judy spoke to God, too, mostly as a way of coping with her anxiety about her father’s mortality. He was ostensibly healthy, but much of her childhood was shaped by illness and death. Not just the Holocaust, though whispers about the camps made her shudder. With many generations of family around, there were inevitably a lot of funerals, followed by intense, seven-day shivahs. She was terrified Rudolph was going to die young—at the age of forty-two, to be exact. He was the youngest of seven children and two of his older brothers, also dentists, had unexpectedly passed away at that age. Please, she prayed to whoever might be listening, not Doey, too. Sally has the same fear in Sally J. Freedman: “Let Doey-Bird get through this bad year… this year of being forty-two… we need him God… we love him,” Sally begs in her bed at night. “You wouldn’t let three brothers die at the same age, would you? But somewhere in the back of her mind she remembered hearing that bad things always happen in threes.”

Her fear of something happening to Doey was so overwhelming that Judy became compulsive. “I made bargains with God,” Blume wrote in her 1986 collection of children’s letters, Letters to Judy: What Kids Wish They Could Tell You. “I became ritualistic, inventing prayers that had to be repeated seven times a day, in order to keep my father safe and healthy.”

She also felt like she needed to keep her worries to herself. Her brother, David, was the problem child, so she felt pressure to be perfect, fulfilling Rudolph and Essie’s expectations for both of them. From a young age, David was brilliant but inscrutable. He was rebellious—once, he got sent home from kindergarten after kicking his teacher in the stomach. When Judy was going into third grade, David developed a kidney infection so persistent that Essie moved the three of them south to Miami for the year, hoping the sea air would cure him. It worked, but it also meant that Judy only saw her beloved father on holidays, when he could get away from the office and fly down.

More and more she learned to hide things from her family. Essie needed her to be easy, talented, popular, happy—and so Judy learned to give her just that.



It wasn’t just Essie. American culture in the 1950s told adolescent girls that they should be pretty, popular, and happy, too. If America was a cake, that demographic was the icing, eye-catching and frothy. Teenagers, and particularly teenage girls, embodied frivolity and leisure. They were there to show the world just how far the United States had come.

In December 1944, Life magazine published a pictorial called “Teen-Age Girls: They Live in a Wonderful World of Their Own,” featuring a handful of girls ages fifteen to seventeen, who were growing up in Webster Groves, Missouri. It described these coiffed, carefree creatures as “a lovely, gay, blissful society almost untouched by war.” Their clothing choices (skirts and sweaters or loose-fitting blue jeans with button-downs), slang (“seein’ ya” for goodbye and “uh-huh” for yes), and preferred pastimes (hanging out at record stores and hosting cheerful all-girl “hen parties”) were presented with the kind of amused fascination usually reserved for toddlers and zoo animals.

“It is a world of many laws,” Life explained. “They are capricious, changing or reversing themselves almost overnight. But while they are in effect, the laws are immutable and the punishment for violation is ostracism, swift and terrifying practice of ancient people.”

In her new book, Judy recorded those laws. She didn’t bring in an adult perspective to subtly swipe at them; rather, she took them as seriously as any other rite of passage.

Margaret starts to adjust to her new town when she meets her neighbor Nancy Wheeler, a chatty eleven-year-old with a turned-up nose and more than her share of bravado. Practically the first thing Nancy tells Margaret is that she can’t show up to school wearing socks. “Loafers, but no socks,” Nancy says solemnly. “Otherwise, you’ll look like a baby.” Margaret takes her at her word, despite her mother’s protestations that she’ll get blisters. “Well then, I’ll just have to suffer,” Margaret tells her, and she isn’t wrong. The Life article outlines similar sartorial protocols, ephemeral but also somehow ironclad. “Months ago colored bobby socks folded at the top were decreed, not by anyone or any group but, as usual, by a sudden and universal acceptance of the new idea. Now, no teen-ager dares wear anything but pure white socks without a fold.”

Having dutifully shown up to the first day of school sockless, Margaret scores an invite to Nancy’s secret club, which she conducts with her two closest friends, Janie Loomis and Gretchen Potter. Together, the foursome form the Pre-Teen Sensations, or PTS’s, a group where everyone answers to new, exotic names (Alexandra, Veronica, Kimberly, and Mavis), wears bras, and keeps Boy Books, in which they record their weekly list of crushes. These details came straight from Judy’s own adolescence. In sixth grade, she also belonged to a club, called the Pre-Teen Kittens, with her best friends (an early draft of Are You There God? actually uses this name, with the members adopting feline identities like Tabby and Fluffy). The girls met up after school and, just like Margaret and her peers, unabashedly gossiped about boys and bodies.

Both groups—the fictional PTS’s and the real PTK’s—were obsessed with their slow-to-grow bustlines. “We must—we must—we must increase our bust!” the girls chant in Are You There God? immortalizing the same routine Judy used to do with her friends. She has demonstrated it in interviews and has talked about correcting the young actresses’ form on the set of the 2023 Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret movie. Here’s how it goes: you raise both arms to shoulder height and bend your elbows at right angles, then swing them back and forth rhythmically. “But it doesn’t work,” Blume joked in a 2013 interview with HuffPost Live, gesturing to her flat chest.

To Judy, it seemed weird that no one had ever thought to set down these kinds of details in a book for kids before. As far as she was concerned, bras and boy books were just a normal part of growing up. Not every kid had a horse, like Velvet Brown in 1935’s National Velvet, but every girl had a body. She made Margaret boy crazy, the way she was in her junior high years.

Over the course of the novel, Margaret maintains a private crush on fourteen-year-old Moose Freed, who she meets through Nancy’s older brother. Moose starts cutting the Simon family’s lawn on Saturday mornings, after Margaret’s father—a lifelong city dweller—nearly slices off his hand with the power mower. Margaret pines for Moose from the window while he works. “I pretended to be really busy reading a book, but the truth is—I was watching Moose… Moose would be number one in my Boy Book if only I was brave enough, but what would Nancy think? She hated him.”

Instead, Margaret, as Mavis, picks the much less controversial Philip Leroy to top off her list of crushes. Philip is the safe choice—the cute guy in her class who everyone likes. But one afternoon before a school dance, Margaret admits to God that she, too, has been sucked into Philip’s pre-teen gravitational pull: “It’s not so much that I like him as a person, God, but as a boy he’s very handsome. And I’d love to dance with him.” Later that night, Margaret gets her wish, though the reality is considerably less transporting than she’d hoped. Philip is a clumsy dancer who steps on her toes and Nancy, standing right next to them in the school gym, almost starts crying because she’s so jealous.

Margaret has her first kiss with Philip Leroy, at a party during a game of Two Minutes in the Closet. There, in the dark and between her nervous giggles, he gives her a quick peck on the lips. “A really fast kiss! Not the kind you see in the movies where the boy and girl cling together for a long time,” Margaret says. Even still, she’s pretty sure she liked it.

For Judy, channeling those awkward, early crushes came easily. As a kid, she was “always in love,” she told the UK Independent in 1999 while promoting her adult novel Summer Sisters. By age fourteen, just a few years older than Margaret, she said she was regularly going to “make-out parties… you invited a group of boys and girls, and you turned out the lights, and you played.”

Writing Are You There God?, Judy could convincingly borrow from those experiences in part because they still spoke to her, calling out from the depths of her memory. Compared to her committed, responsible twenties, her teenage years felt ecstatic and full of life. “When you’re that age, everything is still there in front of you,” Blume has said of her adolescence. “You have the opportunity to be almost anyone you want. I was not yet thirty when I started the book, but I felt my options were already gone.”

Judy had discovered that working on a novel—from the early stage, of making up the characters, to the final phases, of polishing it with Jackson—offered her a welcome reassurance: life could still surprise her. As she chipped away at Are You There God?, she found herself diligently taking notes on a yellow pad as new ideas and themes surfaced, working out Margaret’s unique relationship with God, for instance, and how the young character felt about her pubescent body. Margaret was quite a bit easier to evoke than Winnie. Maybe it’s because in Judy’s best moments of writing, Margaret was emerging, all but fully formed, from somewhere deep inside her own consciousness.

And Jackson was shaping up to be the ideal literary midwife. By the time Judy was ready to share her draft of the novel—which she plunked out on her typewriter in a wildly creative six-week burst, in between cooking, cleaning, and playing rounds of golf—she and Jackson had already established their routines. Judy would come by the Bradbury Press office, where she’d ask him to open his windows to let in some air. Then they’d sit down at his desk and talk for hours at a clip. They’d lay out the printed manuscript between them and flip through the pages, one by one. Jackson, who would have already discussed the draft with Verrone, came armed with their combined thoughts and his pencil. As he and Judy chatted, he’d scribble and erase. By the time they finished, Judy would leave with her marked-up novel, the margins filled with Jackson’s handwritten notes.

With Are You There God?, one of Jackson’s biggest concerns had to do with Margaret’s new best friend, Nancy.

In one of the book’s most emotional moments, Nancy sends Margaret a postcard from Washington, DC, with just three words: “I GOT IT!!!” Margaret rightly understands this to mean Nancy’s first period: a milestone that’s taken a competitive turn for the PTS’s. Margaret, feeling left behind, is devastated. “I ripped the card into tiny shreds and ran to my room,” she says in the book. “There was something wrong with me. I just knew it. I flopped onto my bed and cried.” Here, Jackson didn’t worry about the subject matter. Instead, he wondered—is Nancy telling the truth? Judy, who had been preoccupied with Margaret’s internal experience, hadn’t even considered it. But sure enough, when she thought it over, she realized that yes, Nancy was lying.

In the final draft of the novel, Margaret finds out Nancy lied when she spends the day in New York City with the Wheeler family. Nancy gets her first period in the bathroom of a steak house after a trip to Radio City, and—caught with her pants down, literally—begs Margaret not to expose her to the other girls.

While Judy, like any author, needed guidance when it came to building plot and character, her style—especially when writing in the first person—was always top-notch, as Jackson told School Library Journal in 2001. “It was the voice, the absence of adult regret, instruction or nostalgia,” Jackson said, that always convinced him that Blume’s books were a little bit magical. “She turns them over to the kids, to the characters,” he continued.

And for Jackson, a children’s book’s greatest strength was always that rare whiff of authenticity baked into the pages. Jackson was dyslexic, which Silsbee said gave him a surprising advantage when it came to sniffing it out. “He told me, ‘This is the reason I got into doing children’s books, because I read at the same pace that children read.’ So when he read a sentence, it was like this unfolding adventure… He said, ‘That’s why I think I’m a good children’s book editor. Because I’m forced to slow down.’ ”
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