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Rachel Hartigan Shea:

Good morning.  My name is Rachel Hartigan Shea, and I am an editor with the “Washington Post Book World.”  The “Washington Post” is a proud patron of the National Book Festival, and I am proud to introduce the next author.  Megan McDonald has been a park ranger, a book seller, a museum guide and a librarian, but most of all she has been a storyteller.  Her first picture book --”Is This a House for Hermit Crab? -- was based on a puppet show she used to perform at a library where she worked.  And like many of her stories, from “Who Is It?” to “Insects Are My Life,” to “Penguin and Little Blue,” it expressed her deep love and knowledge about nature.  

But her most popular books of all are the ones about Judy Moody and her brother Stink, and they have all sorts of adventures.  In the latest, “The Holly Jolidays,” Stink asks for snow for Christmas, and the new mailman is a mysterious fellow with a white beard who gets very busy around the holidays.  Ms. McDonald will be signing books at 11:00.  Please join me in welcoming Megan McDonald.

Megan McDonald:

Thank you so much, I’m so pleased to be here with all of you today.  I already feel at home because I’ve met people here from Pittsburgh, my hometown, from Grand Junction where my sister lives, so it’s great to be here.  Today I’m going to tell you a little bit about some of the stories behind Judy and Stink.  You’ll hear a lot about my older sisters, because I have four big sisters.  Don’t you feel sorry for me, you guys?  Four.  And if anyone here has an older sister, you know they can be kind of bossy, right?  And when I was growing up, they liked to play a lot of jokes on me, so you’re going to hear about some of the things that I did with my sisters, because I like to take stories that are from my real life and use them in my Judy Moody books and my Stink books, okay?  So I’ll talk with you for a little bit, and I’ll try to leave a few minutes at the end in case you have any questions.  

But I wanted to start out by showing you what does it look like when I first write a Judy Moody book down.  Some of you may actually know this if you’ve gone to my website before, but you might be surprised.  When I first start a book, I get the idea and I scribble it down on something like this.  Does anybody know what this is?  Usually we use it to go like this?  

[laughter]

Child Speaker:

A napkin!

Megan McDonald:

I usually start a book by just jotting down an idea on a napkin.  And the great thing about writing on a napkin is you don’t have to be at home, at your desk.  I don’t have to have my computer with me or my notebook.  If suddenly I get a great idea for a Judy Moody story, I just jot it down on whatever I have handy.  This napkin I’ve saved because in the middle -- it’s kind of small to see -- but it says, “Judy Muddy,” and that became the whole idea for “Judy Moody Gets Famous.”  

In that book, Judy tries to get her picture taken in the newspaper and something goes wrong.  She has a cat named Mouse, and she takes Mouse to a famous pet contest.  At the contest, if your pet has the best trick, the prize is that you and your pet get your picture taken in the newspaper.  So Judy is sure that she’s going to win, because Mouse knows how to make toast.  Have you ever heard of a cat that makes toast?  He can press down the little button on the toaster with his paw, and Judy is sure they’re going to win until she gets to the contest at Fur & Fangs, and there just happens to be a chicken who plays the piano.  

So she gets beaten out for first place, but she still wins second prize so she gets her picture taken.  And just when the photographer goes to snap the picture, Mouse leaps out of her arm and she goes, “Ahh!” and when she turns, instead of her face, the only thing you can see in the picture is her elbow.  So instead of becoming famous, she just has one famous elbow.  So, she thinks, “Well that is pretty lousy, because I want everybody to know I was in the paper.”  

But she thinks, “At least my name will be under the picture, right?  And everyone’ll know that elbow is mine.”  But when she goes to read her name, the newspaper made a mistake.  And instead of Judy Moody, they spelled her name wrong, and they called her Judy Muddy.  And that was the idea on the napkin.  I had the idea that when Judy goes to get her picture taken, something would go wrong, so I wrote down “Judy Muddy,” so I wouldn’t forget my whole idea for a whole scene or a whole plot that happens in “Judy Moody Gets Famous.”
Now, you never know when or how I might get an idea for a Judy Moody book.  And when I first came up with the character Judy Moody I had the idea that I was going to write all these stories about myself and my sisters.  So I started to write down all the funny things we did, and I ended up with like 25 stories, but I didn’t know what to do with them.  And so then I thought, “Hey wait a minute.  I never got to be the big sister.”  I’m always the little sister, right?  So I thought it would be really fun to write about being a big sister.  When you’re the writer, you can change your real life and make whatever you want happen, you just get to use your imagination, right?  

So I decided I was going to create a character who got to be a big sister, and to make it different from my own life with my sisters I gave her a little brother, because I always though it would be really cool to have a little brother.  But when your name is Judy Moody and you have a little brother who’s a pest, you kind of want to give him a nickname, right?  So I decided I had to think of a funny name for Judy Moody’s little brother, and I named him Stink.  And so that’s kind of how I came up with the characters.  

Well then once I thought of the idea of the big sister, I decided that Judy was going to have a lot of moods, and I didn’t even have a name for her yet.  So I thought, when I was in college, I had a friend named Margaret Moody, so I knew Moody was a real last name.  And I thought, “Hey!” Moody would be the perfect name for a girl with a lot of moods, because right around Judy’s age -- I go to bookstores and schools all over the country and talk to a lot of kids, and I notice right around that age you guys start asking me if I’m ever in a bad mood, or if I can write a book when I’m in a bad mood.  So that’s how I came up with the idea of moods, and I named her last name first, Moody.  And then I made a whole list of first names, and when I thought of Judy, it rhymed.  So I thought, “Hey!  Judy Moody, that’s kind of cool.”  So I just made those names up in my imagination, but I did take a lot of true stories and make it happen to my characters.  

Okay, so now I have a girl who’s a big sister, and we know she has a lot of different moods, not just good moods but bad moods too.  And I thought to myself, as someone who grew up in the ’70s, you know, “If you have a lot of moods, you should have a mood ring, right?”  So I decided I was going to give my character a mood ring.  So in the very first book of Judy Moody, I gave her a mood ring.  

Now, after I write the book, I work really hard and the first Judy Moody book I worked on for over a year, almost two years, and then at the end, when I have fixed all the mistakes, and when the book is absolutely perfect, I send it off to somebody called my editor.  You guys have probably heard of editors before.  Editors are kind of maybe like -- for the kids here today, they’re kind of like your teacher, somebody who helps you with your story.  They help you cut out the boring parts, and they usually tell you your book’s too long, so they cut out a whole bunch of pages.  And so I showed the book to my editor, and unfortunately my editor did not think it was perfect the first time.  

And one of the things she said was, “The book is way too long,” so I had to cut it in half.  And then she said, “I don’t think this idea of the mood ring really fits in the book.” So she took her red pen and she cut out all the parts with the mood ring.  But I didn’t quite want to give up on the mood ring, because I thought that – I still thought it was a really cool idea for a character with moods.  So I kind of saved it in the back of my mind, and I didn’t know at the time I was going to write any more Judy Moody books.  

But then, when I got another idea and I wrote “Judy Moody Gets Famous,” guess what?  I gave her a mood ring.  And I wrote the whole book, and I put in all the parts about the mood ring, and I sent it to my editor again.  It got cut out again --  two times.  
[laughter]

Well, then, I went on to write “Judy Moody Saves the World,” and I gave her a mood ring, right?  Sent it to my editor -- it got crossed out a third time.  She said it didn’t fit with the theme of saving the world.  Well, it took me three times, but finally I got smart.  And I was like, “Hey!  If I want Judy to have a mood ring, I’m going to write a whole book about how my character gets a mood ring.  And then, my editor won’t be able to cut it out.”  So that is how I came to write “Judy Moody Predicts the Future.”  

Some of you were talking to me when I walked in, and you told me that’s your favorite book.  So I was really happy to hear that.  In “Judy Moody Predicts the Future” she has to go through seven boxes of cereal just to find the prize.  And she finally gets the mood ring.  She puts it on, and it turns black.  And black on a mood ring, as you can guess, is for a bad, mad mood.  And Judy’s not even in a bad mood, so she has to go looking for a bad mood.  Now where do you think, if you’re Judy Moody, where do you think at your house, in your family, you might be able to find a bad mood?  Who would you go talk to?  

Child Speaker:

Stink
Megan McDonald:

To Stink, right?  So she goes to find Stink, but the ring just won’t -- even Stink doesn’t put her in a bad mood until she thinks the ring is broken because it won’t change color.  So she takes it off, throws it away and Stink comes along, and he fishes it out of the trash.  And when Stink puts on the mood ring, it turns pond scum green!  And now Judy knows -- green is for jealous on a mood ring.  And Judy’s the one who’s jealous because now Stink has a mood ring and she doesn’t.  So she has to figure out how to get the mood ring back.  

And finally when she gets it back, she takes it to school, but she’s playing with it so much, and she’s letting all her friends try it on to see what mood they’re in.  And finally, it’s disrupting the class.  They’re supposed to be learning their spelling and their math.  So her teacher, Mr. Todd, comes and takes the mood ring, and says he’ll hold it for Judy for the rest of the day.  And when Mr. Todd goes to take the ring and he touches it, the mood ring turns red.  And red on a mood ring is for romantic in love.  So Judy Moody is the only one in class 3T who figures out that her teacher is in love.  And she’s going to try to predict who Mr. Toad [sic] is in love with.  So you can see, even a mood ring can become an idea for a story.

I’ve always loved to read.  I grew up in a house full of books, and that was how I came to love to write, from reading so many books.  When I was in about fifth grade I got my first story published in my school paper and my mom saved it all these years.  And when I went back to see what was I writing about when I was 10 years old, my story was about a pencil sharpener.  
[laughter]

Don’t ask me why I wrote about a pencil sharpener, but even a pencil sharpener can be an idea for a story.  

Okay, now, I want to tell you, I told you I take a lot of ideas from my own life.  So I want to show you how I would take a real thing that happened in real life and turn it into a story in a Judy Moody book.  Okay, so I’m going to tell you a story.  This is actually my favorite Judy Moody story, but it’s also a really good one to tell, because it’s about the White House.  And it took me 40 years, but I finally got to go to the White House today.  So it’s all about how my four sisters got to go to the White House and I didn’t when I was little.  And it’s about a joke that I played on my sisters while they were at the White House.  

Okay, so I’ll tell you the real life story first.  In real life, my whole family -- we were from Pennsylvania -- we piled in the car and we drove here to Washington D.C., and we were actually visiting some friends that we had here.  But when my mom and dad got here, they thought, “Hey, Washington D.C.!  This is the capital.  Wouldn’t it be kind of cool to go take a tour of the White House?  And you can go see some of the rooms where the president and the first lady live, right?”  So my mom and dad and all four of my older sisters got to go on a tour of the White House.  And they said I was too little, and I would get bored, and I would start to cry, so I had to stay home.  Now, when you’re the youngest, it doesn’t even matter if what your sisters are doing is boring, because you just want to do it because they get to do it.  

So I was so disappointed I didn’t get to go, I had to stay home with our friends and I cried anyway.  So our friends were trying to cheer me up.  And to cheer me up, they got out this box with all these toys and cool stuff they had in the box.  And they said, “Okay, you can play with whatever you want, and maybe you’ll find one thing you really like that you can keep and take home with you.” So I went all through all these toys, and it was so cool.  They had, like, all kinds of things you could use to play jokes on people, like you know, fake rubber bugs, like cockroaches, and have you guys ever seen those plastic ice cubes with the dead fly in the middle?  They had those -- you could put it in somebody’s glass.  So I was going through all these magic tricks and things, and as soon as I saw it, I knew this was the thing I was going to keep, because I knew I could use it to play a really funny joke on my sisters while they were at the White House and I wasn’t.  

Now, has anybody in the audience read the first Judy Moody book, “Judy Moody Was in a Mood?”  Anybody read that one?  Okay, so you guys might be able to guess the thing I found in the box was -- I’ll give you a clue.  Does anybody know?  Does this give you a clue?

Male Speaker:

A fake hand.

Megan McDonald:

A fake hand!  That’s right.  It was a hand, but it was made out of plastic or rubber but it looked very, very real, very convincing.  It had fingernails and everything painted on there.  So I took this fake hand.  I thought it would make a great joke.  And I went all over our friends’ house, and I tried to think of what would be the best place to put the fake hand to really freak out my sisters, right?  So I go all over the house.  Well, I was probably only four or five at the time.  So just as a kid that age would do, I got to the bathroom.  And when I got to the bathroom I got an inspiration.  I thought, “Hey, how about the toilet, right?” So I made sure nobody was looking, and I snuck in there.  And I lifted up the toilet seat, and I made the fake hand stick out of the toilet.  

And then I left the bathroom and I sat down and waited for my sisters to come home from the White House.  They were so excited.  They took all day.  I thought they were never going to get home so I could play the joke on them.  Finally, they came home, but when they got home, they were so thrilled with their tour they could not stop talking.  So they were trying to tell me all these interesting things about the White House.  Now, did you know -- this is a true fact -- the president has his own bowling alley inside the White House?  You guys knew that, huh?  So he can go bowling any time he wants.  And he has his own movie theater with the big screen?  So, like, they’ll put “The Incredibles” up on the screen and they bring him popcorn, and he can watch the movies.  So my sisters were telling me all this stuff, but you know what?  I was hardly listening, because all I could think about is, “When is somebody going to go in that bathroom and find, what?

Audience:

The hand!

Megan McDonald:

The hand!  And finally, my sister Michelle went into the bathroom, and she goes in there and shuts the door.  And about two seconds later, we heard this, “Ahh!” this really big scream.  And she came running out of the bathroom, no lie.  She goes, “Mom! Dad! There’s somebody in the toilet.”

[laughter]

Megan McDonald: 

And we were cracking up so bad.  My poor sister -- she’s a grown-up now, but it doesn’t matter.  When all the sisters get together we love to tell stories as you can tell, and we still tell the story of the time my sister found the hand in the toilet.  

So, I took that true story, and I changed it around a little bit in my book.  Does anybody have the first Judy Moody book that was with you today?  Do you have it with you?  No?  Do you guys have that one with you?
Child Speaker:

 I do.
Megan McDonald:

Okay, we’ll get the one up front.  Thank you.  Okay.  So in this book -- I’ll give it right back -- in this book, towards the end, you’ll see Stink.  Here’s a picture of Stink when he went to the White House.  He dressed up as a human flag.  And he’s going to go meet the president of the United States.  So he makes his costume out of an old tablecloth, puts all the stars for the states on his hat.  And Judy doesn’t get to go to the White House.  She has to stay home, because remember I can do this in the book to the older sister.  I made her stay home.  She had to go to school that day.  And it just happened to be “Brush Your Teeth Week” when Mr. Tooth and Mrs. Floss came to school, and so out all the kids in the school they pick Judy Moody, she has to come up in front of everybody and she has to be the cavity.  So that’s what happens when you start to write about your older sisters.  

Now, Judy decides, “Hey, this isn’t really fair.  Stink gets to go to the White House, and I have to be an old tooth with a hole in it.” So she decides to play the joke on Stink that I played on my sisters.  And she gets the fake hand, goes all over the house puts it in the toilet.  And when Stink comes home and he finds it, he comes screaming out of the bathroom just like my sister did, and all the stars for the 50 states go flying off of his hat.  So that’s a good example of how I take a true story and change it to fit my characters, and if you guys like to write, you can do the same thing.  Just take something from your own life.  

When I lived in -- I used to live in Minnesota, where it’s very cold and very snowy, and believe it or not I had a mailman whose name was Jack Frost.  
[laughter]

And even though this was 15 or more years ago, I have never forgotten that.  And I decided some day that mailman has to star in a book.  So I’ve written a brand new book.  This one’s very exciting for me, for the holidays, because it stars Judy Moody and Stink together in the book.  And it’s the first time you get to see the characters in full color.  All the pictures are in color.  And in this book, Stink -- you know, they live right here in Northern Virginia -- and I found out it has not snowed on Christmas day here in the last 100 years.  So Stink decides that all he wants for Christmas is snow.  And what are the chances when it hasn’t happened in a hundred years? 
 Judy, on the other hand, has a great big long Christmas list, and it’s so long the only thing long enough to fit all the presents she wants is toilet paper, so she unrolls her list all over the house.  And here are a few of the things on her list.  Let’s see.  She would like books, some blank books or journals to write in with art supplies, a sock monkey, some Bonjour Bunny pajamas, she’d like to have limo service to school, and some Screamin’ Mimi gift certificates.  So she cannot believe that the only thing Stink wants is snow, but how is he going to get snow for Christmas?  

So Stink, at the very beginning of the book, he runs outside when the mailman pulls up.  He’s good friends with the mailman, Mr. Harvey.  Mr. Harvey has a ponytail and a dog named Pork Chop.  And he goes running out to say “hi” to Mr. Harvey, but when he gets to the mail truck, it’s not Mr. Harvey.  And the guy doesn’t have a ponytail, and he doesn’t have a dog named Pork Chop.  Instead, he’s kind of chubby and he has a big, white, fuzzy beard, and kind of red, rosy cheeks.  And Stink finds out that the mailman’s name is Jack Frost, just like my mailman in Minnesota.  And suddenly Stink is sure that this mailman must have some magical powers that will help him to get snow for Christmas.  And Judy is really worried that Stink may not get his snow, so she has a sneaky little plan of her own that maybe she could help to try to bring about snow for Christmas.  

We have two minutes left, so does anybody have a question – a burning question you were dying to ask in the last minute or two?  

Child Speaker:

Where’d you get the mood ring?

Megan McDonald:

Where did I get my mood ring?  

[laughter]

Well, I live in California, so I got it there, but if you go -- I don’t know if they still have this -- but check the website judymoody.com because my publisher had a thing where you could write to them and they would send you a free mood ring.  So you could try that, okay?  Anybody else have a question?  Over here?  Can you say it real loud?

Child Speaker:

Where did you get the idea of the brother?

Megan McDonald:

She’s asking where did I get the idea of the little brother.  That was really just wishful thinking because since I had so many sisters I just thought it might be cool to have a little brother.  So that was just made up in my imagination.  

Child Speaker:

Is Stink really his name?

Megan McDonald:

Great question!  She asked, “Is Stink really his name?”  Okay, I will tell you a little tip.  If you read -- you know, Stink has books of his own now, because I had so many boys that were reading Judy Moody, and they bugged me and bugged me, “When are you going to write a book about Stink, where Stink gets to be on the cover?”  So finally I listened to my readers, and I wrote some books about Stink.  So the first book about Stink is called “Stink and the Incredible Shrinking Kid” and in that book, you get to learn what is Stink’s real name that he’s born with.  Now I will give you a clue.  I don’t think any kids will know this.  Maybe a parent in the audience might know it.  Stink shares the same name as his hero, and his hero is our fourth president.  He was the shortest president ever, and since Stink is the shortest in his class and he really wants to grow his hero is our fourth president.  Does anybody know who the fourth president was?

Child Speaker:

James Madison.

Megan McDonald:

Good for you!  James Madison, shortest president ever!  So Stink’s real name is James Moody, and he is very psyched that he and James Madison have something, they actually have a lot in common.  

Child Speaker:

Why don’t they call him James?

Megan McDonald:

Why don’t they call him James?  I guess because I like Stink.  It’s more fun to call him Stink.  But, it is kind of funny, like his mom and dad and his teachers call him Stink too.  He may have to stage a little protest about that.

Child Speaker:

Have any of your publishers [inaudible]?

Megan McDonald:

Say that again, have any?

Male Speaker:

Have any of your publishers turned down any of your books?

Megan McDonald:

Oh, interesting question.  I can tell that you’re a writer.  He said, “Have any of your publishers ever turned down any of your books?”  Only about 15 of them [laughs]. I have a whole big file cabinet full of all the books that got turned down  so not every book gets to end up coming to print.  

Well, I just got the big signal that we’re out of time, so thank you so much for coming.  Put me in a joyful, on-top-of-the-world mood.

[applause]

[end of transcript]

