
Transcribed here is my interview with Barbara Dee. This interview took place via email. Simply, 
after a brief conversation, I sent Barbara a series of questions to help me learn more on her 
perspective. Bold Italic text represents my questions, while regular text represent her answers. 
 
In some of your previous interviews, I know you talked a little on why you believed representation of 

characters outside of the ones we're usually exposed to can be important on both sides (for those who 

align with the underrepresented, and even those who don't know so much on these groups). Would 

you care to go more in depth on why it is you believe this representation can be important for younger 

audiences in particular? How did this effect the way you approached writing Star Crossed? How you 

approached pitching it, and promoting it? 

In kidlit we talk all the time about books being "windows and mirrors." It's vital that kids see themselves 

mirrored back on library shelves and in classrooms, because when you never see yourself represented, 

you start to feel abnormal, excluded, invisible. And it's equally important for kids look through 

"windows" at characters unlike themselves, because that's a powerful way to develop empathy. 

When I first imagined STAR-CROSSED, I wanted to write about a girl who seems like she could be the 

reader's best friend. Mattie is smart, funny, loyal, introspective, kind, a great reader--and paralyzed by a 

hopeless crush on a boy. Typical seventh grade girl stuff, right? But when she meets Gemma (and 

simultaneously reads Shakespeare's Romeo & Juliet), it's as if she's struck by the proverbial lightning 

bolt. I wanted readers to take the journey with Mattie: first identify with her as a "typical" straight 

thirteen year old girl, and then become open to the possibility that she likes girls, or at least this one girl. 

She isn't any less "normal" by the end of the book; she's still the same nice, smart Mattie. And even at 

the end she  doesn't label herself, because she's still figuring it all out--although I should mention that in 

the paperback edition of STAR-CROSSED, which will be out in March 2018, Mattie's big sister Cara says, 

"Oh, there's a word for that: bisexual." The word is there for Mattie --she can identify any way she 

wants, but she doesn’t need to decide that right now.  

When I pitched STAR-CROSSED to Aladdin/S&S, I simply asked if they would be okay with a middle grade 

book on this subject, and they replied with a very enthusiastic yes. (STAR-CROSSED was my seventh 

book with them, and I think they trusted me.) And I was delighted that when I asked for the insertion of 

the word "bisexual," they immediately agreed. I'm so lucky to work with all the amazing folks at 

Aladdin/S&S--especially Mara Anastas, Fiona Simpson, and my incredible editor Alyson Heller! 

 

In an interview with School Library Journal (referencing a blog post you made), you talk about an 

incident you experienced while talking at a Middle School where you were asked not to talk about Star 

Crossed because of some of it's "politically charged" or "mature" themes-- even though it was cleared 



by your publishing house for precisely these groups.  Why do you feel books like Star Crossed are often 

treated as such adult material, even when they don't necessarily include adult themes? How do you 

feel we can combat this view? 

It's so odd to me that anyone would think of STAR-CROSSED as anything but middle grade! It's just about 

a crush, which is prime middle grade real estate! I think we need to ask why a f/f crush suddenly 

catapults a book into "adult" territory. There's nothing at all sexual here; STAR_CROSSED is about 

romance, identity and orientation, and it's all as innocent and wholesome as any other middle grade 

crush story. The whole point of the book is to show that if you have those feelings, it's okay. You're still 

you--and you still have friends, your family still loves you, the teacher will still think you're smart, etc, 

etc. 

When the incident you refer to happened, I showed the teachers blurbs by eminent middle grade 

authors like Gail Carson Levine, Donna Gephart and Nora Raleigh Baskin. I showed them glowing trade 

reviews, the publisher's age recommendation, the name of the publisher. None of these made a 

difference. They'd made up their minds without reading the book, and simply weren't open to 

reconsidering. As for combating the erroneous view that a LGBTQ middle grade is inherently for mature 

audiences, I don't know what we can do besides booktalking and spreading the word as you're doing 

here. 

One thing I do want to add: I've been so touched by the emotional response of adult readers of 

STAR-CROSSED, who've written to me that it's the book they wish they'd had access to as kids. It's as if 

they're reading it on two levels: as adults, and as they were back in middle school, when they craved a 

sweet, positive middle grade. 

 

 Finally, how do assess the state of LGBTQIA+ representation in the industry today (particularly in 

regards to Women)- both with creators and with subject matter? What do you see for the future of 

LGBTQIA+ representation? 

I'm strongly encouraged. I know of several LGBTQIA+ middle grades launching this year--Shannon 

Hitchcock's ONE TRUE WAY, Ashley Herring Blake's IVY ABERDEEN'S LETTER TO THE WORLD, Kheryn 

Callender's HURRICANE CHILD, Lisa Jenn Bigelow's DRUM ROLL, PLEASE and Jen Petro Roy's PS I MISS 

YOU. I haven't read all of these yet, and I know some of them are quite different in approach from 

STAR-CROSSED, but it's so exciting to see all these different stories. 

Of course we need many more such stories on middle grade shelves! Today I was thrilled and honored 

to see that STAR-CROSSED was named one of the 2018 ALA Rainbow List Top Ten. The expanded list, a 



really wonderful collection, included only three middle grade books, compared to thirty-two YA fiction 

titles and four YA non-fiction. We need to keep writing LGBTQIA+ characters for middle grade readers. 

And also we need to include LGBTQIA+ characters as part of the everyday world of these characters--not 

only as protagonists with crushes, but as teachers and bus drivers and wizards. 


