
Otter and Odder is one of only two books I’ve written that got its start with the 
title. (The Celery Stalks at Midnight was the other.) The title itself was inspired by 
the following conversation a few years ago with my daughter, Zoey, then twenty:

Setting: New York City, outside the offices of Scholastic, where I had just picked 
Zoey up after a day’s work as an editorial intern.

Zoey (who had spent the day reading manuscripts submitted by young writers  
 to a publishing contest): What is it with otters?

Me: What do you mean?
Zoey: I spent the day reading all these manuscripts, and there were a number   

 that were stories about otters. They weren’t very good.
Me: I could write a good story about otters. I’d call it Otter and Odder.
Zoey (rolling her eyes): Don’t you dare!
Me (knowing a challenge when I hear one): I will! I must!

And so, thanks to my upbringing in a house of incurable punsters and a dare from 
an eye-rolling daughter, I was committed to writing a book about an odd otter. 
“What might be odd about an otter?” I asked myself.

I don’t recall how I came up with the answer, but it was in the form of a 
question, as writers’ ideas often are. “What if an otter fell in love with a fish?” I 
thought. “That would be odd.”

Odd, indeed. And consistent with the theme of so many of my books: How is 
one true to oneself while being different from the norm of the society in which 
one lives?

The biggest challenge for me in writing any book — at least at the outset — is 
finding its voice. What is the voice that best serves this particular idea? When I 
thought of an otter and a fish in love, a song with a similar story line popped into 
my head. Called “Fish and Bird,” it’s by one of my favorite songwriters, Tom 
Waits. Reading the lyrics to that song, I was struck by its opening lines. It wasn’t 
only their storytelling tone that resonated with me; it was also the way Waits 
begins as if he’s telling the listener a story that is already in progress. Something  
in that gave me the key I needed to unlock the door to my own writing. 
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Once I began, the story flowed, much as the river in which the story is set.  
Unlike my approach to most of the picture books I’d written before, I did not 
think about page count, double-page spreads, or page breaks. I let the story unfold 
and became aware as I did that I was writing a poem as much as a book. When I 
was finished, I knew it was important to me that the words retain their poetic feel 
and form. I also knew the illustrator I wanted: Chris Raschka. He would be the 
perfect illustrator for this story. And as a huge fan, I had long hoped I would write 
something that he would want to illustrate.  

With fingers crossed, I sent the manuscript off to my editors at Candlewick, Liz 
Bicknell and Katie Cunningham. I didn’t say anything about my dream illustrator, 
so imagine my delight when I heard back: “We think the perfect illustrator for this 
book would be Chris Raschka. What do you think?” Wow. Now imagine my even 
greater delight when Chris said yes!

I could not be happier with the finished book. Chris’s visual concept feels 
exactly right to me (without having ever visualized the illustrations myself), and 
the design, the layout, the trim size, the placement of words on the page — all,  
just right!

One of the great frustrations of writing picture books is not knowing if an 
illustrator’s vision will mesh with one’s own. In this case, it wasn’t only the 
illustrator’s vision that was so in sync with mine; it was the vision of everyone 
involved with the book’s publication. Otter and Odder traveled a long way from its 
original pun of a title to become a book that, with all its humor and whimsy, speaks 
from my heart. I can’t help but feel that it also speaks from the hearts of everyone 
else who played a part in its creation.
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