
As any one will tell you, love is com pli cated. But when should we share that re al ity with chil dren —
and how? Matt de la Peña’s best-sell ing pic ture book “Love” has pushed these ques tions to the fore.

“Love” cel e brates love — love between par ent and child, love between si b lings, self-love and, most
dra mat i cally, love lost. One im age shows a fam ily “ner vously hud dled around the TV,” clearly tak ing
in some scary news. In an other ar rest ing im age, il lus tra tor Loren Long de picts a boy hid ing un der a
pi ano, be ing com forted by his dog. Above, two adults ar gue; a chair has been knocked over and a
glass of liquor sits on the pi ano’s edge. The text be neath it reads: “But it’s not only stars that flame
out, you dis cover. It’s sum mers, too. And friend ships. And peo ple.”

Be fore the book’s pub li ca tion, a ma jor book buyer had threat ened not to carry the book be cause of
this scene. De la Peña and Long pushed back. The book buyer re lented.

De la Peña feels strongly that chil dren grap pling with emo tion- al dif fi cul ties should be able to see
them selves in the books they read. “An un com fort able num ber of chil dren out there right now are
crouched be neath a metaphor i cal pi ano,” de la Peña wrote in Time last month, and it is vi tal that they
know they are not alone.

As de la Peña tours the coun try pro mot ing “Love,” read ers — of all ages — are com ing out from
un der neath the metaphor i cal pi ano. Last week, for in stance, a 50-yearold woman handed the au thor
a note, which he later posted on Twit ter, about how much the book meant to her:

“As a child, I never saw my ex pe ri ence in the sweet lit tle pic ture books the li brar i ans read to us or
any of the happy end ings deemed ap pro pri ate for young au di ences. I can’t imag ine how dif fer ent
things would have been for me if I had a book like this with my feel ings right there on the page.”

In a phone in ter view from his home in Brook lyn, de la Peña — a New bery Medal ist whose pre vi- 
ous books in clude “Last Stop on Mar ket Street” and “Mex i can WhiteBoy” — talked about the

im por tance of hon esty in chil dren’s books and why he chose, as he put it, “to push it all the way.”
This in ter view has been edited for length and clar ity.

Q: How did you de cide on the pi ano im age?
A: It was Loren’s de ci sion. He first thought he’d il lus trate my words by show ing the death of a pet,

and then he wan dered into the idea of a friend mov ing away. Then he asked, “What if there’s a do- 
mes tic sit u a tion? Can we do that in a pic ture book?” I said, “Let’s try.” I think he nailed it. A teacher
in Ok la homa told me that in pre sent ing the pi ano im age to three groups, he got three dif fer ent re- 
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sponses: First-graders said the boy is play ing hide-and seek. Third-graders said the par ents are hav ing
a fight. Fifth graders said the par ents are get ting a divorce. When we present the book to kids, Loren
and I are care ful to point out that there’s a lot of love in this pic ture: the dog, and that the par ents
love the child, too. Q: Who do you think is the au di ence for this book? A: It’s a pic ture book. And yet,
the more I read the book pub licly, the more I won der if I wrote a YA pic ture book. It has made me re- 
think my un der stand ing of the pic ture book. Maybe they’re not ex clu sively for 4-to-8-year-olds. It’s
like YA nov els — are they re ally just for teens? Seventy per cent of peo ple who read them are adults. Q:
In your Time es say you asked, “Is the job of the writer for the very young to tell the truth or pre serve
in no cence?” How would you an swer that now?

A: I think the re sponse to the book has an swered the ques tion. It is to tell the truth. And then, of
course, par ents and teach ers have to de cide if they are go ing to use this par tic u lar tool to tell it. If they
do, there are some in ter est ing con ver sa tions that can hope fully arise. That’s what lit er a ture is: a tool
for peo ple to feel things. Q: You have a 3-year-old daugh ter. How did she re spond to “Love”?

A: When we read “Love” to gether, when we got to the pi ano page she slapped the page back down
so she could read it longer. Next, she asked why the boy is sad. I let her guide the con ver sa tion. Q:
What is a par ent’s role in read ing books like yours?

A: The cool thing about lit er a ture for younger peo ple is not just read ing the text but ex pe ri enc ing
the con ver sa tion with the par ent or the teacher — that bond ing ex pe ri ence. The book is a way for the
par ent and the child to com mu ni cate. Q: Are you the child un der the pi ano?

A: My par ents were teenagers when I was born. Poverty was the rea son we were hav ing strug gles.
I def i nitely had mo ments un der the pi ano. Q: What do you hope peo ple will take away from this
book?

A: Not ev ery thing that hap pens is what we hope to have hap pen. Not ev ery thing is pos i tive. Ac- 
knowl edg ing that ad ver sity ex ists is im por tant — but also wrap ping it in love. It’s like the flu vac ci na- 
tion — you get a lit tle taste of it so your body can be more re silient. A book can do that, too. If you
know that sad ness ex ists, maybe you will be more adept at han dling that sad ness in real life. I def i- 
nitely had chal leng ing mo ments in child hood, but I had a mom who was al ways there and was al ways
sup port ive. That al lows you to be even stronger. I hope peo ple will just take a deep dive with me on
all facets of love — both pos i tive and neg a tive.


