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To allow for a introspective study of All That’s Missing, in this guide the book has been divided 
into four sections. Each section consists of discussion questions followed by lessons and activi-
ties designed to explore literary aspects of the story in a deeper way.

Personal bookmarks are printed on the following page. Listed on these bookmarks are the four
designated chapter groupings and a space allotted for Target Completion Dates. A suggested
format for a group or individual novel study is to assign weekly Target Completion Dates for
students to finish reading prior to the weekly book discussion session.

Procedure:
 • Print bookmarks on cardstock–one per student in novel study group.
 • Trim the edges of bookmark.
 • Give to student with these directions:
  ~ Write their name on bookmark.
  ~ Copy Target Completion Dates in designated space below assigned chapters  
  to be read.
  ~ Keep the bookmark in the book for reference through the course of the novel  
  study.

The Educator Guide Format and Personal Bookmarks
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Personal Bookmarks
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Discussion Questions - Chapters 1 through 12
Poppo’s mixed-up brain was breaking away twigs and pebbles in Arlo’s life. So far, his 
dam had held. But how long before Mrs. Gretzky or someone else at school found out? 

How long before Arlo’s dam sprang a leak and the water came gushing though (pg. 11)?

• Figurative language is a descriptive tool authors use to create visual images of specific 
aspects of the story. Consider the quote above. Determine how the visual image of a 
mud-and-stick-dam symbolizes Arlo’s home life. 

• A metaphor is a figurative language tool used in comparison between two things that 
are not related, but share some common characteristics. Examine the mud-and-stick-
dam metaphor closely. Explain how each element of the metaphor reveals Arlo’s 
concerns regarding Poppo’s mental health and for his own well-being.

• An extended metaphor is a figure of speech that is introduced and then further 
developed throughout all or part of a story. In this case, author Sarah Sullivan extends 
the mud-and-stick-dam metaphor throughout the story. Identify the use of extended 
metaphors in the book. Evalute the effectiveness of the use of figurative language as 
descriptive tool.

Was he telling the truth? Poppo wouldn’t lie about something like that, would he?            
So why was he avoiding eye contact? “What’s she like?” Arlo asked (pg. 31).

• Identify how, in this scene, Poppo’s physical reactions communicate his emotional 
reaction to Arlo’s questions regarding his grandmother. 

• Review Poppo’s responses to Arlo’s questions. Notice how he seems reluctant to reveal 
all the facts about Arlo’s grandmother. Predict why this is so.

• Discuss the difference between a lie and a half-truth. 
• Are there times when telling a lie or a half-truth benefits others? If so, when?

“You’re a real wimp. Aren’t you, Fido?”
“Arlo.”

“Yeah. Right. Whatever. What a loser” (pg. 57).

• Infer what the “…fine line of hatch marks (pg. 56)” over Purvis’ right eye and his limp 
suggest about his past. Consider how Purvis’ perceived past contributes to his character.

• Explain why, until this point in time, Arlo had not been placed in a children’s shelter. 
Identify who or what protected him from being placed in facility such as this one.  

• Earlier in the story, Arlo experienced a conflict with Nick Halvorson and his friends 
(pgs. 11-13). Compare and contrast the incidents Arlo experienced with Halvorson and 
Purvis. Identify how the two scenarios were similar. Determine how they differ.

• Consider why Arlo seems to attract the bullying behavior of others.
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Arlo swallowed. He sat up in his seat and turned halfway around to face her. “I am going 
to see my grandmother,” he said. “That part’s the truth” (pg. 85).

• Define the word truth. Tell what truth means to you.
• Analyze the intent of Arlo’s lies. Does he mean to cause harm? Are his lies a form of 

self-protection? Of survival? Explain your answer. 
• Identify who Arlo is truly lying to – himself or others. How so?
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The Exploration of Metaphors

Ida Jones was a stray thread in Arlo’s life (pg. 28).

Objective: To demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and 
nuances in word meanings.

Materials:
• TED-Ed video: The art of the metaphor - Jane Hirshfield (Guide, pg. 7)
• SAMPLE - Explore Metaphors: Mother to Son, by Langston Hughes (Guide, pg. 8)
• Explore Metaphors pages (Guide, pgs. 9-11)
• Pencil

Procedure: 
• View and discuss the TED-Ed video - The art of the metaphor - Jane Hirshfield linked below.
• Consider the metaphorical references for Langston Hughes’ poem Mother to Son presented 

in the TED-Ed video. 
• Examine the instructions presented on the SAMPLE - Explore Metaphors: “Mother to Son”, 

by Langston Hughes page. 
• Following the instructions listed in the SAMPLE: Explore Metaphors page, discover and 

interpret the symbolic meanings of the metaphors referenced in the poems printed on the 
Explore Metaphor pages (Guide, pgs. 9-11).   

The art of the metaphor - Jane H i r shf ie ld
Click in the block below to access the TED-Ed video 

Discuss the following statements after viewing the featured TED-Ed video: 

• Consider how connecting with a reader’s imagination and senses offers a deeper 
understanding of the experiences being described in a poem or story. Explain why this is so.

• Determine how the use of metaphors can be considered to be artistic.
• The word paradox is defined as being a mystery, a contradiction, or a puzzle. Explain how a 

metaphor can be considered to be paradoxical. 
• Hirshfield suggests that a reader should  first consider the world through the metaphor’s 

eyes, then apply its meaning to life. Discuss the logic behind this statement.
• Examine the differences between similes and metaphors. Indentify how “similes make you 

think” and “metaphors make you feel.”
• If a door handle is used as metaphorical reference, explore the meaning of the phrase, “By 

making a handle, you can make a world.”

Reference: The Art of the Metaphor - Jane H i r shf ie ld . TED-Ed . Web. 01 June 2016 .

http://ed.ted.com/lessons/jane-hirshfield-the-art-of-the-metaphor
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SAMPLE- Explore Metaphors: Mother to Son, by Langston Hughes

Well, son, I’ll tell you:
Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.
It’s had tacks in it,
And splinters,
And boards torn up,
And places with no carpet on the floor—
Bare.
But all the time
I’se been a-climbin’ on,
And reachin’ landin’s,
And turnin’ corners,
And sometimes goin’ in the dark
Where there ain’t been no light.
So boy, don’t you turn back.
Don’t you set down on the steps
’Cause you finds it’s kinder hard.
Don’t you fall now—
For I’se still goin’, honey,
I’se still climbin’,
And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

Id entify Metaphors Def ine wor ld through 
metaphorica l reference

Def ine the symbo l ic 
reference

tacks,  splinters, 
torn up boards, 

crystal stair 
beautiful ,  rich , 

very fancy               
staircase

sharp,  painful , 
uncared for ,              
dangerous 

a rich ,  wealthy, 
and easy life

a harsh life, 
troubled with 
struggles and  

hardships

Instructions: 

Read the poem . Under l ine 
metaphors . Ex p lore the 
metaphorica l references .

L ist metaphors that most 
resonate w i th you .

    Descri be the metaphors in  
 a physica l sense . 

Ex p la in how the 
metaphor  
communicates a 
symbo l ic meaning. 
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Explore Metaphors: “Hope” is The Thing with Feathers–(314),
by Emily Dickenson

“Hope” is the thing with feathers - 
That perches in the soul - 
And sings the tune without the words - 
And never stops - at all - 
 And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard - 
And sore must be the storm - 
That could abash the little Bird 
That kept so many warm - 
 I’ve heard it in the chillest land - 
And on the strangest Sea - 
Yet - never - in Extremity, 
It asked a crumb - of me. 

Id entify Metaphors Def ine wor ld through 
metaphorica l reference

Def ine the symbo l ic 
reference
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Explore Metaphors: Daffod i ls, by Wil l iam Wordsworth

I wandered lonely as a cloud 
That floats on high o’er vales and hills, 
When all at once I saw a crowd, 
A host, of golden daffodils; 
Beside the lake, beneath the trees, 
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 
 
Continuous as the stars that shine 
And twinkle on the milky way, 
They stretched in never-ending line 
Along the margin of a bay: 
Ten thousand saw I at a glance, 
Tossing their heads in sprightly dance. 
 
The waves beside them danced; but they 
Out-did the sparkling waves in glee: 
A poet could not but be gay, 
In such a jocund company: 
I gazed—and gazed—but little thought 
What wealth the show to me had brought: 
 
For oft, when on my couch I lie 
In vacant or in pensive mood, 
They flash upon that inward eye 
Which is the bliss of solitude; 
And then my heart with pleasure fills, 
And dances with the daffodils.

Id entify Metaphors Def ine wor ld through 
metaphorica l reference

Def ine the symbo l ic 
reference
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Explore Metaphors: Fog, by Carl Sandburg

The fog comes 
on little cat feet. 
 
It sits looking 
over harbor and city 
on silent haunches 
and then moves on.

Id entify Metaphors Def ine wor ld through 
metaphorica l reference

Def ine the symbo l ic 
reference
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Discussion Questions - Chapters 13 through 24

“Now that we’re alone,” his grandmother said in an I’m-in-control-and-that’s-the-way-
it’s-going-to-stay voice, “Perhaps you’ll tell me the real reason you’ve come” (pg. 117).

• Notice that the quote above is not only the last line of a chapter, it serves as the last 
line of Part I. Tell how the statement serves as a defining moment in the story. 

• Explore the phrase “I’m-in-control-and-that’s-the-way-it’s-going-to-stay.” Identify how 
these words predict the events what will follow this scene.

• The word persistence means to be determined, stubborn, and focused.  Consider Arlo’s 
travel to Edgewater. Identify how his persistence to find his grandmother demonstrated 
a new found strength in his character.

Their eyes met long enough for Arlo to understand what she wasn’t saying  . . .  Poppo 
was in danger. And here Arlo was, 350 miles away, staying with a woman who was 

supposed to care about him but who seemed to have the heart of an armadillo (pg. 141).

• In this scene, Ida is withholding information about Poppo’s condition. Explore the 
reasons why she is doing so.

• Consider the situations in which Ida repeatedly blinks her eyes. Tell what that action 
reveals about her character. 

• On page 140, identify the use of an extended metaphor. Explain how the extended 
metaphor serves to better understand the Arlo’s feelings in this scene. 

“He’s awake,” She said, after she’d hung up the phone. “That’s a milestone, Arlo.                           
He’s even speaking a bit.”

“Then why can’t I talk to him” (pg. 166)?

• Tell why Ida’s willingness to call the hospital to check on Poppo surprised Arlo.
• Ida hangs up the phone before Arlo has the opportunity to speak to Poppo or the 

doctors.  Consider how this action mirrors the scene when Poppo told Arlo that he 
missed his grandmother’s phone calls (pg. 31). By forbidding Alro to speak in the phone, 
are his grandparents attempting to protect or control Arlo? Explain your answer. 

• Determine why Ida’s voice returned to being “sharp again” (pg. 167). Identify how Ida 
was feeling in this scene. Irritated? Worried? Compassionate? Concerned? Angry? 
Frustrated? Explain your answer. 

• Identify the extended metaphor on page 167. Explain its significance. 
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Figurative Language — Word Pictures

Objective: To interpret figurative language literally and visually through the use of illustration.

Materials: 
• ALL THAT’S MISSING
• Word Picture Page (Guide, pg. 14)
• Pencil
• Markers

Procedure: 
• Consider the quotations below in both a literal and visual sense as they relate to the story. 

Determine how the use of figurative language serves to enhance the understanding of the 
characters’ thoughts and/or experience.

• Choose a phrase below. Using the Work Picture Page worksheet, write phrase in the space 
provided on the worksheet. Use markers to illustrate the visual meaning of the phrase. 
Intepret the illustration by using either the story line as or a personal experience as a 
reference. 

• Explain your interpretation of the phrase and illustration in a short informative piece. 
Tell how the use of figurative language transform words into pictures that add deeper 
meaning to the referenced phrase. 

The thing about fami l ies, A l ro thought, was that there was a lways some quest ion 
nobod y wanted to answer for you, and i t was l i ke a stray thread pu l l ing loose                  
in a sweater. You cou ld tug at a l l a l l you wanted, but in the end, a l l you’d have                    

was a pi l e of tw isted yarn (pg. 28) .

Sometimes Al ro fel t l i ke one of those mud-and-st ick dams he and Sam l i ke to 
bui ld in the creek . They mounted sand and d i rt together w i th tw igs and stones 
and wai ted for the water to break through. The current wel led into tiny poo ls 
that pressed aga inst the dam . They broke away a tw ig here or a pebb le there .                        

But the dam usua l l y held . Usua l l y (pg. 11)

Ida Jones was a stray thread in Ar lo ’s l ife (pg. 28) .

“ . . .Potted meat’s probab l y just the ti p of the iceberg. No doubt that’s his id ea           
of a gourmet mea l ” (pg. 130) .

Ever y thing about her was sharp and poky, l i ke a pi l e of o ld bones (pg. 123) .

Fig u rative Language References from the Tex t
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Word Picture Page

Write quote here.

Illustrate interpretation here.

Analyze illustrated interpretation here.



15

ISBN: 9780763661021   www.sa rahsu l l ivanbooks .com    www.debbiegonza les .com
ALL THAT’S MISSING

Discussion Questions - Chapters 25 through 37

“That carving has everything to do with it . . .” (pg. 230).

• Discuss how the bird wood carving serves as a symbol for all that Arlo’s father believed in, 
and the ideals he cherished.

• Explore how the wood carving represents Arlo’s connection with his father in a physical and 
a supernatural way. 

• Early in the story, Poppo explains to Arlo that “None of this was ever your fault” (pg. 34). 
Examine how the story about the conflict between Slocum, Ida, and Arlo’s parents relates 
to Poppo’s statement. 

• In the end, who was ultimately responsible for the strife between family members? Who 
ultimately bore the burden for the conflict? Explain your answer. 

• Tell how the truth can set someone free.

Arlo’s heart pounded. Did it count as a lie when you pretended something was true even 
though it wasn’t?

Of course it did (pg. 256).

• Examine the ways that Arlo “pretended something was true even though it wasn’t” when 
he lived with Poppo.  Explain why Arlo questions his motives at this point in the story.

• Tell how Arlo’s awareness and concern regarding being untruthful to Poppo shows a change 
in his character.

• Explore the use of an extended metaphor at the bottom of page 256. Tell what the words 
“…pour and spill and ravage and consume” reveal about Arlo’s emotional state of being.

When Ida pulled into the driveway, the old house looked smaller than Arlo remembered. 
The kitchen was just a plain white room with chipped linoleum and fading wallpaper.                         

Nothing more (pg. 265).

• Determine why, after only three months of being away, the old house seemed smaller to 
Arlo. 

• Consider how the compact size of the old house connects with the mud-and-stick-dam the 
extended metaphor. Explore how Arlo’s life was once packed down with lies and worries. 

• Examine ways that his world had expanded since traveling to Edgewater. Determine how 
truth, trust, friendship, and a sense of family have impacted the size of his world. 
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The Life and Times of Henry Ossawa Tanner
Objective: To analyze actual historic events as they relate to the value of a key aspect of the 
plot.

Materials:
• ALL THAT’S MISSING - Author’s Note (pp. 360-62)
• Scissors
• Tape
• Timeline Strips and Tabs (Guide, pgs. 17-19)
• Reference materials

Procedure:
• Read and discuss the Author’s Note. Consider how the art of Henry Ossawa Tanner served  

as inspiration for the author’s fictional portrayal of the art of and the artist Solomon 
Brokenberry.

• Become familiar with Tanner as an artist. Observe samples of Tanner’s art. Note the subject 
and style of his work. 

• Tape Timeline strips together in a numerically sequenced manner.
• Lay completed Timeline on a long, flat surface.
• Place Tabs along the left of Timeline by placing arrows next to the corresponding date.
• Consider the content and placement of the Tabs as they relate to Henry Ossawa    

Tanner’s life’s work.
• The author, Sarah Sullivan, states, “The references in this book to the artist who painted 

the “famous lost painting” were inspired in part by the life of Henry Ossawa Tanner . . .”                  
(p. 361). As result of researching Tanner’s work and completing the Timeline project, discuss 
the value and importance of Brokenberry’s “famous lost painting” in the story.

Wri te an informative essay ex p lor ing 
the use of a historica l f igure as 
ins pi rat ion to create a f ic t iona l 
one. Consid er how Henr y Ossawa’s 
Tanner’s creative accomp l is hments 
add va lue to So lomon Brokenberr y’s 
artist ic ex pertise . Examine how the 

“famous lost pa int ing” p lot l ine served 
to connect the characters in a 

meaningfu l way.   



The Life and Times of Henry Ossawa Tanner - A Timeline

1860

1870

1880

1890

1900

1910

1920

1930

1940

tab tab
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Timeline Tabs

1859

Born on June 21, 1859 to Benjamin 
Tucker and Sarah Miller Tanner. His 

father was a college-educated teacher 
and minister. His mother was a former 

slave. Her mother sent daughter 
Sarah north to Pittsburgh through the 

Underground Railroad.

1864 The Tanner family moved to 
Philadelphia. 

1872

At age 13, Tanner knew he would 
become be artist when he saw a 
painter at work during a walk in 

Fairmount Park near his home. Tanner 
painted and drew constantly through 

his teen years.

1880
At age 21, Tanner enrolled in the 

prestigious Pennsylvania Academy of 
Fine Arts. 

1888

Moved to Atlanta and established 
a modest photography gallery. 

Tanner met Bishop and Mrs. Crane 
Hartzell, who became his patrons 

for many years.

1891
An endowment from the Hartzell’s 
offered Tanner the opportuntity to 

sail to Paris to study. 

1893
Visited  Philadelphia  for a few 
months, a visit that convinced 

him that he could not fight racial 
injustice. 

1895
Tanner painted Daniel and the Lion’s 
Den, which won honorable mention 

in the Paris Salon. 

1897
HIs painting Resurrection of Lazarus 
eventually entered the collection at 

the Louvre. 

1899
Married Jessie Olssen, an opera singer 

from San Francisco , whom he met in 
Paris. 



1903 Jesse Ossawa, their only son, 
was born in New York. 1908

Tanner’s first one-man exhibit of 
religious paintings in the United 

States was held at the American Art 
Galleries in New York. 

1910 Tanner was elected a member of the 
National Academy of Design.1923

Tanner was granted France’s 
highest honor in the arts - to be an 
honorary Chevalier of the Order of 

the Legion of Honor. 

1927
Tanner became s full academician 

of the National Academy of Design. 
He was the first African-American 

artist to receive this honor.
1937

On May 25, 1937, Henry Ossawa 
Tanner died at his home in Paris. 

Henry Ossawa 
Tanner

June 21, 1859 –            
May 25, 1937

Photo cred i t: https://en.w ikiped ia .org/wiki/
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Discussion Questions - Chapters 38 through 51

Arlo leaned his head against his seat and let the music from the radio wash over him. He 
tapped his pocket till he found the carving. Sure enough, it felt warm to him. Maybe he and 

Maywood weren’t being so creative after all. Maybe putting a ghost in Ida’s attic wasn’t 
anything that hadn’t already happened before (pg. 295).

• Consider how the supernatural themes of angels, spirits, and ghosts have served as 
underlying themes throughout the story. 

• Determine why the carving feels warm to Arlo. What does the warmth represent?
• Predict who the man in the blue sweater Ida saw in the attic might be. 
• This scene in which Arlo is comfortably considering the possibilities of a ghost living in the 

attic of his new home with Ida comes at end of Part II: Edgewater. Tell what ending Part II 
at this point signifies with regard to Arlo’s character development.

Meanwhile, the wood carving thrummed in Arlo’s pocket. He put his hand around it and felt 
it warming against his palm (pg. 311-312).

• Determine the significance of the wood carving thrumming and the appearance of the 
ghost in the blue sweater. Make a connection between the two.

• Examine the sequence of events that take place in this scene. Explore the idea that, 
perhaps, the ghost’s presence had been in the attic all along.

• Consider how Poppo’s words, “Help comes from the other side (pg. 24)” relates to this 
scene. Identify who is “helping” Arlo and Ida.

•	
•	
•	

Arlo took the phone. After Poppo had asked him how he was, and after Arlo had asked   
Poppo how he was, Poppo said he had an important question to ask (pg. 354).

• In this scene, Ida willingly hands Arlo the phone to speak to Poppo. And, Poppo has a 
burning question for Arlo, instead of the other way around. Determine how these actions 
represent change in Arlo’s, Ida’s, and Poppo’s characters.

• Poppo sighs, clears his throat, coughs, and speaks with a cracked voice thoughout the 
phone conversation. Tell what these physical reactions reveal about Poppo’s feelings at this 
time. 

• Consider Arlo’s emotional response when he meets Eldon for the first time (pg. 255). 
Discuss how Arlo and Poppo’s relationship changes throughout the story, and yet remains 
true.
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Objective: To explore the theme in a literary text.

Materials:
• ALL THAT’S MISSING
• SAMPLE - The Theme Search Template (Guide, p. 22)
• The Theme Search Template (Guide, p. 23)

Procedure:
• Print out the SAMPLE - Theme Search Template and Theme Search Template.
• Explain the definition of the theme of a story, that it is the overarching message or idea 

of the book. State that the theme of a story is revealed by tracing and interpreting the 
protagonist’s emotional journey.

• Use the Theme Search Template Sample Overview when discussing aspects of the lesson.
• Explore the various literary aspects labeled in each oval shape printed on the template.
• Instruct students to fill out the Theme Search Template according to their perception of the 

characters and events.
• Once the specifics of the literary aspects are identified in the oval shapes, instruct students 

to analyze the details listed. Use analysis to interpret the overall theme of the story.
• Some suggested themes to explore might be:
 ~ Family
 ~ Forgiveness
 ~ Home
 ~ Truth
 ~ Lies
 ~ Trust
 ~ Persistence
 ~ Gratitude
 ~ Angels
 ~ Friendship
 ~ Love

Theme Search

He thought about Poppo and Eldon and the future here with Ida and Steamboat 
and Maywood. He thought about being at home in a new place that was really 

an old place. A place where he was probably meant to be all along (p. 358). 

Write a narrative from Arlo’s point of v iew discussing the thematic 
structure of the story. S tate how Arlo grew as a character as a resul t of 

the themes developed in the story. 
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SAMPLE - The Theme Search Template 

Describe Arlo’s character. 

Tell where the 
story takes place.

List the minor characters 
- those that are most 

important to the story. 

Describe Arlo’s deepest 
desire. Tell what he 
wants, more than 

anything. 

Identify Arlo’s problem. 
Explain what is troubling 
him. Tell what is keeping 
him from being safe and 

happy.  

Tell how Arlo solves his 
problem. Identify how he 
changed as a character, 

and how he brought 
about change in others.  

What is the overall idea of the 
story?

What message was 
communicated as a result of 

Arlo’s emotional journey?

What’s the meaning of the 
story?

What did you learn, as a reader, 
as a result of reading the story?

Can you describe the story’s 
theme in one or two words?   
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The Theme Search Template
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Meet the Author - Sarah Sul l ivan

Sarah Sullivan is the author of one middle grade novel 
and four picture books.  Her 2011 picture book, Passing 
The Music Down, illustrated by Barry Root, was an N.C.T.E. 
Notable Children’s Book in the Language Arts, a Bank Street 
College Best Children’s Book and was chosen to represent the 
state of West Virginia at the National Book Festival.  Sarah 
is a graduate of the MFA in Writing for Children and Young 
Adults program at Vermont College of Fine Arts where she 
was awarded the Harcourt Post-Graduate Scholarship.  Her 
poetry has been published in Cricket magazine and she is the 
recipient of an Individual Artist Fellowship/Grant from the 
West Virginia Commission on the Arts.  Sarah lives with her 
husband in Williamsburg, Virginia.

Describe the experience of writing a novel. 

Writing a novel is like taking a long journey, except that you cannot really plan each step of 
your route in advance.  You may have a destination in mind, but along the way ideas pop into 
your head and you find yourself making turns and visiting places you had not expected.  

You need to remain open to possibility and trust your instincts.  Sometimes you hit a dead-end 
and you have to turn around and find a new path. But, the work you’ve done is never wasted, 
even if you do not use it in your story.  That work was part of your journey.  It was part of the 
creative process that led you to your completed work.
 
Where did the story come from?

All That’s Missing began with a single image of a boy of eleven or twelve being dropped off at 
his grandmother’s house.  I knew that he was nervous about staying with her because he had 
never met her, or at least, not that he remembered, and he was afraid she did not approve 
of him or his mother.  I wasn’t sure why, but I knew there was some kind of family secret 
simmering beneath the surface.  I did not know anything else when I started.  I had to write the 
story to find out what happened. 

How long did it take to write All That’s Missing?  

Oh my.  A very long time.  I worked steadily on it for about three years and then put it aside and 
wrote another novel (unpublished) for a couple of years.  Then, I went back to All That’s Missing 
and completely re-wrote the second half of the book. I think I needed that resting time to figure 
out what would happen to Arlo after he found his grandmother. 
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Did I have to work through many drafts?  

Trust me.  You don’t want to know how many.  I quit counting.  But, revision is the part of the 
process I like the most, so I did not mind as much as you might think.  

In all seriousness, the first half of the novel, up to the point where Arlo arrives in Edgewater, 
did not require that many drafts.  I had a relatively clear picture of that part of the story from 
the beginning.  What changed and evolved over time was what happened to Arlo and his 
grandmother after Arlo arrived in Edgewater.  Like Arlo, I had no idea what to expect.  It took 
quite a few drafts to figure that out.  

Which character(s) do you most identify with?

While Arlo is certainly not me, he is the character I most identify with because, like Arlo, I lived in 
a family that had a secret.  When I was eleven, I discovered that my brother and I had different 
biological fathers.  While it did not change anything in my everyday life, it was disorienting.  
What bothered me most was the fact that everyone else in the family had known except me.  I 
couldn’t help wondering if there were other things that no one had told me.  Writing Arlo’s story 
was, in a way, part of my ongoing process of making sense of that early experience, though 
none of the things that happen to Arlo happened to me.    

Well, actually, one thing that happens to Arlo did happen to me, but it has nothing to do with 
family secrets.  When I was eleven, I was locked out of the house and my dog Sandy unlocked 
the kitchen door the same way Steamboat does in All That’s Missing. 

In other ways, I identify with Maywood because, like Maywood, I have always been very 
independent and a tad stubborn.  Okay, members of my family, might say “more than a tad.”  I 
prefer to think of myself as “determined.”
 
Was it difficult to develop so many interesting characters?

Well, thank you for calling them interesting.  That makes me happy and grateful.  I hope they 
are interesting.  I grew to love my characters as I worked on the novel, well maybe not Mr. 
Garringer!  But, I had a wonderful time getting to know Arlo and Ida and Matthew Healey and 
Maywood and Aurelia Pridemore and, even Augusta Stonestreet.  Augusta may drive everyone 
crazy, but she is kind of loveable in her own prickly and maddening fashion.  The more I got to 
know these characters, the more I grew to understand their relationships to each other and that 
felt very satisfying. 
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What advice would you give a new writer?

READ!  Read as much as you can.  And, read all different kinds of things.  Fiction, non-fiction, 
magazines, newspapers, graphic novels, everything!  That’s how you develop your writing 
muscles -- by developing an understanding of the kind of writing you enjoy. 

And, don’t be shy about asking a librarian, teacher or bookseller for suggestions of books to read.  

Another piece of advice is WATCH and LISTEN.  Everywhere you go, you are surrounded by stories.  
Keep your eyes open. Observe what’s happening on the street, in your neighborhood, at school, in 
the grocery store.  Eavesdrop when you are sitting in a crowded restaurant or at a mall or a ball 
game.  Listen to the way people talk.  Pay attention to how they tell stories to each other.  You’ll 
find this experience helps you when you sit down to write dialogue or describe action in a scene.  
 
And, finally, keep a notebook – When you are young, this is not so important. But, the older you 
get, the more things there are for you to remember and the more you find yourself forgetting too 
many of them.  So, carrying a notebook is one way of saving ideas that may find their way into a 
story.
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Common Core S tate S tandards Alignment
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