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Book Summary

Summer loves living with May and Ob, the aunt and uncle who took her in and loved her when nobody else
wanted her after her mother died. But when May passes on, a lot of the joy leaves Summer's and Ob's
lives. Then Ob senses May is still with them and when a strange boy from Summer's class enters their
lives, he introduces an idea that just might fix everything. But the real answer they seek can only be found
within themselves.

Author Information

As a child in a small town in West Virginia, Cynthia Rylant never dreamed of becoming a writer. In her free
time, she devoured Archie comic books and paperback romances and enjoyed the outdoors. But after
taking one college English class, she was, "hooked on great writing... I didn't know about this part of me
until I went to college-didn't know I loved beautiful stories." And one night, inspired by the Southern writer
James Agee, she sat down and wrote When I Was Young in the Mountains. Named a Caldecott Honor
Book and an ALA Notable Book, it was an instant success. She has since written more than fifty acclaimed
novels, chapter books, and picture books. She lives with her many pets in the Pacific Northwest.
 

Suggested Answers to Literature Circle Questions

Use the questions and activities that follow to get more out of the experience of reading Missing May by
Cynthia Rylant.

1. Who did Summer live with before Ob and May? Why did Ob and May decide to bring her home with
them to Deep Water?

She lived with various aunts and uncles. Summer says after her mother died "all her brothers and
sisters passed me from house to house, nobody ever wanting to take care of me for long." (p. 4)

2. What are some of the strange items that Cletus has collected over the years?

Cletus gets his classmates to help him build his collections. First, he collected empty potato chip
bags. "Heading home on the bus every day, people would be pulling flat shiny bags out of their
history books like crazy and passing them to Cletus in the backseat." (p. 18) Then, he collected
buttons, spoons, plants, used wrapping paper, and finally settled on collecting pictures.

3. Cletus says that he wants to become a "Renaissance Man." What is a Renaissance Man, and where
does the term come from?

Cletus says, "Back in Europe there were these men who were real well-rounded. You know, they
could paint, play music, write poems. They could talk science and philosophy. Knew a lot about a
lot. Folks called them Renaissance Men." (pp. 54-55) The Renaissance was a culture movement that
occurred in Europe, especially Italy, from the early 14th to the late 16th centuries, which brought
scientific revolution and artistic transformation.

4. Summer suggests that there's a difference between "gardening"- the activity that May most liked to do -
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and "going to work in the garden." What is the difference between these two?

Summer says that even though May's garden was just as practical-with sturdy vegetables rather
than pretty roses-as anyone else's, when she talked about it "your mind would see some lovely
person in a yellow-flowered hat snipping soft pink roses, little robins landing on her shoulders."
Summer says, "Everybody else would say they were going to work in the garden, and that's the
picture you'd get in your mind-people out there laboring and sweating and grunting in the dirt." (p.
9) May has a different experience gardening because she really loves doing it.

5. Summer discovers that Cletus and Ob get along well together, and that Cletus is a "perfect consoler" for
Ob. What does she mean by that?

Ob likes Cletus's personality and enjoys listening to his stories. Cletus is able to help Ob, like on
the first Christmas without May when he brings over a one-thousand piece jigsaw puzzle and "got
Ob to sit with him for twelve hours straight putting the puzzle together." (p. 22) He is also very
interested in Cletus's near-death experience because Ob feels May is still present and wants to try
to connect with her.

6. Cletus claims to have been to the afterlife, and, as proof, describes the time he slipped off the riverbank
and nearly drowned. Who did Cletus see in the afterlife? What did they tell Cletus to do?

When Cletus goes toward the light, he sees his recently departed Grandfather and his little dog,
Cicero, who died three years previously. He's happy to see them, but then he hears a voice say,
"Cletus, go on home now" and he regains consciousness after having nearly drowned in the river.

7. Why do Cletus, Ob, and Summer take the trip to Putnam County? Who are they looking for there, and
what do they hope to accomplish when they get there?

Cletus shows Ob a newspaper clipping about "The Spiritualist Church of Glen Meadows" where
the pastor is said to be able to communicate with the dead. They go to Putnam County hoping to
find the Reverend Miriam B. Young and to get in touch with May.

8. Do you know someone who's strange and unique like Cletus? Describe what makes this person so
unique, and what you like best about him or her.

Cletus carries around a suitcase full of pictures-from magazines, cereal boxes, and other people's
photo collections-because he likes to make up the stories behind the pictures. He is an unusual
character and, at first, Summer thinks he's crazy, but she comes to value his friendship and accept
his passion. For instance, when they visit the state capital, she can see him working in the
legislature to "enact profound laws." (p.70)

9. Why does Summer describe Ob as "an artist"? What is the difference between his whirligigs and other
whirligigs people put in their yards or gardens?

Ob makes creations of what he calls The Mysteries. Instead of making whirligigs depicting cartoon
characters or cute animals, he represents abstract concepts such as love, dreams, and May's spirit
in his moving sculptures.

10. Why does Summer worry about the fact that Ob sleeps late one morning? What does Summer think
might happen to Ob?

Summer is very worried that Ob might give up on living without May and just die of a broken heart.
On the morning Ob fails to wake her up for school, Summer thinks, "he knew, as well as I, that he



had never, not any day of his life, overslept. He was as trustworthy as the sun in this." (p. 45)

11. Why does seeing the owl after returning from Putnam County make Summer cry? What memory does
she have of seeing the owl, many years ago, with May?

It's unusual to see an owl where Summer lives. She remembers seeing one with May soon after she
joined them in West Virginia. May said, "I'd not ever seen an owl in all my days, and when I hadn't
had you but a few weeks there that one passed through my life." (p. 86) When Summer sees
another owl fly off into the night as they return from the trip to Putnam County, it represents May to
her and she is finally able to really cry for missing May.

12. Why do you think Ob decides to turn the car around and go back to visit the West Virginia State
Capitol? What do you think might have happened if they had just decided to go on home?

Ob's decision to turn the car around changes everything. Originally, the main point of the trip was
to find the pastor and contact May. When they find out the pastor has died, Ob is crushed. May
fears that all hope is gone, but when he turns the car around and brings May and Cletus to the
State Capitol and the Science and Culture Center, we can see he remembers he does have
something to live for and that is these two children. He rests his palm against the back of
Summer's head like he used to when she was small and he looks at all the displays with Cletus.
Cletus and Summer came on this journey with Ob to support him and he is able to feel that deep
love and return it.

13. What is the importance of Ob planting his whirligigs in May's garden? How is this a sign that he's
feeling better?

When May dies, Ob doesn't know what to do with himself. When he plants his whirligigs in the
garden, it's a hopeful and joy-filled gesture that Ob would not have been able to embrace earlier in
the story when he felt no hope or joy. Summer says the whirligigs now have "a place to spin and
fly and live." (p. 89)

14. How might the last line of the book - "And then a big wind came and set everything free"- relate to the
lives of Ob and Summer? Do you think life will improve for them?

Throughout the story, Ob and Summer are stuck in the sadness of losing May and are unsure of
how they will be able to continue living happily without her. In the final scene of the book, Ob offers
his beautiful creations up and both he and Summer feel the hope and joy of this moment. Although
they will undoubtedly both miss May forever, it's possible this marks a turning point where Ob and
May will be able to reclaim some of the happiness in living that May inspired for them.

Note: These literature circle questions are keyed to Bloom's Taxonomy: Knowledge: 13; Comprehension:
4-6; Application: 7-8; Analysis: 9-10; Synthesis: 11-12; Evaluation: 13-14.

 

Subjects:

Main Idea and Details, Literature, Plot, Character, Setting, Reading Response, Vocabulary,
Expository Writing, Literary Response, Social Studies through Literature, Renaissance

Skills:

Drawing Conclusions, Main Idea and Details, Plot, Character and Setting, Expository Writing
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