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  Context


  During her childhood, Cynthia Voigt experienced little of the privation and trauma that characterizes the lives of the Tillerman children in Homecoming. Voigt grew up as the second child of six to parents well off enough to send her to an exclusive private school in Wellesley, Massachusetts near her family home in Boston. Voigt, according to Anne Commire, remembers her childhood as a happy one, marred only by competition with her older, more graceful sister. Though she began pursuing publication from the time she was in ninth grade, she did not persevere in her dream until many years later, as she labored under the illusion that if one publisher rejected a manuscript, it was not fit to be published. Voigt majored in English at Smith College, lived in New York City for a year, and then married and moved to New Mexico, where she gave birth to her daughter and began to teach. Voigt and her husband moved to Annapolis, Maryland, not long after, where Voigt taught in public and private schools and she and her husband divorced. Several years later, Voigt remarried and, while pregnant with her son, began to devote more time to her writing. She found inspiration in the engaging young adult literature she taught to her middle school students, and when she found her daughter raptly reading her first manuscript, she sensed she had something that worked. The publication of Homecoming and the award of the Newbery Medal to its sequel, Dicey's Song, ushered both success and fame into Voigt's life. While she enjoyed the thrill of success and the immortality the Newbery would give to her characters, little about her life and priorities actually changed as a result of the award. In an interview with theChristian Science Monitor, Voigt asserts that she does not necessarily see herself only or even primarily as a writer: she sees both her family and her teaching as playing at least as major a role in her life as writing.


  Critics have questioned whether the intensity of Voigt's writing and subject matter makes her books appropriate for young readers. But Voigt, in her Newbery Medal acceptance speech, expresses esteem for literature that "engages the imagination, sets to work the intelligence, fills the spirit," and believes that young people are much tougher than most adults imagine. She wants her work to raise questions and challenge her readers to question conventions. In the same speech, Voigt expresses delight in the fact that not only does she learn from her characters and from the process of writing, but that her readers themselves, in their comments and discussions with her, teach her about her work. To Voigt, writing is a process through which she engages the world and her inner self in conversation and which results in her, like her characters, growing up and transforming.


  According to Reid, the inspiration for Homecoming and the entire Tillerman series came to Voigt one afternoon when she saw a station wagon full of children waiting for their mother and found herself wondering what would happen to the children if their mother did not return. Voigt uses both her familiarity with the Northeast and her knowledge of sailing and the ocean as a basis for her detailed description of the Tillerman's perilous journey along the northeastern seaboard and tenuous homecoming on the Chesapeake Bay. According to Commire, the themes of reaching out, symbolized in song, holding on, symbolized in wood, and letting go, symbolized by the ocean and by sailing, guided Voigt as she crafted this story of a girl trying desperately to hold her family together through song, memory, love, and determination, while at the same time struggling to let go of past disappointments and her childhood self. Voigt views her characters as entities entirely independent of her, but admits that she sees an idealized picture of herself as an old woman in Gram, and an idealized picture of her childhood self in Dicey. Like Dicey, Voigt is tempted and soothed by the faceless, ever-changing and eternal call of the ocean, while remaining anchored by and rooted in the love of her family and her life upon land.


  Plot Overview


  One day in early summer, Dicey Tillerman's mother begins a trip with her children in their battered station wagon to see their Aunt Cilla in Bridgeport, Connecticut. When they have driven about half the distance between their home in Provincetown and Bridgeport, Momma stops the car and gets out, telling the three younger children, James, Maybeth, and Sammy to mind Dicey. Their Momma does not return, and the next day the children, under Dicey's determined leadership, set out to walk to Bridgeport, with only a map, a change of underwear, and seven dollars. The children walk for days on end, buying food as cheaply as possible, scrounging for change alongside of the road, and sleeping in or near empty houses. After several days, they stop to rest in a state park, where clams, mussels, and fish abound, and they meet a young runaway couple, Edie and Louis. In the park, Sammy, to Dicey's dismay, steals both food and money, and they leave in a fright when the police begin looking for them.


  By the time they reach the Connecticut River, they are completely out of money. Dicey decides to earn money by washing windows, and soon has the children carrying bags in the parking lot of a grocery store. Before long, they have enough money to continue on. They cross the forbidding river in a rowboat, and continue on towards the west. When they reach New Haven, however, they are once again out of money, and Dicey is near despair. A couple of Yale students, Stewart and Windy befriend them, take them in for the night, and feed them. That night, James steals twenty dollars from their benefactors, which he grudgingly returns the next morning. Dicey chastises him severely, and Stewart talks seriously to him about the moral implications of his actions. The next day, Stewart drives them to Bridgeport, leaving them at their aunt's door.


  The children find that Aunt Cilla is dead, and their fussy and pious cousin, Eunice, occupies the house alone. Eunice takes the children in, and soon the three younger children are attending a church camp every day while Dicey helps Eunice care for the house. Dicey also begins to earn money by washing windows around town. In Bridgeport, Dicey talks to the police about Momma's disappearance, and before long, the police have located her: she is comatose in a mental hospital in Boston. The Tillerman children are unhappy in Bridgeport. Sammy gets in fights, upsetting Eunice, the nuns want to label Maybeth as retarded and give her special schooling, and Dicey feels the children growing apart from one another. When Eunice decides to give up her dream of becoming a nun and adopt the children—although she still considers handing the belligerent Sammy over to the state—Dicey acts quickly. While in Bridgeport, they have learned of their grandmother, Abigail Tillerman, who lives in Crisfield, Maryland, and Dicey decides they must meet her.


  Dicey and her siblings leave without Eunice's permission, boarding a bus one morning for New York. They eventually take a bus to Wilmington, where Dicey panics when she finds they have missed the bus to Crisfield and buys tickets for Annapolis, worried that Eunice may have the police looking for them. In Annapolis, they convince two boys, Tom and Jerry to sail them across the bay, and during the trip, Dicey falls in love with sailing. Once across, Dicey, determined to save money for a possible return trip, decides they must walk again. They find a circus and befriend the proprietor, Will. After a couple of days, they see signs advertising work picking tomatoes, and Dicey and the children approach a local farmer, Rudyard, asking for work. The children sense the man's untrustworthiness, but work through the morning. By the time evening comes, they are sure the man means them harm, and when he pulls up in his truck, they dash away into the night, crossing a nearby river. He pursues, but soon gives up his chase. The next day, however, he finds them in a nearby town and pursues them hotly. The circus has come to the town, however, and Will protects the Tillermans from the evil man.


  The Tillermans spend the next several days with the circus, and Will offers to drive them to Crisfield when the circus moves to a town near it. When they finally arrive in Crisfield, Will wants to stay and make sure the children are all right, but Dicey explains they must face this challenge alone. The children find their belligerent and eccentric grandmother on a run-down farm seven miles outside of town. The grandmother agrees to let them stay the night, but adamantly refuses to let them stay for good. Dicey and the others, however, start to fall in love with their grandmother's beautiful farm on the shore, and Dicey has found an old sailboat in the barn, which she is determined to use. The children decide that they will start doing work around the farm, postponing their departure one day at a time until their grandmother gets used to them. The children work diligently for about five days, until Will pays a visit, bringing the children used bicycles as a gift. That night, however, their grandmother explodes when Sammy rides off without permission and Dicey refuses to allow their grandmother to punish him by sending him to bed without supper. When Dicey resignedly asks if they can stay, their grandmother refuses.


  That night, Dicey finds her grandmother writing a letter to Eunice in the kitchen. She takes this opportunity to explain to Dicey the reasons she cannot take the children in: she has little money and no income, she cherishes the freedom and independence she gained when her stern husband died four years ago, and she is afraid of repeating the mistakes she made as a mother that drove her children away. Dicey's grandmother admits to Dicey, however, that she likes the children and wants them to stay. The next morning, their grandmother seems to remember little of her proclamation of the night before, and several days later, she takes the children to town to register for school, explaining that it may take weeks for Eunice to write back to her letter, expressing whether she will take the children back. At school, Maybeth passes a test allowing her to study in the third grade, much to the joy of all her family members. As they are preparing to return home, Dicey realizes her grandmother has forgotten to mail the letter to Eunice. She reminds her grandmother of the letter, but before she can get to the letterbox, Dicey stops her, telling her that she should take the children in, even if she does not want to. To her surprise, her grandmother agrees, stating in mock exasperation that the children have worn her down. Overjoyed, the five return home together, united in their sense of hope and relief.


  Character List


  
    Dicey Tillerman - The novel's protagonist. Dicey is a thirteen-year-old girl with a haircut that makes her look like a boy and a fierce determination to survive and keep her family together. Dicey, as the oldest child of a mentally unwell single mother, is used to playing the role of an adult in her family, but when their mother abandons them in a parking lot in Rhode Island, Dicey steps into greater responsibility than she ever had. Dicey is tough, pragmatic, and suspicious of anyone outside of the circle formed by her immediate family, only taking help from others when she absolutely needs to do so. She is willing to do everything within her power and take any risks necessary to protect her siblings and keep them together.

  


  
    James Tillerman - Dicey's twelve-year-old brother. James is serious and intelligent, and unlike Dicey, cannot fight to defend himself when his peers tease him about his family. Consequently, James withdraws into his studies and philosophical musings. He reacts to Momma's departure more harshly and judgmentally than Dicey, and occasionally indulges in criticism of her lifestyle to help explain why she left them. He looks up to Dicey and relies on her to make decisions, but can also act rebelliously and selfishly.

  


  
    Maybeth Tillerman - Dicey's eight-year-old sister. Maybeth is a quiet and pretty young girl troubled by an overwhelming shyness. Her shyness and difficulty performing in front of others have resulted in her being held back in school and in the perception of her peers and teachers that she is mentally retarded. The Tillermans know differently. Maybeth is uncannily emotionally perceptive and can quickly and easily sense the emotional truth behind people and the implications of the situations in which they find themselves. Maybeth takes after Momma physically, and can sing beautifully.

  


  
    Sammy Tillerman - Dicey's six-year-old brother. Sammy is a stubborn and uninhibited child. Momma's favorite, and as the youngest, he is perhaps hardest hit by Momma's disappearance. Like Dicey, Sammy has learned how to fight to ward off the taunts of his peers, which are even worse for him than for Dicey because the children tease him about Maybeth as well as about Momma. Thus, Sammy is belligerent, aggressive, and stubborn, but often, especially with his family, he is joyful, spontaneous, and utterly free. This recklessly happy side of Sammy is part of what wins Gram over in the end of the book.

  


  
    Gram - The Tillerman children's grandmother and Momma's mother. Gram lives by herself on a run-down farm outside of Crisfield, Maryland. Gram shares Sammy's belligerence and stubbornness and Dicey's determination. Gram has been hardened by a long marriage to a stern and unloving man, now four years dead, and her stubborn conviction to stand by him and his decisions, even when she disagreed with him. Her unhappy marriage has made her angry and bitter, and caused her to become estranged from all her three children.

  


  
    Momma - The Tillerman's mother. Momma decided when she left home at the age of twenty never to marry, having learned from Gram's sad example. Momma is loving and beautiful, but is neither reliable nor practical. When Momma is pregnant with Sammy, their fourth child, the childrens' father leaves her, possibly under legal duress. Momma struggles under the responsibility of raising her four children on her own, but eventually buckles under the pressure.

  


  
    Eunice - The Tillerman children's cousin. Eunice is Gram's sister's daughter. Eunice is a pious Catholic used to her routine and very nearly incapable of spontaneity and affection. She takes the Tillerman children in out of a sense of duty, but, consciously or not, expects the children to show gratitude and earn their keep through their good behavior and hard work. Fussy and flighty, Eunice lives a carefully scripted life.

  


  
    Father Joseph - Eunice's priest. Father Joseph is a well-intentioned but ultimately unsympathetic man. Eunice relies on him for advice when the Tillerman children appear on his doorstep. Though, from his perspective, he has the good of the children firmly in mind, he never truly tries to understand them or reach out to them. Like Eunice, he is guided by a sense of piety, religious duty, and propriety.

  


  
    Louis - One of a pair of runaways the Tillerman children meet in a state park in Connecticut during the first half of their journey. Louis is selfish and immoral, rationalizing theft and irresponsibility as a way of rebelling against an unjust system.

  


  
    Edie - Louis's girlfriend. Edie buys into Louis's cynical and self-indulgent philosophies about life and right and wrong. Louis convinced her to steal money from her father and run away with him, and occasionally he teases her and treats her cruelly. Edie is a gentle girl and plays the autoharp, so the children warily agree to spending time with the couple.

  


  
    Windy - A garrulous and friendly Yale undergraduate who takes the Tillermans in one rainy night in New Haven. Windy explains his generosity by telling the children of his own experiences as a young runaway. Windy is non-judgmental, spontaneous, and fun.

  


  
    Stewart - Windy's roommate. Stewart is quieter and more serious than Windy, but just as generous and open-hearted. He talks gravely to James about the personal implications of stealing, and plays the Dobro, teaching the children a song they take with them all the way to Crisfield. Stewart drives the children to Bridgeport in his car.

  


  
    Tom - One of the two boys who takes the Tillermans across the Chesapeake Bay on a sailboat. Tom is a little overweight and enjoys daring his friend, Jerry, to take risks.

  


  
    Jerry - Tom's friend. Jerry is the true sailor of the pair and is more contemplative than Tom. Jerry is impressed by Dicey's sailing skill and flirts with her during their trip.

  


  
    Will - The owner of the circus. Will saves the children from Rudyard and drives them to Crisfield. Will is a caring and philosophical man who enjoys the rootlessness life in the circus affords him.

  


  
    Claire - One of the workers in Will's circus. Claire has a nasty temper which at first intimidates the Tillermans but later rescues them from the dastardly Rudyard.

  


  
    Mr. Rudyard - A farmer in southern Maryland. The children meet Rudyard when they offer to work picking tomatoes for him. Mr. Rudyard, however, intends them harm.

  


  
    Cilla - Gram's sister and Momma's aunt. Cilla writes cards to Momma every year. Momma drives to her house in Bridgeport, hoping she can help them.

  


  Character Analysis


  
    Dicey


    Dicey Tillerman, the novel's protagonist, becomes a mother to her younger siblings at the age of thirteen when Momma abandons her children in a parking lot. Dicey is accustomed to adult responsibility, however. For as long as Dicey can remember, Momma struggled with the responsibility of raising her children, and Dicey learned early to be strong and resourceful. Dicey loves her mother intensely despite her shortcomings, and, as her peers tease Dicey because their mother is poor and unmarried, Dicey learns early to fight viciously and to avoid contact with others. Dicey begins the novel as a tough loner, unwilling to trust or rely upon others. The only people with whom Dicey opens up are her family members, whom she loves dearly and defends ferociously. Even with her siblings, however, she finds herself fabricating lies to protect them from truths she thinks are too much to bear. In fact, Dicey is so determined and proud, that she hides her own emotions from herself. When Momma leaves, Dicey refuses to linger on the implications of their abandonment and instead focuses intently on the goal of traveling with her brothers and sister to Bridgeport. She accepts the truth of Momma's mental health and breakdown because she must, but she does not linger on it, examine it, or react to it, except for one night of tears with her siblings. Even while pragmatically and brusquely facing the truth, Dicey stubbornly clings to her devotion to her mother. Throughout the novel, Dicey is driven by her determination to survive, to keep her family together, and to find them a place where they can "stay and be." She grows in her understanding of her family's importance and identity and of life's transience and impermanence, but she deals only superficially with her emotions about her mother. These emotions form the thematic material of the book's sequel, Dicey's Song.

  


  
    James


    Dicey's twelve-year-old brother is a cerebral and curious young man. Unlike Dicey, he is not strong and tough, and he responded to the cruelty of his peers by becoming even more deeply involved in his studies. James finds himself in more liminal position than Dicey: he is neither the adult of the group nor is he a child. At times he rebels against Dicey childishly, like Sammy. Other times, he passively allows Dicey to make decisions and provide for them, whereas he also assesses their situations and plans their next moves more quickly and cleverly than Dicey. James bombards Dicey with his philosophical musings on mortality and morality, he listens thirstily when Stewart lectures him carefully about stealing, and he thrives at the Catholic school in Bridgeport, where the priests love learning almost as much as James. Like Dicey, James has a difficult time reconciling himself to Momma's actions, and unlike Dicey, who represses bad memories and clings stubbornly to her convictions about Momma, James speaks harshly and realistically about what Momma has done, often arousing Sammy's ire.

  


  
    Maybeth


    Eight-year-old Maybeth is a quiet girl almost crippled by shyness. In Provincetown, her shyness interfered so severely with her studies that she was held back in school, and the label of being retarded always lingered around her ominously. Dicey and her family know that Maybeth is not retarded, because she displays skill in learning lyrics and music, singing, and perceiving and assessing people's real characters and motivations. Throughout their trip, Dicey struggles between protecting Maybeth and addressing her with the truth of their situation. Dicey, however, is always surprised that when she tells Maybeth a painful truth, because Maybeth understands it completely and often already knew it. At the same time, Dicey never pushes Maybeth to do anything that scares her. Maybeth resembles Momma most out of the children: she is pretty, blond, sweet-tempered, quiet, and absentminded. At the end of the novel, Gram forces Dicey to let Maybeth face a challenge on her own. Gram talks frankly to the young girl about what she must do and why, Maybeth meets the challenge successfully.

  


  
    Sammy


    The youngest Tillerman child at six years old, Sammy is the most passionate and rash. He believes perhaps even more strongly and stubbornly than Dicey in Momma, but lacks the drive that forces Dicey to accept painful truths and move on. Early in the novel, Dicey finds herself reminiscing about a younger Sammy, who was wildly joyful and uninhibited. In Provincetown, however, Sammy learned, like Dicey, to fight in response to the taunts of his peers. Sammy is a fierce fighter and as quick and vehement as Dicey about defending his family members. The six-year-old Sammy is angrier, more stubborn, and more belligerent than the younger child she remembers. Sammy poses a number of problems for Dicey throughout the novel, as he repeatedly refuses to go on walking, he steals food and a wallet, and in Bridgeport, he engages in fights with the other schoolchildren, greatly upsetting Eunice. In Crisfield, Sammy forces the crisis between Dicey and Gram when he disappears all afternoon without permission. At the same time, Sammy's fierce idealism, hope, and his intense moments of joy lift the spirits of the suspicious Tillermans.

  


  
    Gram


    Momma's mother, Gram, is as fierce, stubborn, and independent as Dicey and Sammy and as eccentric as Momma. Gram has endured a marriage to a man whom she neither loved nor particularly liked, but she stood by him completely, even though she grew increasingly angry at his actions. Gram's anger warped her relationship with her children, resulting in her driving each of them away from the house and estranging them from her for the rest of their lives. When Gram's husband dies, she is relieved to be free from her promise. She withdraws into herself on her run-down farm, trying to live as far as possible from the world and memories, which cause her pain and guilt. When the children first meet Gram, she is balled up like a fist or a knot of wire. She speaks sharply and harshly to them, she shows no kindness or affection, and she tells Dicey that the children cannot stay with her. At the same time, she finds herself reaching out to them almost despite herself when she convinces Dicey that the children should stay the first night. This opening lets Dicey know that part of Gram does want the children in her life. The children's presence softens Gram, and finally, in her own act of reaching out, she admits that more than anything, she is afraid of repeating her mistakes of the past and hurting and driving away these children as well. Gram's decision to take the children in is as great an act of courage and self-transformation as Dicey's decision to walk with the children to Bridgeport.

  


  Themes, Motifs, and Symbols


  Themes


  The Transformative Power of Breaking Conventions and Habits


  Throughout Homecoming, characters either struggle against societal roles, or they break conventions and roles, resulting in relief, understanding, personal advantage, or growth. Dicey lives outside of conventional gender roles: she is a fighter so ferocious that none of her peers dare to fight her. At the very opening of the book, she plays into a policeman's assumption that she is a boy, taking advantage of her unconventional appearance and gaining less persistent attention than she would if he thought she were a girl. Eunice, on the other hand, clings to her habits, and the children's presence in her life upsets those habits greatly. Eunice's primary desire had been to become a nun (which would allow her literally to cloak herself in a habit) and subject herself to a set of religious conventions. Her decision to take the children in, however, is no less born of a sense of her duty than her desire to be a nun. The children see Eunice for what she is—a small and judgmental woman with a constricted view of people who do not fit into her value scheme. Eunice is bound and limited by her adherence to others' expectations of her. In a way, Gram is also bound by conventions and habits. She stood by her husband, according to her marriage vow, even when she found him to be cruel and unbending. Her refusal to forgive herself for her failure of her children and her reluctance to let the Tillerman children into her life also suggest that she adheres to her own assumptions about herself and what she is like. Gram experiences perhaps the greatest emotional transformation in the novel when she gives up her notions about her desires and capabilities and allows her love and growing sense of connection to the children to wash away some of her stubbornness.


  Family as Home


  When the Tillerman children realize that Momma has left them, they are terrified, not only because they have lost Momma, but also because they are homeless. To them, home consists of both a place and an adult caretaker, both of which serve the purpose of keeping the outside adult world at bay and holding them together. As the children embark on their long and disheartening trek, they come to realize that their home exists in their fierce devotion to each other and their unbending determination to survive and protect each other. When the children reach Bridgeport, they find both a place to live and an adult advocate, but, to their disappointment, these do not provide the sense of personal safety and emotional freedom they longed for. For example, Eunice provides for them but expects gratitude and rigid obedience, and she constantly threatens that the children will be taken away from each other and labeled. As they begin their journey to Crisfield, Dicey gives up her hope for a place and an adult caretaker to hold them together, but she begins to realize that the children have the strength and tenacity to hold the Tillermans together. Her travels also teach her how quickly circumstances change and how easily a safe situation turns into a perilous one. More than anything, the children's hard summer teaches them great flexibility in adapting to new situations. Thus, their own ability to take care of themselves and their deep devotion to each other, forged by the long and harrowing summer, have come to replace the physical space and adult caretaker they so desperately missed at the novel's outset.


  The Connection between Freedom and Abandonment


  Just as the children's lack of protection from the outside world causes them to forge deep and lasting bonds between each other, the very act of abandonment that opens the novel results also results in personal freedom. Dicey negotiates a delicate situation when she finds the children alone without anyone to protect them. Her first reaction is similar to how she has reacted to all threats her entire life: she closes herself off, she regards all around her with suspicion and mistrust, and she learns to fight. Indeed, often Dicey's suspicions are well grounded and her tenacity rewarded, as both result in them escaping dangerous situations and in their surviving challenges on their own. For example, Dicey has the children earn money by carrying bags, row across a river with no bridges, and leave Eunice's stultifying household on their own. However, the children do not make the mistake of shunning the help and interest of the rest of the world. They accept much-needed help from and find friends in Stewart, Windy, Will, and Claire. The help and warmth of these people make Dicey realize that the initial calamity at the novel's outset has launched them on an amazing journey in which they touch the lives of and are touched by others. Dicey comes to relish the poignancy of change and travel, hellos and goodbyes.


  Motifs


  Money


  At every juncture in Homecoming, money motivates characters and sets the plot into motion. Momma abandons the children because she can no longer find the money to provide for them. Dicey watches fearfully as their money dwindles and surges with elation and relief when they manage to earn money. Dicey receives money from Momma's car and begins saving in Bridgeport, providing her with a sense of protection and efficacy. She again anxiously watches the money dwindle on the trip to Crisfield, and in Crisfield, Gram explains her own fear that she does not have enough money to support the children. In every case, money is an index for how much power and control over events a character holds: less money leads to increased anxiety, dwindling hope for the future, and constricted options. However, while the children traveling with the circus, Dicey, taking a lesson from the way in which they were unexpectedly and fortuitously saved from grave danger by Will and Claire, learns to let go of her worry over money and trust that, by working hard and maintaining her integrity, she will always be able to provide for herself.


  Theft


  Three characters commit thefts in the space of Homecoming. First, Edie, goaded by Louis, steals money from her father. Next, Sammy steals food and money from park patrons, and then James steals money from Stewart. Each theft has a specific context which gives it a specific character—Edie steals from her father money he might well have spent on her anyway, Sammy steals from a stranger who likely will suffer no great loss from the theft of food and twenty dollars, and James steals twenty dollars from a friend and benefactor, who also will not likely suffer greatly from the loss. Dicey senses that theft, while it benefits them in the short run, will invite trouble in the long run, in the form of attention from and pursuit by the police. Stewart elaborates on her reasons, arguing that the long-term detriment is loss of self- respect. As desperate as the Tillermans are for resources, they gain great personal strength from providing for themselves using honest means. Just as importantly, their honesty allows them to travel with less fear, and gives them a greater likelihood of befriending the people who cross their paths, who also often happen to offer them crucial help. Their honesty, while not so quantifiable as money, acts as a resource that helps them complete their journey safely.


  Fighting


  Fighting lurks in the space before the start of the narrative, on the periphery of the narrative, and within the narrative itself. First, Sammy and Dicey have learned to fight skillfully in defense of their family and their sense of pride. Fighting allowed the two children to fend off the threats and taunts of the outside world. Sammy's fighting continues in Bridgeport—though we never see him engaged in a fight, he brings the scratches and scrapes from them home. Sammy's fighting, presumably still going on as an attempt to defend his family and his sense of pride, threatens to undo Eunice's offer to adopt the four children and allow them to remain together. While Sammy's fighting poses an immediate threat to the children's togetherness, it ultimately furthers their ability to stay together, as Eunice's reaction to it makes it patently obvious to Dicey that the children do not belong with the fussy, prissy woman. Finally, Gram and Dicey fight over Sammy's punishment for disobeying Dicey. This fight, again, precipitates an immediate threat to the family's integrity. During the fight, Gram makes it clear that she wants the children to leave. At the same time, the fight gives rise to the late-night conversation in the kitchen between Gram and Dicey, in which Gram tells Dicey of her past and constitutes the most crucial turning point in the relationship between the children and their grandmother. Fights, in a narrative about four children's desperate fight for survival, serve indirectly as means of expressing oneself and communicating.


  Symbols


  The Sailboat


  When Dicey explores the barn in Gram's yard, she finds a sailboat that belonged to her uncle and promises it to herself as a prize if Gram lets them stay. The sailboat symbolizes Dicey's newfound thirst for and appreciation of impermanence and motion, which she discovered most explicitly during her trip across the Chesapeake Bay. Significantly, she takes the sailboat as a prize for finding a home, which is a symbol of permanence and stability. Thus, Dicey realizes that even within the space of a stable household, she is negotiating change. By naming the sailboat as her prize, she attempts to articulate her own duality: she longs both for a stable home and for the new adventure.


  Honeysuckle


  When the Tillermans arrive at Gram's, honeysuckle covers her dilapidated farmhouse. While Gram appreciates the tenacity of the plant, James points out that the plant is parasitic and destroys other vegetation. Indeed, the plant has grown into the very screens of the doors. The children, however, begin removing the heavy shroud of honeysuckle from the house, letting in light and working it out of the screens. The honeysuckle symbolizes the stubbornness and solitude in which Gram has cloaked herself for almost her entire life, and the children's attempt to remove it symbolizes their role in her life of catalyzing her own growth and relinquishment of the past.


  Song


  The Tillermans sing throughout the entirety of Homecoming, and the songs come to symbolize their human connection. First of all, they sing to make themselves feel safe and to remember Momma. As the book progresses, they accept a song about remembrance and friendship from Stewart, one of their most thoughtful benefactors. At Eunice's, the children, as though deprived of sunlight and warmth, do not sing. But at Gram's, their singing not only holds them together, but draws Gram in to the circle they create. Through song, they remember the past and reach out to those around them.


  


  Part One, Chapters 1–2


  Summary


  Chapter 1


  One night, Dicey 's Momma wakes her four children up in the middle of the night, has them pack clothes and food into paper bags, and begins driving with them from their ramshackle house on the dunes in Provincetown, Massachusetts, to her Aunt Cilla's house in Bridgeport, Connecticut. They stop inexplicably at a mall in Rhode Island, and Momma tells the children to mind Dicey before striding off into the mall. Dicey, who is thirteen years old, senses something is wrong. Her ten-year-old brother, James, entertains the two youngest siblings, the spunky six-year-old Sammy and the docile, eight-year-old Maybeth with the story of Hansel and Gretel. Dicey muses to herself, enumerating all the strange occurrences causing her to suspect something is wrong: first, they have never driven so far and never met Aunt Cilla before. Second, problems have been raining down on Momma: she lost her checker's job, and she is worried about Maybeth, who had already been held back twice. Third, Momma has become even more absent-minded than usual lately. Dicey senses what turns out to be true: Momma has wandered off and is not going to come back.


  The children eat in the mall and plan to sleep in the car. Before they sleep, however, Dicey calls the bus station and finds that, since they have spent money on supper, they can no longer afford bus tickets to Bridgeport: they have only seven dollars, two dollars short of the fare they need. While she is using the payphone, an overweight security guard approaches her suspiciously. He thinks she is a boy and begins to interrogate her about windows that have been broken recently in the mall. Dicey lies to him smoothly about her identity, fearing that if he finds the truth, the children will be taken into custody and, eventually, broken up and sent to foster homes. When the security guard becomes more aggressive, Dicey runs swiftly and hides from him, returning to the car only after he has left.


  Chapter 2


  James wakes with words that become his mantra for the next several days: "It's still true." Dicey informs the other children of her plan: they will walk to Bridgeport. Dicey, having consulted the map, estimates it will take them two days. Sammy, however, stubbornly refuses to leave, insisting that Momma could not leave him and will surely come back for him. Dicey reasons with him, and contends that Momma has forgotten where she left them, but will meet them in Bridgeport. She insists to him that it is crucial they stay together. With a simple look and gentle urging, Maybeth finally convinces Sammy to come. After they have left the car, the children watch as a police car draws up to it and an officer gets out and begins to write in his notebook. The children begin to walk along the noisy and heavily trafficked Route 1. They walk all morning, resting at a McDonalds, where Dicey buys sodas for the children, and later lunching on fruit, stale doughnuts, and milk from a supermarket.


  The children try to lift their spirits with songs and with a fantasy that they are a small army, marching forward together. During their walk, James and Dicey discuss their home: James mentions that other children thought their home should be demolished, but Dicey defends it, asserting that its location right on the water more than made up for its shortcomings. The children are chagrined and frightened when, during one of their breaks, an angry woman brandishing a broom chases them off. Sammy refuses to walk, again threatening to stay behind, and Dicey, near panic, agrees to carry him on her back. Finally, Dicey buys food for supper and they leave Route 1, soon finding an abandoned house in a copse of trees. They fall asleep immediately and wake in the early evening. Dicey again consults the map, and, finding that they have only gone six miles, quickly reassesses her predictions: now she estimates the trip will take them two weeks. Sammy argues petulantly with Dicey over supper, and though the children sing again into the firelight, Dicey cannot help thinking wistfully of Sammy's infancy, when he had been exuberant, uninhibited, and full of laughter. The children sleep on the porch of the house, tucked away from the gaze of the world.


  Analysis


  From the outset of the book, thirteen-year old Dicey struggles to fill an adult role, which Momma has bequeathed to her. Dicey understands that, by starting this strange journey with its strange destination, her mother has tacitly told her to do what she herself cannot do: take the other children to Bridgeport. Moreover, she has, by telling the children to mind her, given Dicey the authority of a mother, and Dicey, desperate to keep her family together and suspicious of the outside world, calls upon this authority throughout the children's arduous journey. Dicey becomes her sibling's mother because, whether she likes it or not, and whether she is particularly good at it, the situation demands that she must become their mother. Besides inheriting this adult responsibility, Dicey maintains the liabilities of being a child. Not only must she be her sibling's sole caretaker and provider, she must do so without any of the resources and capabilities of an adult. Moreover, she must undertake their challenging journey without asking the help of other adults and without attracting their attention, for adult attention will only bring them trouble.


  To keep away the dark and threatening possibility, voiced only once, of being separated and put into foster home, Dicey focuses on the need to hold on. First and foremost, she holds on to her family: she emphasizes to Sammy that they must stay together, and she insists they sleep close together. Almost without knowing why, she wants to keep the family out of the notice of the adult world, and to keep them together. Secondly, Dicey tries to assert control by quickly and decisively planning their journey. She calculates the number of days they will walk, counting the miles, and trying to control of the course of their lives. Dicey tries to hold on to money by buying food as cheaply as possibly and keeping meticulous track of the money they have spent. Dicey's careful accounting of the days of walking and the resources they have is only a substitute for real control: she is only able to understand exactly where they are, exactly how much money they have, and how many days of walking they have left. She cannot understand how they can make the money they have last the number of days they must walk, much less understand how they can keep walking when one day has exhausted them so thoroughly. Dicey buries her doubts by focusing on her immediate goals: walking as far as they can, spending as little as possible, and staying together.


  Part of Dicey's almost unnamable fears stem from the adult world. The primary and most immediate threat is that of separation: for reasons not fully explained, Dicey assumes that going to the authorities will ultimately result in the dissolution of the family unit. This assumption is clearly based on Dicey's growing but unnamed certainty that Momma is no longer fit to take care of them, or has abandoned them willfully. Momma represents the first and foremost example of an adult who has let them down: while Sammy refuses to accept the possibility that Momma has left them, James increasingly believes that she has failed them in some way, which he hints at with his disparaging comments about their house. Moreover, from the beginning of their journey, hostile adults surround them: first the witch in the story of Hansel and Gretel, which James narrates to Maybeth and Sammy soon after Momma leaves; then the security guard; and the next day the policeman inspecting their car and the belligerent woman waving the broom. The children's greatest fear is that they will be turned over to a strange adult, who almost certainly does not have their best interests in mind. They hold desperately to the hope that Aunt Cilla will be able to fulfill the role Momma once filled and keep them safe from the threatening outside adult world.


  Part One, Chapters 3–4


  Summary


  Chapter 3


  On their second day of travel, Dicey wakes up from a dream of Aunt Cilla's house, and James greets the morning with his usual words: "It's still true." Sammy attacks James when James expresses doubt that Momma will be waiting for them at Aunt Cilla's, and Dicey pulls her pugnacious younger brother away from James. The children walk doggedly through the hot day and spend the night in a copse of pines off the highway. On the third day, the sky is heavy with rain, and Dicey buys bread, peanut butter, and potatoes, worrying that they only have two dollars and forty-eight cents remaining. That night they sleep in an unfinished house, and the next morning they cross the Thames River. Dicey, worn down by Sammy's crankiness, purchases chicken wings at the grocery store, but when she returns to her siblings, rain begins to fall and Sammy refuses to go on. Dicey makes as if to march off with James and Maybeth in tow. Maybeth goes back to Sammy, holds out her hand, and leads her little brother forward. Soon they stumble upon a public beach, where they build a fire, cook their chicken, and relax into songs.


  Around the fire, the siblings begin to voice questions about Momma. Maybeth states that Momma has gotten lost. Remembering their father, who also left them, James wonders if they somehow invite abandonment from the people around them. At the other children's request, Dicey summons together her few recollections of their father, but she keeps to herself the darkest memories, like when the police came looking for their father after he had disappeared. When James gloomily points out that they are illegitimate children, Sammy jumps up to fight him, but Dicey quickly fabricates a story in which Momma and their father get married. When the younger children are asleep, James confides that he does not blame their father for leaving Momma and reminisces painfully about the taunts he bore at school as a result of their parents' relationship. He goes on to tell Dicey that she avoided the teasing because she was such a skilled fighter, but that Sammy bore even more teasing than he did. With this in mind, Dicey drifts off to sleep.


  Chapter 4


  The next morning, the foursome makes the short journey to Rockland State Park. Dicey buys fishhooks and a map from the store at the park's entrance, anticipating that they will find instead of buy their own food for a few days. The purchases leave Dicey with only twenty-six cents. The children make their way to the beach, and feast on fresh steamed mussels for lunch and clams for supper. That night, Dicey cannot sleep, and when she wanders down to the beach, she meets a runaway teenaged couple, Louis and Edie. The pair takes Dicey for a boy who has run away from home like them, and Dicey plays into their assumptions.


  The next day, Dicey and Maybeth wash the children's clothes while James and Sammy fish. James is restless and bored, but Sammy remains immobile over the water for almost the entire morning. While climbing among the rocks on the shore, James falls and hits his head. When he tells Dicey he might have a concussion, Dicey has thoughts of ambulances, doctors, money, and being discovered. James lies down after the other children lunch on the fish Sammy has caught, and the other children go to the playground, where they again meet Louis and Edie. In keeping with her charade, Sammy and Maybeth call Dicey "Danny," and Dicey uses the boy's restroom with Sammy, having explained to her younger siblings that it is simply safer to be a boy before arriving at the playground. Dicey tells the older pair that they are heading to Provincetown, and in the ensuing dialogue between the runaways, Edie confesses that she stole money from her father. Louis rationalizes this theft by explaining that the man can afford it anyway and that he will ultimately save money because he will not have to pay for Edie's college education. Louis continues to tease Edie a bit cruelly while the Tillermans watch uneasily. The four children sup on clams and potatoes that night, and fall asleep on the beach.


  Analysis


  Dicey sees her identity, and her gender in particular, as something more or less in flux, or at least something that she does not hesitate to obfuscate or fabricate if necessary. In the first chapter, she takes advantage of the security guard's assumption that she is a boy and lies easily to supply her new persona with a credible past and set of motivations. Similarly, in the fourth chapter, she plays into Lou's and Edie's assumption that she is a boy, and, while giving them as few details as she can, constructs a patently false story to explain herself and her family. These changes do not faze Dicey in the least. She does not particularly want to be a boy, but as she pragmatically tells her siblings, it is simply safer to be a boy, because a boy by himself or without an adult attracts less attention than a girl. Dicey's assumption of a different gender identity is neither politically nor ideologically charged; it is simply practical and realistic. Dicey accepts the opportunity to obfuscate her identity and appear to others more as what they expect and less as that of which they might be suspicious or curious. Dicey just as easily fabricates their motivation for travel and their destination to Lou and Edie, and composes a set of motives for her behavior for the security guard. Gender does not seem to be a convention that gives Dicey much trouble; to her it is merely another facet of her identity that she can manipulate or hide as necessary.


  Dicey has a similarly pragmatic approach to her past, quickly concocting a story of their parents' wedding when a fight threatens to break out between Sammy and James over the children's legitimacy. Significantly, while the story appreciably soothes Sammy and James, stoic Dicey seems not to care one way or the other, and she also manages to keep the memory of the policemen's visit to their home to herself. She acts this way partly because of the role into which she has been thrust: she must care for her younger siblings, keep their faith and hope in Momma alive, and above all, keep them together, and if she senses false memories about their past will achieve these things, she does not hesitate to voice them.


  Partly, though, her complete inscrutability merely reflects her personality: she stoically accepts the circumstances thrust upon her by the outside world and reacts to those circumstances almost without emotion, substituting a keen determination to survive for emotion. Accordingly, Dicey bore little teasing from other children, because she taught them early that she would skillfully fight anyone who disparaged her parents, almost as though she herself could not bear to think of the difficulties and irregularities characterizing her parents' relationship. Just as she wards off thoughts of what they will do when their money runs out, instead concentrating on making the money last as long as possible, Dicey wards off her fears. She continues to move forward, instead of dwell on James' idea that they are the type of children people abandon, or the fact that Momma was irresponsible and unreliable.


  Part One, Chapters 5—6


  Summary


  Chapter 5


  On their second morning in the park, James states that he feels too ill to travel. While Dicey suspects that he is malingering, she decides that concern for his health is paramount and that they must stay. It is the weekend, and the park begins to fill with people. Edie comes to the camp with an autoharp, and plays the children a harsh version of one of the songs Momma had taught them, "Pretty Peggy-O." Dicey and Maybeth set out for the salt marshes to fish, and Sammy, who refuses to work, heads for the playground. Dicey catches plenty of fish and heads back to camp, relieved. Once there, she finds Sammy both guiltily and proudly brandishing a paper bag filled with food, which he has stolen from a picnic table. Dicey scolds Sammy but decides it will be too risky for him to return the food, and the children hungrily eat the sandwiches in the bag along with the fish. Later that day, Edie and Lou visit, telling the four of an angry, fat man in the local store complaining loudly that his picnic had been stolen, and threatening to call the police. Edie suspects the Tillermans took the food and launches into a discussion of how few rights children have.


  The next day, James again complains of feeling unwell, and Dicey reluctantly agrees to wait another day. In the afternoon, after a day of play, Sammy appears with another bag of food and a wallet. Dicey, both upset and alarmed, drags Sammy back to the spot where he found the wallet, and, convinced that the owner has left for the day, flings the wallet onto the beach. That night, they sing and dance with Louis and Edie, but their merriment is dispelled when the ominous red lights of a police car flash through the darkening park. The children sleep uneasily in the playground.


  Chapter 5


  The children are awoken the next morning by another police car, and watch in terror from the bushes as the police approach their former campsite. They leave the park quickly, and at noon, when they stop to rest, Dicey discovers she has left the map behind. Shortly they find themselves in Sound View, where Dicey tries to convince a gas station attendant to sell her a 50-cent map for a quarter, which is all the money they have left. When he refuses, she offers to work for pay, and the man agrees, giving her the map and another quarter for washing a window. Dicey sends Sammy into a bakery in the upscale little town, telling him to convince the owner that they live nearby, got lost on a walk, and have only fifty cents. Sammy manages to convince the baker to give them a day old pie and several rolls, and the children, who have not eaten since the night before, eat hungrily. That night, they sleep by a creek.


  They begin to walk the next morning without breakfast until they reach a bridge crossing the Connecticut River. Dicey is overwhelmed by helplessness when she sees that the bridge has no pedestrian walkway. She crouches in despair, fantasizing first of bringing four heavy grocery bags out from a store and then of dropping them before she can feed her siblings. Momentarily, she wonders if Momma felt similarly overwhelmed by her responsibility for the children. Dicey gathers up her resolve, and the Tillermans march back to a grocery store, where they earn more than five dollars carrying people's grocery bags to their cars. They eat hungrily and later approach the river. Dicey is fortified by their success, and when Maybeth begins to sing "The Water is Wide," inspiration seizes Dicey: they will borrow a boat's dinghy and row across after dark. Once night falls, they climb into a rowboat and slowly cross the great river, leaving the boat carefully docked on the opposite shore. Exhausted, they trudge on and fall asleep in the first possible spot, a cemetery.


  Analysis


  Lou and Edie stand somewhere between the Tillermans and the adult world. Like the Edie and Lou, the Tillermans are running away from the adult world, or at least trying to traverse a path through it from one safe point to another without being detected. Like the Tillermans, the young lovers chafe under the restrictions placed upon them and the injustices borne by young people. At the same time, Lou and Edie live relatively comfortably off of money they stole from Edie's father. Lou and Edie chose to run away as a show of rebellion, while the Tillermans have been abandoned and are fighting desperately for their own survival, while dealing with powerful longings for their mother. Because of their money and their quasi-adult status, Lou and Edie live much more carelessly than the Tillermans, patronizing the store and buying their food without worry. Dicey remains resolutely aloof, and she refuses to share their story, uncertain if Lou and Edie mean harm. She tolerates them only because they are close to their own age. Sammy's theft, while it may not have been inspired by Edie's theft, certainly echoes the behavior of the irresponsible teenagers, and while Dicey grudgingly accepts the food Sammy steals, she violently flings the money he steals away from her, refusing to use their dire situation as an excuse to steal. Even in such a harsh situation, her ethics are intact, showing that she is making adult decisions, rather than rash, irresponsible actions.


  In the course of their journey, Dicey quickly learns strategies to cope with the almost insurmountable problems before her, clearly exemplified in her first attempts to earn money and her effort to cross the bridge. While coping with these two problems, Dicey treads in Momma's footsteps, making better decisions than Momma did. Dicey becomes overwhelmed for perhaps the first time in the novel when she is confronted simultaneously with two seemingly insurmountable problems: they have run out of food and money completely, and they cannot cross the bridge over the Connecticut River. Dicey solves these problems first by separating them from one another, and then by relying on her intuition and listening to the world around her. When she sees the uncrossable bridge, her hunger overwhelms her, and she freezes in her spot, suddenly understanding the overwhelming sense responsibility and inefficacy that must have plagued Momma. She takes inspiration from her fantasy of carrying and dropping grocery bags filled with food, and quickly sets the children to work carrying grocery bags. Once their hunger is satisfied, Dicey is ready to tackle the bridge problem on its own, and takes inspiration this time from Maybeth's song about a boat, which breaks her walking paradigm and reminds her that they can row a boat across the forbidding river. Dicey's strategies are born of necessity and an unbending determination.


  Dicey represses memories of Momma in her sheer determination to avoid the painful implications of Momma's mental health and departure. Similarly, Voigt represses memories of Momma from the narrative. Dicey remembers Momma only at fleeting moments, and our knowledge of her is confined to half-fabricated memories shared over a campfire, songs Momma used to sing, and Dicey's moments of insight into her personality and situation. Thus, our understanding of Momma mirrors Dicey's—fleeting, unsteady, but charged with an emotion which cannot yet be fully acknowledged, and we share Dicey's uncertainty and lack of clarity about her mother's role in her life.


  Part One, Chapters 7–8


  Summary


  Chapter 7


  After waking the next morning and deciding that they must return to Route 1, a less pleasant but more efficient road than the roads near the shore, Dicey finds herself wondering at a poem on a gravestone, which describes the grave as home. After reflecting on her own life and the restlessness both born in her as a result of and represented by the ocean, Dicey concludes that perhaps the grave is our only true place of rest. The days begin to blur together as the children travel along Route 1 under an overcast sky: sleeping in parks, carwashes, and even huddled up against the backs of buildings. The children become withdrawn, fearful, and obedient. By the time they reach New Haven, they are completely out of money, but Dicey, focused as always on the most immediate goal, herds them forward, determined to cross the city before nightfall.


  As they pass through run down and dirty streets, rain begins to fall. By the time they reach Yale's campus, night has fallen, and Dicey finds a bush in a park under which the children can sleep. She keeps watch on a nearby bench, and suddenly, despite all her attempts to contain herself, she finds herself crying. At this point, however, a young man sits on the bench next to her, introducing himself as Windy and explaining that he is a Yale student and has been lost and on his own before, like Dicey. Before long, his gentleness and friendliness prompts Dicey to confide their immediate situation to him. Windy leads the children to a nearby diner, where he treats them to hamburgers and fries, and after which he takes them back to his dorm room to sleep. The younger children fall asleep immediately, but Dicey stays up talking to Windy and his roommate Stewart, and divulges their entire story to the two friendly students.


  Chapter 8


  In the morning, Dicey wakes first and luxuriates in a hot shower. While the younger children shower, Stew offers to drive the children to Bridgeport after his eleven o'clock class. Dicey's elation is shattered, however, when Stewart finds twenty dollars missing from his wallet. She turns immediately and vehemently on Sammy, who merely shakes his head, and then she whirls to face the reddening James, unleashing bitter anger and reprisal upon him. James admits he has taken the money and returns it without a struggle, but insists that his immoral act does not really matter, as everything in the universe is relative and all humans are destined, after a short time, for the grave. Stew talks to James gravely, arguing that James has only hurt himself with his theft, and that he owes it to himself to be a good man. Dicey, chagrined, turns to leave, prepared to walk to Bridgeport, but Windy insists that Stew will still take them in his car.


  After breakfast, Stew plays "Greensleeves" on his Dobro, and Maybeth sings along. He continues to play for the spellbound children, teaching them a short song about singing, death, and friendship. After his class, Stew drives the children to Bridgeport, insisting, however, on going beyond Bridgeport to Fairfield to have lunch and to stop at the beach. Dicey and Stew talk while they are on the beach, and Dicey, after thanking him, admits to Stew that she does not know what they will do if Aunt Cilla does not want them around. After an hour, they drive back to Bridgeport, and Stew leaves them on the steps of Aunt Cilla's house.


  Analysis


  The Tillerman's stay in Rockland State Park and their stay in New Haven mirror each other, but in the end have very different outcomes. Both are places of rest and music—the children stay for three days in the park, resting from their trek and enjoying Louis and Edie's music and the sea, and Sammy's thievery provides them with food. Similarly, the generous Yale students supply food, rest, and music to the children, and this time James responds by stealing money. Lou and Edie not only encourage but model thievery, rationalizing theft by asserting that the victim has no real need for the stolen money or food. Stew and Windy, on the other hand, do not really need the money James attempted to steal, but insist that stealing constitutes an affront to one's personal integrity, which is ultimately more valuable than anything a person could steal. Stew and Windy offer the children not only help in their journey, but an example of generosity, fairness, and integrity.


  Homecoming contains elements of both a young adult problem novel and an adventure/accomplishment romance. As a problem novel, Homecoming represents a shift in young adult literature that occurred in the middle of the 20th century. Prior to this time, books for young people were fantastical adventures, domestic novels, and mysteries. In the 1960s, however, publishers and writers alike turned to more realistic and less romanticized visions of the world. The young adult problem novel often features poor or lower class protagonists, a realistic and often hostile setting, colloquial language, and an attempt to depict the struggles of young adults making the transition to adulthood. The problems represented in the novels tend to deal with family relationships, friends, body image, and sexuality. Homecoming focuses almost exclusively on family relationships: just as Dicey is entering adolescence, she finds herself solely responsible for the physical and emotional well-being of her siblings, as well as for their ability to stay together, on top of which she must come to terms with the implications of her mother's abandonment of them.


  At the same time, however, Homecoming embodies characteristics of an adventure/accomplishment romance, in which the protagonist is separated from family or loved ones in the form of some sort of quest. The protagonist faces a test or series of tests of courage, and finally is reunited with friends and family in a slightly different role, after being transformed by the trials he or she endured. Dicey's journey clearly represents a drastic separation from her childhood family, as first her father and then her mother abandoned her, and she faces an almost constant series of trials along the way—she must buy food, earn money, avoid the police, decide whom to trust and whom to avoid, and assess the health and mental well-being of her siblings. The novel's title itself suggests the resolution and reunion that will occur at when Dicey reaches the end of her journey, but the realism that characterizes the plot suggests that part of Dicey's homecoming will have to do with her ability to revise her understanding of both family and home.


  Part One, Chapters 9–10


  Summary


  Chapter 9


  As Dicey knocks on the door of Aunt Cilla's house, she realizes they are completely empty-handed: they no longer even have a map. The house, however, is empty, and the children settle uneasily on the steps to wait. When Maybeth asks Dicey why Momma left, Dicey does her best to explain that Momma must have been overwhelmed and eventually gotten lost inside her worries. As Maybeth considers this answer, Dicey has the unsettling realization that she is no longer in charge and now she must wait and see what happens. The day passes, and finally a gray-haired woman in black timidly approaches the children on her steps. When she hears they are looking for Cilla, she seems relieved and explains that Cilla, her mother, died in the spring, and now only she, Eunice, lives there. She ushers the children inside, and when Dicey explains who they are, Eunice explains their relationship: Cilla is Abigail Tillerman's sister, and Abigail Tillerman is Momma's mother. Dicey turns to Sammy and carefully tells him that Momma is not there. When Eunice leaves the room to call Father Joseph for advice, the children, by now certain Momma is not there, quickly confer. James suggests they leave and fend for themselves until they are grown up, but Dicey hushes him as Eunice returns to the room.


  Dicey finds herself awash in an inexplicably sadness—she finds herself missing Windy and Stew and the ocean. After the younger children have gone to bed, Dicey confers with Eunice and Father Joseph. Father Joseph insists that the younger children enroll in school camps and he emphasizes that their presence in Eunice's house must be temporary, referring vaguely to plans that Eunice has. In their attempts to plan their next steps, the three piece together Dicey's ancestry. Eunice again mentions Abigail Tillerman, who lives in Crisfield, Maryland, and Dicey firmly commits information about her to memory. Father Joseph and Eunice both express shock and disapproval when they hear that Dicey's mother and father were not married, and Father Joseph implies that the children do not all have the same father. Indignant, Dicey defends her Momma, but Eunice asks how a good woman could abandon her children. That night Dicey sleeps repeating her grandmother's name and hometown over in her head.


  Chapter 10


  Eunice awakens Dicey early the next morning, explaining that she is going to mass before work. She asks Dicey to clean and shop, and Dicey agrees obediently. She cleans before the others are up, and prepares breakfast for them. Father Joseph picks up the younger children to take them to camp, and Dicey finds herself alone and idle in the house. Not long after, Father Joseph returns with a police officer, who asks Dicey for information about her mother. Again, the men express subtle disapproval when Dicey tells them her parents were not married. The policeman assures Dicey that if her mother is dead, they can probably find out within a week, though if she is alive, it may be hard to locate her.


  At the end of the day, the children return from camp. James is patently excited at the prospect of learning, but Sammy and Maybeth are more reserved in their descriptions of their day. Eunice arrives at home from her day's work at the textile factory, and she and Dicey discuss the work that must be done the next day. Eunice's ability to deal with change is clearly taxed by the children's presence, and Dicey's uneasiness grows. Before Eunice leaves for a religious class, she offhandedly mentions to Dicey that her friends had told her that they would have turned the children over to social services right away, but Eunice insists that taking them in is the Christian thing to do.


  Analysis


  When Dicey arrives at Eunice's, she finds herself in an emotional limbo. First, her arrival necessitates giving up the fantasy that they would be reunited with Momma. She dissolves this fantasy when she responds carefully but honestly to Maybeth's question regarding Momma's motives for abandoning them, and when she explicitly tells Sammy that Momma is not there. Dicey had used this hope to move the children and herself to Bridgeport. Up until this point, Dicey and her siblings had a clear goal and reason for doing what they did, but now their situation is less clear. Second, perhaps because Momma's whereabouts are still uncertain, Dicey does not yet feel ready to give up her journey, and consequently feels sad that it has ended. Dicey cannot yet allow herself to mourn her mother, because that would mean she is completely lost. Dicey's sadness at leaving Windy and Stew and her sorrow at being so far from the ocean may in part be her repressed mourning for the loss of her mother. More than anything, Eunice's niggling charity and clear consternation at the children's arrival makes Dicey uncertain that they have come home. Thus, she recites her grandmother's name like a mantra, foreshadowing another the journey to come.


  The adults around the Tillermans continue to display hostility and suspicion towards children. Eunice is almost too frightened to approach the house when she sees the children waiting for her; Father Joseph and the policeman dismiss Dicey's interpretation of her mother's life; and Eunice's friends advise her that social services is the appropriate place for orphaned or abandoned children. Somehow, the grownups fear what the children represent: a loss of control, lifestyles, and values different from their own. They also represent the need for human connection. The children threaten to undo the carefully maintained, factory-like existence of the adults around them, and consequently, the adults communicate their displeasure to the children through their disapproval and worrying.


  Dicey's ancestry is almost as foggy and tenuous as her memories of Momma, underscoring the Tillerman children's lack of roots. For the children, the family circle first and foremost protects them from the threats of the outside world. The predominant threat the children face is the dissolution of their family and the subsequent loss of their family identity, and to a lesser extent, their individual identity. Their family circle faces repeated assault: first their father leaves, then their mother. In their desperation, the children cling to the name of a distant relation, but this relation feels little obligation to embrace them and their identity. Eunice can barely remember her mother's sister, and can only remember that there was a break in the family. She and Dicey have trouble articulating their exact relationship to each other. Sensing that Eunice will not help them hold out the threats of the outside world, Dicey focuses on the next remote familial hope, their grandmother. Dicey's quest is not so much about finding a home that already exists, but about reconciling herself with a home that has come apart, while finding the resolve to build a new home for her and her siblings.


  Part One, Chapters 11–12


  Summary


  Chapter 11


  At Eunice's, Dicey finds herself lulled by a numbing routine of housework. The policeman visits Dicey and shows her pictures of the unidentified dead found that summer, and since Momma is not among them, they are reasonably certain that she is still alive. James seems happy at the school camp, where the teachers encourage him in his thirst for learning. Eunice takes a special liking to the meek and quiet Maybeth, and Sammy hungrily demands attention from Dicey every day when he comes home. Dicey spends her days looking through Eunice's photo albums, and finds shots of her sour-faced grandmother as a girl.


  One afternoon, Dicey visits Father Joseph to ask if the church in Crisfield was able to give him any information about her grandmother. Father Joseph tells her what he was able to find out: Abigail Tillerman's husband, John Tillerman, was a stern and forbidding husband and father and had died several years prior. They had had three children, a son who was living estranged in California, a son who had been killed in Vietnam, and Momma, who had run off with Francis Verricker, a sailor, when she was twenty. Father Joseph tells Dicey he suspects that the family was quite unhappy and that Abigail, when the priest had come to ask after her on her lonely farm on the outskirts of Crisfield, had refused to listen to him by drowning out his words with screams. Father Joseph goes on to tell Dicey that both Maybeth and Sammy are doing poorly—Maybeth, he suspects, may be retarded, and Sammy is hostile and belligerent. Dicey tries desperately to defend and explain her younger siblings, but Father Joseph tells Dicey she must consider adoption.


  Shortly thereafter, the police send Dicey the money earned by the sale of her mother's car, and Dicey, relieved and empowered, tucks it away. Inspired by the feeling of security the money has given her, she begins to work by washing windows around town. Slowly, her stash grows and with it her sense of power. One night at dinner, Sammy refuses to explain to Eunice why he got into a fight that day and she stiffly sends him to bed without supper. After supper that night, Eunice confesses to Dicey that before the children had arrived, she had planned on becoming a nun, but that since their arrival, Father Joseph has convinced her that adopting the children and becoming their guardian is the work she is meant to do. Eunice tells Dicey that she has decided to accept this duty. Dicey, speechless and horrified despite herself, goes to bed wondering what she should do.


  Chapter 12


  As the summer advances, Dicey watches with displeasure as Eunice and her friends dote on the beautiful and easily-flattered Maybeth. Dicey begins to feel sorry for Eunice and more acutely uncomfortable with their role in her life. When Dicey receives a note from school about Maybeth, she responds much as Momma did, by tearing the portentous note into little pieces, but she goes in to see the teacher the next day anyway. The nun who speaks to her tells Dicey how worried she is about Maybeth's progress, suggesting that Maybeth needs special classes. They both watch as Maybeth sits quietly on the playground, refusing to sing or play with the other children. That day, Sammy gets in another fight because a boy had told him he was going to a foster home. Dicey decides she must visit their mysterious grandmother, to see if there is any hope there.


  That night, the policeman returns and explains that they found Momma comatose in a mental hospital. Dicey gazes at the picture of her mother, hair shorn and eyes closed. The adults around her begin to talk about adoption procedures, hinting that Maybeth and Sammy may have to be given up to someone else. Dicey tells her siblings about Momma that night, and the next morning, she prepares to leave alone for Crisfield, leaving notes for Eunice and James explaining where she has gone. When she leaves the house, however, she finds her sibling waiting for her. They leave together, and resume their journey.


  Analysis


  In roughly the middle of the book, the Tillermans experience a lull in their incessant forward motion. Dicey, who has learned to love the independence, self- sufficiency, and freedom, becomes withdrawn, unfocused, and dispirited. Her withdrawal and mental confusion results partly from the fact that, in their stable surroundings, the children no longer depend on her as explicitly, and consequently do not reach out to each other as much. They each become drawn into their own worlds—James into his studies, Maybeth into a quiet sadness, and Sammy into his belligerence. Now that their survival is not at stake, the children feel inclined to experience their own problems without reaching out for the help of the others. Their withdrawal from each other is made more explicit by the adults: Father Joseph suggests the possibility of splitting the children up to different sets of foster or adoptive parents, the nun wants to label Maybeth as mentally deficient, and Eunice wants Sammy to behave. Eunice, despite her resolve to adopt the children, says it is a sacrifice and that she still has doubts about Sammy. Dicey's nightmares are coming true: she is losing her grip on her family as the adult world labels them, dissects them, and objectively and pragmatically considers splitting them up.


  The lull in Bridgeport also marks the complete dissolution of their dream that Momma will come back for them. This is the dream that compelled them to keep moving during the early part of the summer. Momma represented and sustained their determination to stay together and to remain a family. The hope of her return is shattered, so the family experiences unsteadiness and uncertainty about its ability and determination to stay together. However, Dicey's mantra at the close of the ninth chapter, in which she recites her grandmother's name and address, hints that wind is gathering to push the boat forward again, and that Dicey, at least, will not relinquish her dream of holding on to her family members. Her siblings confirm this resolve when they deduce her plans, catch her on her way out the door, and insist on traveling with her. Once again, the children are bound by their quest.


  Their time in Bridgeport does not hold only negative developments. Dicey uses the period to gather resources and plan her next moves. During their trip to Bridgeport, Dicey had been plagued by their constantly diminishing supply of money. In Bridgeport, she gains power and confidence from her accumulating fiscal assets. Her first stash arrives indirectly from Momma, from the sale of the family car. This represents the entirety of Momma's monetary legacy to her children, but to Dicey, it represents a way out of the suffocating and increasingly distressing circumstances in which the children have found themselves. The money gives Dicey the determination to save her family by setting out into the world in search of a relative who will understand them and protect them. Money, a resource they lacked almost completely during the first leg of their journey, will allow them to more safely navigate the adult world.


  Part Two, Chapters 1–2


  Summary


  Chapter 1


  On the bus to New York, Dicey finds herself contemplating the concept of home. She realizes that she has long since given up the hope of finding home, and instead is merely looking for a place where she and her siblings can stay and be themselves. She realized that they were not free at Eunice's, as they had to expend energy and time feeling grateful for Eunice's sacrifices.


  Dicey looks down at Maybeth, who appears tense, and tells her that they may have to go back to Eunice's, and Maybeth nods. They arrive in New York City, and negotiate the bus terminal. They buy tickets for Wilmington separately so as not to be recognized as a group of four. Dicey sleeps on the bus, and when she wakes, she feels renewed, as though she is both mentally and emotionally far from the deadening atmosphere at Eunice's. The children tease each other and laugh in the back of the bus, and at this moment, Dicey experiences the thrill of traveling, reconciling herself with the sadness and abandonment that have set them out upon this adventure.


  Dicey begins to worry about money, as she wants to keep enough money for them to get back to Bridgeport if necessary, she knows they cannot ride the bus much longer. In Wilmington, they find that the next bus to Crisfield does not leave until the next morning, Dicey, who is afraid Eunice will be looking for them, impulsively buys tickets to Annapolis, on the opposite side of the Chesapeake Bay. In Annapolis, the children wander around the sunny, relaxed city, enjoying being once again so close to the water. When James finds they have traveled to the wrong side of the bay, he questions Dicey, who admits that she had not planned for them to travel together even though traveling together was the right thing to do. The younger children suspect Dicey, too, might have abandoned them, but she asserts that this is not true. The children find an abandoned house and sleep on the porch, as they had on their first night traveling. They sing quietly and happily into the night.


  Chapter 2


  Dicey, no longer certain how much money she has left, pulls another twenty dollars out of her reserve and uses it to buy camping supplies at an Army Navy store. The children, uncertain of their plan, wander down to the boatyard, where they find two teenaged boys, Tom and Jerry, horsing around on a sailboat. The children talk to the two boys, who explain that they have been best friends their entire lives. Dicey senses that some of the things they tell the Tillermans are lies. The boys brag about their sailing abilities and their willingness to disobey Jerry's parents and take the boat out without permission, so James and Dicey quickly fabricate a story about their having to visit a relative on the eastern shore the next day. Before long, Tom has talked a reluctant Jerry into taking the Tillermans across the bay the next morning without his parents' permission. When they leave, Dicey congratulates James for his artful manipulation of the boys, but he defers, stating the Tom had done most of the manipulating. That night, the Tillermans feast triumphantly on hamburgers, and James and Dicey consider the boys' odd behavior, wondering if friendships so often consist of dares and bravado. They ruefully realize that the Tillermans rarely have friends. James asks Dicey about their grandmother, and Dicey explains that she is probably poor, strange, and solitary. That night, Dicey counts her money. Determined to keep forty dollars for their return trip, she realizes they only have seven dollars to get them to Crisfield.


  Analysis


  The thrill of traveling breathes life into the children and their relationships with each other once again. They talk to each other honestly, Dicey telling Maybeth that they may have to go back and admitting to the rest that she had wanted to travel alone but is glad they are together. They begin to play with and tease each other, sharing jokes and laughter, which had been extinguished and repressed at Eunice's. Most importantly, they sing together at night in Annapolis, the first time the have sung since their night in New Haven. Voigt explains that singing symbolizes one of the book's major themes, reaching out, and indeed, by the time they are singing in Annapolis, the children have refreshed and reinvigorated their connections to one another.


  This renewed vigor and sense of connection crucially allows Dicey to reconcile herself with what has gone before. She understands that while Momma's abandonment of them has caused them immeasurable anxiety and physical peril, it has, at the same time, launched them on an incredible adventure in which they drift in and out of the lives of others, some who have a long-term positive impact, like Windy and Stew, and some, like Louis and Edie, who do not. Moreover, this adventure binds Dicey and her siblings together: their sheer rootlessness has forced them to put down deep roots in one another. They rely upon each other, and their being together becomes clearly and simply their lives' highest priority. Most importantly, perhaps, their itinerancy teaches Dicey an important lesson about the impermanence that characterizes all life experiences. She understands that as long as she can remain with and protect the small group of people whom she loves dearly, she can let go of anything else and face any other loss and unexpected development.


  The Tillerman's overriding commitment to one another and their suspicion of all others outside of their circle also evidences itself in their perceptions of Tom and Jerry. Dicey and James watch Tom and Jerry with almost detached curiosity, puzzled by the way in which Tom pushes Jerry to take unnecessary risks when he himself has little to gain. The Tillermans are also artful manipulators: Dicey has lied to the policeman in Peewauket and to Lou and Edie, and Sammy has lied to the woman in the bakery near the Connecticut River. The Tillermans, however, manipulate others only to protect themselves or to acquire resources they desperately need, and cannot understand the teasing, daring, and cajoling that characterizes Tom and Jerry's friendship. Their family's difference and their constant traveling have prevented Dicey and her siblings from ever forming bonds with anyone other than family members. They feel they can only trust their true selves with each other, having shared the same ambiguous home experience.


  The Tillermans travel bravely towards their grandmother's house, sustained by the hope that their grandmother will accept them for who they are and take them in. Similarly, as they traveled headlong towards Bridgeport, they were sustained by the fantasy that Momma would be there, waiting for them. The novel suggests, however, that their grandmother will, like Momma, not live up to their wild and unfounded expectations. Dicey knows their grandmother only as the sour-faced girl in the pictures of Cilla, the stoic wife of the cruel John Tillerman, and the old woman who lives alone on a farm and screams when people come to visit so as to drown out their words. However, Dicey applies her usual coping strategy: she concentrates on one problem at a time and trusts that she will find the inspiration to deal with the next problem when it arises.


  Part Two, Chapters 3–4


  Summary


  Chapter 3


  The next morning, Dicey finds Sammy crouching by himself at the edge of the lawn. When she approaches him, he confesses that he had a dream that the other children had abandoned him, and then asks Dicey why she had planned to travel alone. Dicey tries to explain, pointing out that she is completely unsure of how their grandmother will receive them, and ends by reassuring Sammy that she was going to come back for them, no matter what. She confesses, to Sammy's dismay, that she had made a mistake in planning to travel without them. The Tillermans make their way down to the dock, and before long, Tom and Jerry arrive and begin rigging up the boat, explaining to Dicey that they must first tack, or zigzag back and forth across the wind, on their way out of the harbor.


  Once they are on the water, Dicey is mesmerized by the boat's easy swiftness. She revels in her sense of being part of this easy motion and salty, sunny air. She finds herself wishing she could have a house on a boat, and compares people and families to different types of boats, looking for harbor. Dicey realizes she does not really want a harbor, but instead longs for constant change and exploration. When they reach the middle of the bay, the wind dies, and Dicey asks if she can steer. Jerry gladly hands the tiller to her, and Dicey becomes accustomed to the feel of the boat so that, when the wind picks up, she continues to steer competently. Jerry explains that he enjoys Tom pushing him to be rebellious, as it challenges him not to live a "life of quiet desperation." Dicey expresses her skepticism, and much to her surprise, Jerry tells her he wishes she were older, implying that he is interested in her as a girlfriend. Dicey flushes under the compliment. When they dock the boat, Tom and Jerry make plans to party with their friends, and Dicey and her siblings slip off, buying food and finding a resting place by an empty house on the water. Dicey uses her new Swiss Army knife to open a can of soup, and the children sleep on top of new ponchos.


  Chapter 4


  They wake the next morning and begin their trek, through Easton and towards Salisbury on the back roads. Before long, they stumble upon a circus, and James insists on eating lunch there. While James is peering into a tent, however, an irate woman, Claire, accuses him of trespassing and threatens to call the police. Before she can, however, a friendly African American man named Will tells Claire to leave them alone. He politely escorts them off the property, explaining the circus does not open until evening. When Dicey asks him about the circus, he explains how much he loves traveling around. The children find themselves walking between fields of corn and tomatoes, and before they find their resting place for the night, Dicey notices a sign advertising work as pickers. They make camp by a creek, and Dicey finds herself wondering aloud at the appeal of always moving around from place to place. Maybeth quietly insists that they must have a home. Sammy remembers that Momma used to cry when thinking of her mother, their grandmother. The children dismiss the thought and begin to sing.


  Analysis


  Tom and Jerry's first maneuver as they sail across the bay mirrors the Tillerman's progress toward their grandmother's house and toward their ultimate goal of having a home. For example, the boys tack out of the harbor and into the bay. A sailboat must tack if the wind is coming from the opposite direction in which it wants to travel: the boat must travels first in one direction about forty-five degrees away from its ultimate point of destination, and then turns ninety degrees and travels in that direction, turning back and forth between these two points. Thus, little by little and indirectly, the boat travels closer and closer to its destination, using the wind, which would blow them directly away from their destination, to its advantage. Similarly, Dicey, panicked and limited by time, decides in Wilmington to buy a ticket for Annapolis, taking them to the wrong side of the bay. Although they are not taking the most direct route, the trip to Annapolis indirectly draws them closer to their destination. Their journey is buttressed by the "winds" prevailing at that time, such as Dicey's concern about Eunice finding them, and the easy availability of the bus to Annapolis.


  In fact, the Tillerman's entire journey is a form of tacking: they indirectly draw toward their ultimate destination. They stop first in Bridgeport, but find that this is only an intermediary destination, and they tack into the wind again, setting out for Crisfield and their grandmother. However, in the same way that Dicey begins to be seduced by the motion and constant changing of the waves as she sails across the Chesapeake, she becomes enamored with travel and rootlessness itself. She realizes, during her trip across the bay, that all of life is merely a series of intermediary destinations and that the only final destination is the grave. Thus, she begins to welcome change with open arms as part of the process of life and of moving toward an always-receding goal. The Tillerman's ultimate destination is an undefined home, but, as Dicey is beginning to realize, they are forging a home in each another through their travels. The lack of physical and social resources that necessitates their journey spawns a deep devotion to one another. Though they have not yet reached a resting place, they have already found a home.


  Virtually all of the people who drift into Dicey's life come in pairs: Lou and Edie, Stew and Windy, Eunice and Father Joseph, Tom and Jerry, Claire and Will. In part, this pairing characterizes the book as a quest novel, or adventure/accomplishment romance, which tends to caricature peripheral characters and use them as metaphors or representatives of the challenges the protagonist is facing. Lou and Edie represent the dangers of self-indulgent rebellion and lawlessness, Stew and Windy represent generosity, integrity, and kindness, Eunice and Father Joseph represent false generosity, smallness, and excessive piety, Tom and Jerry represent harmless youthful rebellion, and Will and Claire represent the possibility of itinerancy as a way of life. The individuals who do not come in pairs, Momma and their grandmother, are much more complicated and pay for their individuality by rejecting or being rejected by society. The Tillermans, an uncomfortable foursome, move among these pairs and between these two individuals at either end of their journey, trying to establish themselves in relation to all these possibilities.


  Part Two, Chapters 5–6


  Summary


  Chapter 5


  The next day, Dicey decides that they must earn money picking tomatoes, despite the fact that she has money stored away. When the Tillermans see a sign, they walk up a long and dusty driveway to a run-down farmhouse, beside which a vicious dog is snarling and slobbering. When the owner, Rudyard, emerges, the dog cringes and cowers. The man agrees to hire the children as pickers, and asks only for their surname (Dicey gives him their father's name, Verricker). He looks at the children and his eyes linger on Maybeth. The children sense something is wrong, but set out to pick for the afternoon and earn money. Halfway through the morning, Sammy and Maybeth stop picking and go to explore, reporting back to Dicey that they can easily cross the nearby river by swimming it. Rudyard returns with lunch, which the children are too anxious to eat. Although Dicey informs him that they cannot pick anymore, he drives off, leaving the dog chained to a tree, and does not return until nightfall.


  By this time, the children are sure he means them harm, and Dicey concocts a plan. Once he fetches the dog, Dicey will set the truck running and jump out, while the children will run as quickly as they can for the river. When Rudyard arrives and Dicey sets the truck in motion, he releases the dog, which, fortunately for the children, is so hungry he ignores the children in favor of the lunch they have abandoned. The children dive into the river and begin making their way downstream in the water. They hear Rudyard shuffling around in the brush upstream, but finally he disappears, and the frightened children climb up on the opposite bank and sleep.


  Chapter 6


  When they wake, the children set out for Hurlock, and Dicey finds herself suspiciously inspecting each house, wondering what threats it might hold within them. When they reach the town, they are petrified by the sight of Rudyard in his pickup truck. Panicked, they run for the circus, which has just arrived in town, reasoning that they can disappear into the crowd. However, Rudyard has anticipated them and is hot on their heels by the time they reach the tents. When Sammy trips, Dicey turns to face the approaching man. He threatens to release the dog on her, but before he can, Claire appears from the tent, cracking her whip at him angrily. Will appears beside the children as well, and Rudyard explains gruffly that the Tillermans are his foster children. When Dicey protests, Will insists on seeing papers before releasing the children. Rudyard bitterly calls Will a name, and Claire snaps her whip at him viciously until he retreats.


  Will takes the children aside, and Dicey tells him that they are trying to find their grandmother in Crisfield. Will offers to let the children stay with the circus, which is traveling to Salisbury the next week, and says he will drive them down to Crisfield while in Salisbury. That night, Dicey treats her siblings to rides and the circus, finally giving up her worries about money. She determines that she must spend the money now to take care of them, and if she finds herself wanting money in Crisfield, she will earn it then. The children sleep in Claire's trailer, and when she wakes, Dicey finds herself wondering if their grandmother, like Rudyard, is a bad person, and what they will do then. Finally, Dicey relinquishes her worrying and planning, and decides that she will take things as they come.


  That day, Will takes them into town to buy them clothes, and also has Dicey tell a pastor about Rudyard. The pastor asks her to talk to the police, but she declines. Later, Dicey decides that she is glad she remembers Momma and wants Sammy and Maybeth to remember her, too. That night, Dicey begins to notice that the circus acts are contrived and pre-planned, down to the smallest mishaps and clowning, and Dicey is slightly bothered by this. The days pass in a blur, and soon they are in Salisbury.


  Analysis


  Rudyard demonstrates to the children more than any other character in the book just how vulnerable they are on their own. Rudyard has a place in which he could hold them if he wanted, he has money which tempted the children onto his land in the first place, he has an angry dog and a car to pursue them, and he has the credibility and legal power of an adult, which he tries to abuse when he tells Will and Claire that he is the Tillermans' foster father. After their encounter with the man, fears crowd Dicey's mind, as she envisions the possible evil lurking inside every house they pass. She worries that their grandmother may not be a good person either. Rudyard has broken the illusion that they are independent and self-sufficient, and now worries for their safety consume Dicey as worries about money once did.


  Eunice embodies one disastrous outcome for the Tillerman children: the breaking of their spirits and the eventual breaking of the bond between the children. Rudyard embodies a far more sinister outcome. By abandoning the chance Eunice offered them, the Tillermans are taking the risk of falling under the power of an evil person like Rudyard. This risk demonstrates how dearly they hold the possibility of becoming, or retaining, their status as a family. The risk also demonstrates that they have come to rely not only on their own ingenuity, but also on luck and the kindness of the people they meet. Will and Claire save the Tillermans from Rudyard, demonstrating that the good in the world counterbalances if not outweighs the evil. Dicey is a pragmatic and unsentimental girl; she sees that chance affects her life and comes neither to self-indulgently expect good fortune at every turn, nor pessimistically expect bad fortune. Dicey learns to accept good and evil in stride, and does not let their existence color her expectations for her future.


  The circus symbolizes the Tillermans: like the Tillermans, it moves around from place to place, making transient friends, and putting on a show of illusions, for the entertainment of others and for the furtherance of its own ends. During her stay at the circus, Dicey's own infatuation with transience, sparked first by their hard but successful journey from Peewauket to Bridgewater, and intensified by her brief experience sailing, grows even stronger. She often finds herself lost in dreamy contemplation of life and its vicissitudes during their days with Will and Claire. While Dicey is part of the circus, she learns a valuable lesson about letting go. She learns to let go of her worries about money and the future. She reasons that she must trust herself to provide for herself in the future, for she has a limited ability to control the future, and only wastes her own time and energy trying to prepare for whatever contingency she can imagine. Dicey's experience with Rudyard teaches her that worrying about money for tomorrow can cause problems today. When she begins to worry about her grandmother and all the possible outcomes of their meeting, she realizes she cannot even anticipate, much less plan for, every possible outcome. Thus, Dicey finds a greater peace with the indeterminacy of their journey.


  Part Two, Chapters 7–8


  Summary


  Chapter 7


  Finally, Will gathers the children and amid the good-byes of all the circus workers, he drives them off to Crisfield. On the way, he convinces Dicey to call him if they need help, explaining that they have become a part of his life. Dicey agrees, and Will leaves them outside of a grocery store in Crisfield. Dicey immediately goes inside and looks up Abigail Tillerman, but she is not listed. The shopkeeper, a heavy woman named Millie explains that Abigail no longer has a phone and lives, completely isolated, on a road seven miles outside of town. Dicey decides that she must go alone to meet their grandmother. She leaves Maybeth and Sammy in James' charge, echoing exactly the words Momma spoke to Dicey when she left them in the care in Peewauket. When Dicey reaches the farm, she looks grimly at the run-down buildings and unkempt fields. With a quaking heart, she approaches the house, momentarily noticing a huge tree in the front yard perfect for a tree house. When she knocks, no one answers, so she doggedly walks to the back yard, where she finds her grandmother.


  Dicey uncertainly addresses her grandmother as "Mrs. Tillerman" and asks her to hire Dicey to work around the farm. Mrs. Tillerman marches inside the house, and Dicey follows, watching in consternation as she begins to cook canned spaghetti without a word to Dicey. She brusquely asks Dicey to join her, and over lunch, Dicey listens with horror as her grandmother wonders if people, especially babies, would be good to eat. She talks about how people decay after they die, and then suddenly asks Dicey her opinion about death. Dicey offers the inscription from the gravestone near the Connecticut River, and this seems to satisfy her grandmother. Abigail goes on to say that she might be crazy, and that she was relieved when her husband and children died. With that, Dicey decides to leave and call Will, but as she strides out of the house, her grandmother tells her she knows who she is, and that she cannot stay.


  Chapter 8


  Dicey's grandmother tells Dicey of the letter she received from Eunice, and asks scornfully about Maybeth and Momma. She asks where the children are sleeping and briskly accuses Dicey of lying when she tells her they have a place to stay. When she tells Dicey they should sleep there that night, Dicey refuses, and the two glare at each other fiercely until her grandmother laughs, and Dicey relents, softened by her laughter. They stride through the fields to the dock, where Dicey and her grandmother climb into a small motorboat to fetch the other children from town. When they reach town, however, the children are not there, and Dicey's blood runs cold. Soon, however, Sammy runs up, explaining that James took Maybeth out to the farm on foot, convinced that they should get to meet their grandmother as well.


  Upon their return, Dicey races out to the road, where she finds James and Maybeth and tells them about what happened. The children approach the house timidly and find Sammy already swinging in the branches of the huge tree in the front yard. Their grandmother sends Sammy and James to empty the crab pots for supper and sends Maybeth and Dicey upstairs to prepare the bedrooms. Dicey and Maybeth enter the bedrooms gingerly, trying to imagine Momma and her brothers in the rooms. The only traces of the children are a few drawings on the wardrobes and walls. From the second story of the house, Dicey sees that the mulberry tree in the front yard is wired together, and her grandmother explains that this type of tree grows top-heavy and splits itself apart if not tied by wire, "like families." With pleasure, Dicey notices that she can see the water from the second story as well.


  When Dicey goes out to the barn to get potatoes for supper that night, the sight of a beautiful old sailboat on the barn floor electrifies her. Her grandmother tells her it belonged to her uncle, but snaps that it is none of Dicey's business. Suddenly, Dicey is resolved that it is her own business, and they will stay with their grandmother. Their grandmother cooks the crabs efficiently, slamming the lid of the pot of boiling water over the scrabbling creatures and staring pointedly at the children. Dicey meets her gaze with determination. Over dinner, their grandmother interrogates them about Momma, and after dinner, the children run down to the dock to swim. That night James and Sammy agree that they want to stay. The four children softly sing themselves to sleep.


  Analysis


  Will and Claire, who help the children during their last steps toward Crisfield, mirror the characters of Windy and Stewart, who helped the children during their last steps towards the house in Bridgeport. Both Stewart and Will saved the Tillermans at crucial points in their journeys, when the children were utterly defeated or overwhelmed. Both pairs generously offered the Tillermans food, shelter, clothing, and transport. Both Will and Stewart testify to the goodness in the world and the fact that, even though the children were abandoned by both of their parents, the Tillermans can still afford to trust the universe to take care of them. While the Tillermans have suffered great losses, they have also experienced great blessings in the form of gifts of food and shelter, sailboat trips, clothing, and good weather. Moreover, the help of these men, at such crucial points in their journey, underscores the way in which the Tillermans are building a "home" in their relationships with those around them even as they move tumultuously from place to place in search of an elusive physical home.


  As the Tillerman children approach their grandmother's house and make their first entrance into her life, tropes and bits of dialogue from earlier in the novel surface again. When Dicey leaves her siblings to wait for her while she makes an exploratory foray to their grandmother's house, Dicey leaves the younger children in James' charge, using exactly the words Momma used to leave the children in Dicey's charge. This repetition emphasizes the fact that even as they reach out for their grandmother's help, the children are re-experiencing the moment of their abandonment and are feeling the anxiety that they will once again be abandoned, in the form of their grandmother's rejection. So strong is this anxiety that James takes Maybeth out to their grandmother's farm himself, perhaps half afraid that Dicey will abandon them as Momma did. Similarly, when Dicey returns and finds her siblings missing, the cold realization of her deepest fears of abandonment washes over her as she desperately searches the docks and surrounding sidewalks.


  In keeping with the parallel between the beginning of the book and the first meeting between the Tillerman children and their grandmother is the recurrence of the Hansel and Gretel trope. After Momma left them in the station wagon, James told the younger children the story of Hansel and Gretel, evoking their soon-to-be-realized fears of hostile and predatory adults. Their grandmother, with her disconcerting talk of eating babies and her pointed gaze at the children as she steams the crabs, explicitly suggests the image of the child- eating witch of Hansel and Gretel. Her curt refusal of the children once again represents the inhospitableness and hostility of the adult world toward children.


  At the same time, the return of all these tropes and structures do not foreshadow the same type of outcome as before. Dicey has come close to understanding and mimicking Momma, but has clearly and consciously put that possibility away from her. Her grandmother, with her sharp tongue and forthright ways, is no Cousin Eunice. Indeed, as she and Dicey square off, stubborn and proud, we see that Dicey has met her match in her grandmother. This realization, along with the freedom the children experience so close to the sea, convince Dicey that, whether their grandmother knows it or not, this place is right for them. They are no longer the children that Momma left in the parking lot, and they will not be abandoned or rejected so easily this time.


  Part Two, Chapters 9–10


  Summary


  Chapter 9


  Dicey wakes the next day with a plan. She senses that, while their grandmother may not want them to go, she does not want them to leave. Dicey decides that if they start work projects around the house, their grandmother will let them stay, one day at a time, until she learns that the children are no trouble to her. Dicey tells herself that she wants the place more than the grandmother, and that if she wins her heart, the beautiful wooden sailboat will be her prize. Dicey wakes her siblings and sets them to work pulling honeysuckle down from the walls of the house. At breakfast, their grandmother blandly tells them to put the honeysuckle in the marsh, and the children know they have won the battle to stay at least for that day. They sing as they work, and their grandmother brings them melon to eat. At supper, their grandmother asks them if they will leave the next day, but does not object when Dicey names other jobs to be done around the house. As they clean up after supper, they sing Stewart's song and tell their grandmother the story of their trip from New Haven to Fairhaven, which impresses the grudging old woman.


  Over the next several days, the children work diligently, and James, upon seeing the books in the dining room, engages their grandmother in a conversation about their grandfather, whom she says made a wall of books between himself and the world. That night, a storm breaks over the little house, and Maybeth comes to Dicey's room, complaining of a sore arm. The next morning, the children hurry to help their grandmother pick vegetables for canning, and by breakfast, Maybeth's arm is so sore that she spills her milk. Their grandmother first reacts angrily, but then quickly and capably bandages Maybeth's arm when she finds it is hurt. Sammy, grown restless from the rainy day inside, disappears into the afternoon without explanation and does not return until several hours later. Dicey chides him, but does not punish him when he explains that he went down to the dock to bail out the boat and check the traps, and their grandmother suggests the impulsive boy deserves punishment. Dicey considers her words carefully, but stands up to her grandmother, refusing to punish him.


  Chapter 10


  On the next day, Will and Claire pay them an unexpected visit. Dicey introduces them to her grandmother hesitantly, and her grandmother, just as hesitantly, offers them food and drink. Their grandmother tells them that she threw the phone through the window of the phone office when the government had called to tell her that her son had been killed in the war. Will and Claire then take the children out to the station wagon to show them the bicycles they have brought for them. The children are overjoyed and immediately begin to ride around the yard. Will tells their grandmother about the children's close call with the nefarious Rudyard, and the seven eat lunch together happily. When Will and Claire leave, Dicey is overcome with sadness, but turns to James and tells him she is certain they will stay with their grandmother.


  That afternoon, Sammy disappears until dinner time on his bicycle, and when he bursts back into the house, their grandmother scolds him soundly and tells him to go to bed without supper. Dicey, remembering the hunger and privation the children have experienced over the summer, defies her grandmother and says this is not an appropriate punishment. She tells Sammy to sit down and eat and that he is grounded from the bicycle for two days. Their grandmother is furious, repeating over and over that they are in her home. Dicey, resigned, asks if she wants them to stay, and her grandmother responds with a bitter no.


  Analysis


  A necessary byproduct of the Tillerman's attempts to save themselves from abandonment is extracting their grandmother from her self-imposed isolation. When Dicey arrives at the farm, she notices how abandoned it looks. Subconsciously, at least, she understands that their grandmother is also in a state of abandonment. To earn their keep and trick their grandmother into letting them stay, the children engage in acts of repair and cleaning that symbolize their uncovering of their grandmother's secluded life. They peel layers of honeysuckle off the house, they clean the floors of the never-used rooms, and they scrub the windows. The children are literally and symbolically removing their grandmother's thick layers of covering, which have accumulated slowly over the years. They are stirring memories of her past she has long since laid to rest, and they are changing the way she looks at and interacts with the outside world. Cousin Eunice worked to fit the children into her own routine, having Dicey do the appropriate chores on the appropriate days, and feeding them the same food she ate. Their grandmother, on the other hand, begins to buy groceries and cook for the children and sits back, neither clearly pleased nor displeased, as the children breathe new life into her abode.


  Just as Dicey repressed stories of Momma from the narrative, constraining the readers to understand Momma through the few, rarefied, and embellished memories Dicey allowed to surface, so the Tillerman children repress stories of their past from their grandmother. The stories bubble up piece by piece. James shares the story of their trip through New Haven, and Will shares the story of their encounter with Rudyard and their time with the circus. The grandmother's understanding of the children and their ordeal remains fragmented. In a characteristic gesture, she does not ask them for their stories and does not offer hers or that of their Momma. Their grandmother, still uncertain as to the role of these children in her life, keeps distance between them by refusing to fill the distance up with stories of the events that have filled the years intervening between Momma's childhood and that summer. Their grandmother's careful avoidance of the past signifies the depth of emotion and pain buried along with those memories.


  Dicey's carefully considered decision to defy her grandmother could only have happened after the long summer that taught Dicey that adults do not always have the best intentions towards children and often abuse their power. In the final analysis, Dicey knows that she is responsible for the safety and well-being of her siblings, and that she cannot turn to another person to help her with this responsibility. As such, Dicey is the children's primary caretaker, and while she wants the long-term good of living with their grandmother, she finds she cannot sacrifice Sammy's immediate good to that long term one. During her time with the circus, Dicey learned that she must spend what she needs today and trust tomorrow to care for itself. Her decision to stand up to her grandmother clearly reflects that thinking.


  Part Two, Chapters 11–12


  Summary


  Chapter 11


  Dicey wakes in the middle of the night, her head heavy with plans of returning to Bridgeport and a fantasy of living in a tent with her siblings until she come of age. She stares out angrily into the night, certain that she belongs on this land, near the sea and among the fields. She notices a light on in the kitchen and goes downstairs to investigate. She finds her grandmother writing a letter to Eunice, telling her of the children's predicament in Crisfield. Her grandmother gamely apologizes to Dicey for being so angry at dinnertime and suggests that she and her siblings find Will, but they both realize this is not really an option. Then her grandmother tries to explain. She has very little to live on, and she does not want to give up the freedom and independent lifestyle she so recently won when her husband died. More than anything, she does not want to fail her grandchildren as she feels she failed her own children. Dicey's grandmother explains that her own resolve to stand by her unbending husband resulted in a suppressed anger that always crept out and saddened her children. When her grandmother had resolutely told Momma never to write or call until she was married, Momma stated she would never marry, because she saw how unhappy marriage had made her own parents. She tells Dicey that, unlike Eunice, she likes and wants to keep the children, but feels she cannot. With that she sends Dicey back upstairs, where Dicey cries at the injustice of it all. The next morning, Dicey tells her grandmother she is prepared to leave, but her grandmother reasons that first she must send the letter to Eunice and determine whether the children should return to Bridgeport. Over the weekend, the children tell their grandmother the rest of their story, and Dicey gives up her fight, sadly resigning herself to enjoying the fleeting pleasure of these days as a family.


  Chapter 12


  When Tuesday comes, their grandmother, neatly dressed and made up, takes the children into town to register for school. She complains to them about the expense of taxes, and James immediately provides her with several ways of bringing in more revenue: growing Christmas trees, raising chickens and selling the eggs, raising cows and selling milk and butter. The school counselor, after retrieving their records from Provincetown, assigns them to their classes and asks James and Sammy to leave and meet their teachers, but has Maybeth stay behind. Maybeth, she explains, must take several tests to determine whether or not she is ready for the third grade. Dicey expresses her desire to stay with the frightened girl during the test, but her grandmother forbids it. Dicey's grandmother kneels down to tell Maybeth that difficult situations lay before her, today and tomorrow when she starts school, but that she must summon her courage and face them. The girl timidly consents, and Dicey and her grandmother leave her for the grocery store.


  After making their purchases, the children congregate at the store. Maybeth brings good news: she had passed the tests. As they clamber into the boat, Sammy asks their grandmother how they should address her. She tells them to call her "Gram" and admits, when Sammy asks, that she likes them. Dicey realizes that Gram has forgotten to mail the letter to Eunice, and after a brief hesitation, tells her so. Gram, surprised, walks over to the mailbox, but Dicey stops her with a defiant stare, finally telling Gram that she thinks Gram should let them stay. To her surprise, Gram relents, asking if that is what she wants. Dicey turns this around, asking Gram if it is what she wants. Gram replies that it is not what she wants, but that she has been "worn down" and will learn to live with it. Before climbing into the boat, Gram rips the letter to Eunice into shreds. The family sets out, finally, for home.


  Analysis


  The Tillerman's arrival at Gram's and their gradual acceptance by Gram forms a mirror image—similar but reversed—of their departure from their initial home. The Tillerman children began their lives near the sea with a single female caretaker, their Momma. Gradually, Momma became overwhelmed by the responsibility for raising them and wandered off, abandoning them. Gram, on the other hand, begins her acquaintance with the Tillerman children warily, uncertain of her ability or desire to take responsibility for them, but she warms to them, and takes them into her home. Thus, the Tillerman children, who have been abandoned, are taken in. They have lost their mother but found a substitute for their Momma in her own mother. They have lost the dunes of Provincetown, but gained the shoreline and fields of Crisfield. Thus, Dicey completes her quest. She has undergone separation, faced trials, and returns to a home that closely resembles her first home in an altered, more adult role.


  The children's very journey possesses a similar symmetry. Momma drives them on the first leg of their journey to Peewauket, and then they walk to New Haven where they receive help from Stew and Windy, who drive them to the midpoint of their journey, Eunice's landlocked and citylocked home in Bridgeport. From Bridgeport, they begin the second leg of their journey on a bus (paid for by the sale of Momma's car) to Annapolis, from which they sail and walk, until find help in Hurlock, from which Will drives them to their destination, Crisfield, which is, like their home, in the countryside and on the shore. The similarity in the physical setting of their starting point and ending point plays a crucial role for Dicey. At the beginning of Chapter 11, she decides she must convince Gram to let them stay because she feels the place belongs to her. The geography of Gram's house reinforces the fact that the Tillermans have truly found a home in Crisfield, which contrasts sharply with the confining and dingy surroundings of Bridgeport.


  The homecoming of the book's title itself, like the children's journey, is double. The children are coming home both to a place they can love and to a woman who can take the place of their Momma. Moreover, the children's arrival in Crisfield constitutes a homecoming for Gram as well as for them. On their long journey, Dicey has come to realize that family itself is a type of home, and when the children bring themselves to Gram, they are bringing her a new home. While Gram has a physical home, her bitter relationship with her husband and her resulting estrangement from her children left her psychically homeless. Her emotional homelessness manifests itself in ways that resemble the manifestations of the Tillerman's physical homelessness: they are wary of others to the point of hostility, highly secretive, and at the same time, fiercely independent. The Tillerman children's arrival catalyzes Gram's emotional transformation. She chooses to reach out to the children and, in a sense, relive her past. The children have given her a second chance to have a family and to relinquish the anger and sadness that she has been harboring over the decades.


  Important Quotations Explained


  
    
      "'You know what?' James asked. 'We're the kind that people go off from. First our father and now Momma. I never thought of that before. Whadda you think, Dicey? Is there something wrong about us?' 'I don't know and I don't care.'"

    


    This quote occurs in Chapter 3 of Part One, on the children's third night of travel. James finds himself trying to make sense of what has happened to them, wondering what is wrong with them, and Dicey retorts that she does not care. This passage first of all demonstrates the child's attempts to come to grips with the fact of his abandonment. From a developmental perspective, a young person is much more likely than an adult to attribute the actions of others and events in the world to his or her own behavior. Accordingly, James, left in such a dire situation by his mother, whom he loves and with whom it is consequently difficult for him to find fault, reasons that he or something about him personally is the cause for her departure. This fear settles into the bones of the children, threatening to undermine them as they find that Eunice, though she is willing to take them in, does not really accept them, and as they float through the lives of so many different people. Secondly, the passage demonstrates the difference between James' and Dicey's approach to the implications of their mother's actions: James is logical and discerning, reasoning that since both their father and their mother left them, it is likely that the problem lies within them. Dicey, on the other hand, refuses even to contemplate such a proposition. She merely accepts the facts, clings without reflection or examination to her love for her mother, and focuses on survival.

  


  
    
      "Dicey looked at the gravestones about her. She read an inscription: Home is the hunter, home from the hill, and the sailor home from the sea. What a thing to put on a grave. As if to say that being dead was home... Being dead wasn't being home, was it? Unless—and she remember what James had been saying last night—home was the place where you finally stayed, forever and ever. Then this person was home, and nobody would ever be truly home until he, or she, died. It was an awful thought."

    


    In Chapter 7 of Part One, the children sleep in a graveyard after crossing the Connecticut River in a borrowed rowboat late at night. The next morning, Dicey comes across this gravestone and begins contemplating its message. The message returns to Dicey throughout her journey to Crisfield, most significantly when she and her siblings set out for Crisfield on the bus from Bridgeport, when she crosses the Chesapeake Bay and finds herself mesmerized by the constant motion of the waves, and when Gram abruptly asks her about death on their first meeting. This inscription becomes a sort of mantra for Dicey, and, despite her initial consternation at it, she begins to accept it not only as an accurate but a poignant statement. As she travels and fights for the survival of her siblings, Dicey gradually comes to realize that all aspects of life are impermanent, and even the permanence of home is illusory, as the people within homes are constantly growing and changing. With her understanding comes an increasing thirst for change and adventure.

  


  
    
      "What good did it do, worrying and making plans, and more plans, if the first plans failed. It was like money. If you had it, good. I you didn't, then you had to find a way to earn it. There was nothing to be gained by fretting over maybes."

    


    In Chapter 6 of Part Two, Dicey, having recently been rescued by Will and Claire from Mr. Rudyard, is contemplating what might happen to the children in Crisfield. Shortly before this point in time, Dicey has become increasingly anxious and controlling about money and trust. She decides the children must walk despite the fact they still have forty dollars and she feels they must earn money by picking tomatoes for Rudyard in case things do not go well with their grandmother. Moreover, after their encounter with Rudyard, Dicey finds herself inspecting every house they pass suspiciously and wondering what will happen if their grandmother is as evil as Mr. Rudyard. Her time with Will and the circus, however, loosens Dicey's grip on her surroundings. Dicey realizes that they were as lucky to be saved by Will as they were unlucky to fall into Rudyard's hands, and she realizes that through the trials they faced during the summer, they have gained the understanding and skill they need to earn money, if and when they need it. Thus, Dicey takes a step Momma perhaps never could take. She realizes that the fact they have come this far testifies to their ability to cope, and trusts in that ability.

  


  
    
      "Dicey noticed from above what could not be seen from below. There were strong twisted wires running around the tree. 'Why is it wired?' she asked. 'Because paper mulberries are fragile,' her grandmother answered. 'It's the way they spread out at the top, it's the way they grow. If you didn't brace it, the weight of the leaves and the growing branches would pull the tree apart. Like families.'"

    


    In Chapter 8 of Part Two, shortly after Dicey and her siblings have arrived at their grandmother's, Dicey takes notice of the huge tree in the front yard. Gram's words about the tree and what it symbolizes resonate both with Dicey and with Gram. Dicey knows how difficult it can be to keep a family together. Dicey's determination forms the wire that holds her siblings together against the weight of the adult world, which would pull them apart from each other. To Gram, the words are even more complex. The tree, after all, is not pulled apart by outside forces, but by itself. Gram is first of all alluding to families in general: as children and parents grow older, their own adventures and desires take them farther and farther away from each other, and need some sort of metaphorical wire to counter the weight of that spreading growth. At the same time, Gram is referring to her own immediate family. The family's own weight—the weight of its promises, stubbornness, and pride—have pulled it apart.

  


  
    
      "'Your Momma was a kind child,' her grandmother said. 'But she never forgave her father.' 'Did you?' Dicey asked. 'No. Yes.' Somehow this made sense to Dicey. It let her know that she would be all right and her family would be all right. They wouldn't be children forever. They didn't have to have a place, they just had to have themselves."

    


    Dicey gains comfort from this ambiguous exchange in Chapter 11 of Part Two during her conversation with Gram in the kitchen after their fight over Sammy. Dicey has resigned herself to the idea of leaving Gram's place the next day, but gratefully accepts her explanation for whether her Momma forgave her father. For some reason, Gram's contradictory answer to whether she forgave her husband for his harshness relieves Dicey. First, it communicates her grandmother's internal contradictions to her once again, the contradictions that earlier made Dicey think Gram would let them stay. Secondly, the contradiction in Gram's answer causes Dicey to realize that it is natural for human beings to experience internal contradictions, and that uncertainty itself does not have to be an insurmountable barrier to living and growing up. Gram's words prove Dicey's nascent understanding that two contradictory truths and two contradictory desires can exist inside one sane person at the same time.
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  Study Questions and Suggested Essay Topics


  
    Study Questions


    
      
        What homecomings take place during the book? Which is the most important and why?
      


      Voigt's novel consists of a series of homecomings, some false and temporary and some more permanent. During the course of her travels, Dicey comes to realize that all homecomings are, to some extent, impermanent, with the possible exception of death. The first major homecoming in the book occurs when the children arrive at Eunice's, where the children hope Momma will be waiting for them. As Eunice does not truly love or accept the children, and as in Bridgeport the children come to grips with the fact that Momma will no longer be part of any home they have, this turns out to be a false homecoming and uproots the children even further.


      The second major homecoming in the book occurs when the children reach Gram's house, the house in which Momma herself was raised and in which Momma's own mother still lives. In a way, this is a homecoming a generation removed: the children return home in Momma's place, and, as Gram slowly grows attached to the children and capable of reaching out to them, they manage to effect a symbolic reconciliation between Momma and her estranged mother. Accordingly, the children's arrival in Crisfield catalyzes a sort of homecoming for Gram, in which she returns to and learns to accept her past. Gram's emotional homecoming closely relates to the book's central and most important homecoming: Dicey's growing understanding that in her family, she has the most permanent and stable home this world can offer her. Their hazardous quest for a home teaches the Tillermans that by holding on to each other, they can create an emotional structure that can support and console each other.

    


    
      
        Would the book have been essentially the same if it had consisted only of the journey between Bridgeport and Crisfield (if Momma had abandoned them in Bridgeport and there had been no Cousin Eunice in the book)? Why or why not?
      


      Homecoming's two part plot, in which the trek from Peewauket to Bridgeport is followed by a similar trek from Bridgeport to Crisfield, allows the book to make a stronger and more complicated statement about the nature of home, the importance of family, and the resilience of the human spirit. The first leg of the journey by itself establishes the Tillerman children's tenacity and determination to remain together. At the same time, their experiences during the first journey illustrate their understanding of the dangers involved in such a trek. In light of this information, the children's decision to forsake a possible home in Bridgeport in hopes of a truer home in Crisfield takes on great significance, illustrating the children's need not only to be together physically, but to connect with each other emotionally and to be free of the sense of obligation Eunice put upon them. Their decision to leave Eunice's shows their need to live with a sense of self-respect and dignity as well. If the book had consisted only of one journey, Voigt could not have established so well the children's willingness to risk a good physical home for the chance of having a good emotional home, a place in which they can connect with each other, be true to themselves, and express themselves honestly.

    


    
      
        Contrast Dicey's attitude toward Maybeth with Gram's attitude toward her in the last chapter. Who has a healthier attitude? Why do you think so?
      


      Throughout their journey, Dicey wavers between protecting Maybeth and telling her the truth. Dicey lies to all her siblings in the beginning of the book, offering them the illusion that Momma and their father got married, thinking that this will ease the children's sense of alienation and displacement. When they leave for Crisfield on the bus, Dicey steels herself and speaks honestly to Maybeth, telling her they may have to return to Bridgeport, and Dicey is surprised when Maybeth tells Dicey she already understood this fact. Dicey feels that there are times when she must be truthful with Maybeth and let her face difficult things on her own, but she cringes when she has to do so and worries about the young girl.


      Gram displays a slightly different attitude than Dicey. In the last chapter of the book, when Maybeth needs to take a diagnostic test, Gram objects to Dicey's willingness to acquiesce to Maybeth's desire to keep Dicey with her during the test. Gram crouches down beside Maybeth and tells the girl that she must face this test on her own, and that nothing is going to make it any easier. Gram is less willing to indulge the girl and more capable of pushing her into situations that may be challenging for her. Ultimately, Gram's attitude is healthier than Dicey's. Although Maybeth may need to be sheltered at times, she also needs the confidence that comes from being allowed to do things on her own and face the consequences of her actions.

    

  


  
    Suggested Essay Topics


    
      Why does Dicey lie to her siblings about Momma's past? Does Dicey sometimes lie to herself? Why do you think so?
    


    
      How does James react to being abandoned? How does his reaction evidence itself in his interactions with people outside the family circle?
    


    
      Why does Gram finally decide to take the children in?
    


    
      Why do the children leave Eunice's? Were they right or wrong to do so?
    


    
      Why does Dicey love sailing and the ocean?
    

  


  
    Quiz


    
      1. Why does Dicey lie to the policeman in the parking lot in Peewauket?


      
        A. She senses he is an unkind and dangerous man

        B. She is afraid to let any adult know of their predicament

        C. She is afraid Sammy might have broken the window about which the policeman is asking

        D. She is afraid he will want to search for and institutionalize Momma

      

    


    
      2. Why does Sammy initially refuse to leave the parking lot in Peewauket?


      
        A. He is a lazy child and hates walking

        B. He is merely displaying defiance towards Dicey

        C. He likes playing in the mall

        D. He refuses to believe Momma has left them and thinks she will come back

      

    


    
      3. What lie does Dicey tell the children about their parents?


      
        A. That Momma and their father got married

        B. That the police came looking for their father

        C. That Momma and their father had a happy and loving relationship

        D. That Momma never had any other boyfriends besides their father

      

    


    
      4. Why does Dicey not correct Louis and Edie when they mistake her for a boy?


      
        A. She enjoys deceiving people

        B. She thinks she might be able to get information out of them if they think she is a boy

        C. She thinks it is safer if people think she is a boy

        D. She plans to tell them she is a girl later, causing them to question their assumptions about gender

      

    


    
      5. Why does Dicey become so upset when Sammy steals a wallet?


      
        A. She feels that stealing money is morally wrong

        B. She is afraid that a serious theft will arouse the attention of the police

        C. She does not want Edie and Louis to think they are thieves

        D. She thinks Sammy took to great a risk of getting caught by the wallet's owner

      

    


    
      6. What inspires Dicey to have the children carry grocery bags to earn money?


      
        A. The gas station owner suggests it

        B. She remembers how much Momma used to struggle carrying bags to the car

        C. She read about it in a book

        D. She has a fantasy of bringing heavily-laden grocery bags to her hungry siblings

      

    


    
      7. Why does the inscription on the gravestone near the Connecticut River affect Dicey so deeply?


      
        A. It resonates with her understanding of the transience of life

        B. She fears Momma is dead

        C. She fears she and her siblings are close to death

        D. She recognizes the name on the gravestone

      

    


    
      8. Why does Stewart help the Tillermans even after James steals money from him?


      
        A. To teach him a lesson about generosity and morality

        B. Because James gives it back

        C. Because Dicey becomes so upset

        D. Because he feels James has only hurt himself by stealing the money

      

    


    
      9. How does Eunice react to the children?


      
        A. She takes them in warmly

        B. She receives them coldly and speaks harshly about their mother

        C. She is afraid the children will steal something or hurt her

        D. She feels compelled to take care of them, but cannot help seeing them as a burden and sacrifice

      

    


    
      10. What is Father Joseph and Eunice's prevailing reaction to Dicey's explanations of her mother's life?


      
        A. They are deeply saddened by what the children have endured

        B. They are scandalized by Momma's lifestyle

        C. They are warm and sympathetic to Dicey's plight

        D. They see Momma's life as something from which they can learn

      

    


    
      11. What is the main reason Dicey dislikes her life in Bridgeport?


      
        A. She feels she and her siblings are drawing apart from one another

        B. She hates Eunice's fussiness

        C. She is worried that Sammy will get hurt fighting the other boys

        D. They are not close to the sea

      

    


    
      12. Why does Eunice decide to adopt the children?


      
        A. She loves them dearly and cannot imagine life without them

        B. She adores Maybeth and figures she will put up with the others in order to adopt the girl

        C. She feels it is her religious duty to give up her dreams and care for the children

        D. She feels she can learn from James's understanding of the scriptures

      

    


    
      13. How does Dicey feel once they are on the bus to New York?


      
        A. She is overcome with fears that Eunice will catch them and stop them

        B. She regrets leaving, sensing they have given up their one chance at having a home

        C. She feels excited at being on the road again

        D. She begins to worry about the bad things that might happen to them on the way

      

    


    
      14. Why do Tom and Jerry offer to take the Tillermans across the bay?


      
        A. Tom dares Jerry to do it without asking his parents' permission

        B. Jerry has a crush on Dicey

        C. They love to sail so much that they will use any excuse they can get to take trips

        D. Dicey asks them to teach her to sail

      

    


    
      15. Why does Dicey enjoy sailing so much?


      
        A. She thinks being in the sun gives her a good chance to work on her tan

        B. It makes her feel lazy and relaxed

        C. She likes it mainly because she associates it with Jerry, to whom she is attracted

        D. She enjoys the sense of freedom, ease, and power it gives her

      

    


    
      16. Why does Dicey decide they must walk when they reach the eastern shore?


      
        A. They have run out of money

        B. She thinks it will be fun since she has bought camping supplies

        C. She wants to save money to travel with in case their grandmother will not take them in

        D. She wants the children to learn the value of hard work

      

    


    
      17. How do the children know that Mr. Rudyard is a bad man?


      
        A. His house is dilapidated

        B. His wife is afraid of him

        C. His dog is afraid of him and he leers at Maybeth

        D. His rates for picking tomatoes are lower than the rates of other farmers in the area

      

    


    
      18. How does Mr. Rudyard try to convince Will to let him take the children?


      
        A. He tells Will they are his foster children

        B. He tries to befriend Will

        C. He wheedles and pleads

        D. He tells Will the children have stolen money from the circus

      

    


    
      19. How does Dicey's grandmother react to Dicey initially?


      
        A. She welcomes her inside and offers her lunch

        B. She speaks brusquely and tells Dicey the children cannot stay with her

        C. She screams so that she cannot hear anything Dicey says

        D. She throws the phone at Dicey

      

    


    
      20. What does Dicey find in the barn that makes her decide they must try and convince their grandmother to take them in?


      
        A. A sailboat

        B. Stalls for horses and cows

        C. More food than their grandmother can possibly eat in a year

        D. Four bicycles perfect for the Tillerman children

      

    


    
      21. Why does their grandmother not make the children leave?


      
        A. She likes having them around to work on the farm

        B. She thinks they can help her earn money

        C. She softens when she sees how much they love the place

        D. She genuinely likes them, and wants them to stay, though she is afraid to take responsibility for them

      

    


    
      22. Why does their grandmother become so angry the night when Will and Claire visit?


      
        A. Because she defies her decision to send Sammy to bed without supper

        B. Because she thinks Dicey is too easy on Sammy

        C. She is furious with Sammy for leaving without telling them where he was going

        D. She is angry the children have brought the attention of outsiders to her farm

      

    


    
      23. Why does Gram tell Dicey she cannot take them in?


      
        A. She cannot bear the way the children defy her

        B. She does not want to take responsibility for Maybeth

        C. She fears losing her freedom and failing the children

        D. She simply prefers to be alone

      

    


    
      24. Why did Momma and Francis Verricker not marry?


      
        A. He refused to be tied down

        B. Momma thought he was not responsible enough to be her husband

        C. He did not really love the children

        D. Momma saw that her own parents' marriage was deeply unhappy and did not want to replicate their unhappiness

      

    


    
      25. Why does Gram finally agree to take the children in?


      
        A. Maybeth begins to cry pitifully

        B. James convinces her that they can help her earn money

        C. Dicey challenges her to face the fact that taking them is the right thing to do

        D. She feels it is time to give up her solitary ways

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: B; 2: D; 3: A; 4: C; 5: B; 6: D; 7: A; 8: D; 9: D; 10: B; 11: A; 12: C; 13: C; 14: A; 15: D; 16: C; 17: C; 18: A; 19: B; 20: A; 21: D; 22: A; 23: C; 24: D; 25: C
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