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About the Book
Twelve-year-old Franny Petroski is a master at never letting anyone know 
how often she thinks of the charismatic, troubled mom who left her years 
ago. Living with her Nana, Franny has a safe and secure, yet predictable, 
existence. Franny uses what other people term “garbage” or “junk” to 
create art projects which fill in any lonesome times. But when Nana has 
an accident and Franny’s estranged uncle comes home to help out for a 
while, some long-guarded family secrets come to light. Franny has to use 
all of her courage, as well as all of her creativity, to come to terms with the 
discoveries she makes about her mother—and herself.

About the Author
Cathy Carr was born in western Nebraska and grew up in Wisconsin. Since 
high school, she has lived in four different U.S. states, plus overseas, and 
worked a variety of jobs, from burger flipping to technical writing. Wherever 
she goes, her observations of the natural world give her inspiration. Her 
debut novel, 365 Days to Alaska, was called “a wonderful debut novel 
about compassion, belonging, and finding your way home” by Lynne Kelly. 
It was a Junior Library Guild selection and chosen for Bank Street’s Best 
Children’s Books of the Year 2021. Cathy lives in the New Jersey suburbs 
with her family and two sister cats, Ginger and Nutmeg. 

Pre -Reading  Activities

At the beginning of the novel, the author shares three quotes. Pick one of the quotes and explain what it means to 
you. Then, use your explanation to make a prediction about the plot of the novel. 

Franny is becoming bored with the routine life she has with Nana. Throughout the story, her life begins to change. 
A common phrase among adults is “Boredom is the enemy.” What do you think this means, and can you think of 
any instances where boredom may lead to positive outcomes? Give an example. 
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Discussion  Questions

In Franny’s journal, she keeps “Lists of Things Currently 
Worrying Franny Petroski.” Throughout the story, 
Franny has many experiences that she struggles with. 
Yet, by the end of the novel, Franny realizes that she 
hasn’t written a worry list in quite some time. Why 
do you think Franny is able to stop writing down 
things she is worried about as she deals with these 
challenging experiences? 

Franny and Nana have always been a team. When 
Nana gets injured, Franny says “When things are going 
okay, one person is enough. But when something bad 
happens, one person is not always enough. At those 
times, you need more than one person in your life.” 
(p. 30) By the end of the book, Franny and Nana still 
have each other, but they have also developed small 
communities to help manage the rough patches. 
Who is on each of their teams, and how do these new 
people support them?

Throughout the story, Franny has several memories 
of her time with her mother that surprise her, as she 
doesn’t think she remembers anything about those 
days. Franny frequently mentions that she doesn’t miss 
her mother, and that she isn’t interested in learning 
more about her, because she has everything she needs 
with Nana. Why do you think Franny is so insistent, at 
the beginning of the book, that she doesn’t need her 
mom? 

Nana has always been reluctant to discuss Franny’s 
mom. Once Uncle Gabe shows up, Franny has 
someone who is willing to share memories about 
her mother,, and so she asks a lot of questions. 
Why was Nana so unwilling to discuss Mia, and why 
does learning a little bit of information leave Franny 
unsatisfied and wanting to know more?
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Discussion  Questions

In the story, Franny’s best friend, Ruben, starts hanging out with a new friend, Tate. This leaves 
Ruben with less time for Franny. This is something that often happens in middle school, and can 
leave people feeling isolated. However, not being with Ruben all the time leaves Franny open to 
some new experiences. Name two things that Franny experienced that wouldn’t have happened 
if she hadn’t had the space in her life for new things. 

Franny makes art from items that other people think are garbage. Her art teacher, Miss Midori 
says that “sometimes things like this are only waiting to be noticed. Waiting to be given another 
chance, their new purpose.” Apply this idea to Franny and the people in her life, over the course 
of the story. How do they change and grow as the story progresses? 

By the end of the story, the kite that Franny creates is crafted with fabric from the clothing and 
objects of the people in her family.“There are all these different kinds of cloth from all kinds of 
different people that clash but also go together.” (p. 236) How is Franny’s kite a representation 
of all families? Explain how families are like the kite that Franny created. 

Nana explains to Franny that there is a difference between privacy and secrecy. One is the desire 
not to share personal details with the world, while the other is motivated by fear and shame. (p. 
240) When Franny starts sharing the “secret” of her mother’s bipolar disorder, she realizes it’s 
nothing to be ashamed of. How did Lucy’s response to Franny’s “secret” make Franny feel less 
afraid of talking about it? (p. 219) How can sharing something you’ve kept secret take away the 
burden?
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Extension  Activities

Franny mentions, “When things are going okay, one 
person is enough. But when something bad happens, 
one person is not always enough. At those times, you 
need more than one person in your life.” (p. 30) This is 
similar to the saying “It takes a village to raise a child.” 
What do you think these two quotes mean? Think of 
a time in your life when it was, or would have been, 
helpful to have a group of people to help you through 
a difficult situation.

Franny mentions Judith Scott, an artist who was 
underestimated and often overlooked due to being 
born with Down Syndrome and hearing loss. (p. 53) 
Research Judith Scott, Paul Klee, or Henry Matisse. 
How did they adapt their art to their disabilities? How 
does this inspire you? 

Mental illness is like any other long-term illness and 
is not something that people should feel a need to 
hide. Do some research on bipolar disorder. What are 
some of the symptoms of bipolar disorder? Some of 
the treatments? Who are some celebrities with bipolar 
disorder?

Franny’s art is very personal to her, yet she hears 
genuine questions about her work as criticism.. Why 
do you think people need so much validation for the 

things they do from other people? Why do people 
need other people to tell them their work/style/life is 
good before they can feel the value? Can you connect 
that with social media use? 

Franny says “There’s something about February. It 
always drags.” (p. 155) What month of the year “drags” 
for you? What is it about that month that feels boring, 
or too long? What is your favorite month of the year? 
What is it about that month that is exciting for you? 

Nana has a best friend named Gracie. At the beginning 
of the book, Franny calls her “Aunt Gravy,” because 
Franny thinks she smells like gravy. Franny wants 
nothing to do with Gracie at the beginning of the 
book, but she winds up being a big help to both 
Franny and Nana when Nana is injured. By the middle 
of the book, Franny says “I think I’m going to try calling 
her ‘Aunt Gracie.’ She can be really nice sometimes. 
And I’ve noticed lately she doesn’t smell nearly as 
much like gravy anymore.” (p.162) Think of a time 
when you misjudged someone. Why did you not like 
them at first? When did you realize your first impression 
was wrong? Did it change how you interacted with 
them? Has there ever been a time when you were 
misjudged?
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