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 Context

 Throughout her life, Sharon Creech has repeatedly embarked upon adventurous journeys. In her Newbery Medal Acceptance speech, she vividly recalls the car trip from Ohio to Lewiston, Idaho that she and her family took shortly after her twelfth birthday, a trip which became the basis for Salamanca Hiddle's long journey across the country in Walk Two Moons. Creech views writing itself as a kind of journey, filled with unexpected challenges and discoveries. Her most momentous journey, however, may have been her move from America to England in 1979. Creech had earned her bachelors degree at Hiram College in Ohio and her masters degree at George Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia. She was working in Washington, D.C. at the Congressional Quarterly and raising her two children by herself, when a friend wrote to her from the TASIS England American School in London, urging her to apply for a position teaching English at the school. Creech did, growing increasingly interested in and determined to become a teacher in England. When her interview went badly, Creech wrote the headmaster an impassioned letter asserting that she could indeed meet the demands of teaching at the TASIS School, despite the fact that she was a single mother. Convinced of her determination, the headmaster hired her. At the TASIS School, Creech met her future husband, Lyle Rigg, whom she married three years later.

 Creech devoted most of her time in the ensuing years to her family and her teaching, but when her father died in 1986 and her children had left home, she began to write prolifically. She cited, in her Newbery Medal Acceptance speech, her realization of the brevity of our time on earth and her need to give voice to her father's stories. The stories and experiences which Creech had stored up since her childhood began to pour forth: the cross-country car trip, her childhood daydreams about her own distant Native American heritage, letters written and stories told by her father and mother, snippets of language from fortune cookies, and the characters and quirks of her family members. Creech wrote and published three books in England; Walk Two Moons, published in 1995, is her fourth book. In retrospect, in an interview with Teacher Librarian, Creech acknowledges that Walk Two Moons's Gram reflects the personalities of Creech's mother, grandmother, and sister, and that Salamanca contains the characteristics of Creech and her daughter.

 Creech characterizes herself as possessing an indomitable sense of hope, faith in the power of the human spirit, and an openness to inspiration. In Teacher Librarian, she explains that she never knows the direction a book will take when she starts writing. Creech describes writing as a process largely beyond her control and utterly consuming: she crafts the characters' voices, but those "voices" then govern the unfolding of the book. These voices narrate the story to Creech, who, when composing a new book, is likely to become so absorbed in the stories going on in her head that she "put(s) the telephone handset in the refrigerator, or (her) keys in the microwave." Writing is not, however, an easy or glib process. Once finished with the draft of Walk Two Moons, for example, she revised it eleven times. Her extensive revision process often lasts one to three years.

 Creech cites the phone call from the Newbery Medal Committee in 1995 as a major turning point in her life. She describes living for days afterward "on pins and needles," afraid the committee would call back and tell her they had made a terrible mistake. Indeed, the Newbery Medal has great power to transform an author's life as it guarantees the author to whom it is awarded not only fame, but sales and a long print life for the book in question, even more so than the Pulitzer. However, Creech's award generated controversy. She was an "unknown" in the United States, and some accused the committee of bestowing the award on Walk Two Moons because its protagonist is a part Native American girl. Critics dismiss the book for its unlikely plot twists, its too-easy message of hope and endurance, and its heavy-handed symbolism. At the same time, Creech stands by her proclivity toward stories of hope and humor, arguing simply that she is suited to telling such stories, while others are better suited to writing more realistic and serious stories. She explains that in writing such stories, she creates and is able to spend time in beautiful places with kind and interesting people. Creech's books offer her and her readers the chance to live in a world of hope and beauty.


 Plot Overview

 Salamanca Tree Hiddle is taking a trip with her grandparents from Euclid, Ohio to Lewiston, Idaho, to visit her mother's final resting place. Along the way, Salamanca, or Sal, tells her grandparents the story of her best friend, Phoebe Winterbottom, whose mother, like Sal's, unexpectedly decides to leave home. Sal meets Phoebe when Sal and her father leave their farm in Bybanks, Kentucky, to Euclid, Ohio, where Margaret Cadaver, whom Sal's father befriended after her mother's death, lives. Phoebe is a high-strung, prim, and wildly imaginative girl. She feels certain that some sinister connection exists between the morbidly-named Mrs. Cadaver, who is her next-door neighbor, the mysterious notes that keep appearing on her family's doorstep, and the strange boy, whom Phoebe dubs the lunatic, who appears at the house one day. Sal gradually becomes caught up in her friend's melodrama and finds herself engaged in a heady flirtation with a boy from school, Ben.

 Sal intersperses Phoebe's story with memories of her mother, who was a loving, spontaneous, and gentle woman who could not shake off a deep sense of inadequacy next to her selfless husband. Phoebe's mother shares this sense of alienation. Her family routinely ignores her, and though she works assiduously as a mother and wife, she wonders at the smallness of her life. By this point in Sal's tale, she and her grandparents have reached South Dakota. They stop to swim in the Missouri River, where a snake bites Gram's leg. Sal and her grandfather rush Gram to the hospital, and although Gram recovers by the next morning, her health begins to falter after this point.

 One day, Phoebe's mother disappears, leaving nary a word of explanation. Phoebe feels certain she has been kidnapped and begins an obsessive investigation for clues. Sal then retells the story of her own mother's disappearance. Sal, playing a good distance from the house, had fallen from the tree and broken her leg. Her mother, who was pregnant, carried Sal home and rushed her to the hospital. Later, she went into an early labor, lost the baby, and nearly lost her life. Overwhelmed with sadness, she insisted on taking a trip by herself to visit a cousin in Lewiston, Idaho. Sal and her grandparents are following the path Sal's mother took on her trip to Idaho.

 Phoebe's family is growing more and more upset as the days go by, and Mr. Winterbottom, a reserved and stoic man, begins crying one day when Phoebe desperately insists that Mrs. Winterbottom loves her too much to leave without an explanation. Finally, Sal and Phoebe rush over to the police office to offer them the meager evidence they have collected. While there, Sal finds that the strange boy, the lunatic, who appeared on the porch earlier, is actually the police sergeant's son. Later that day, Sal discovers that Mrs. Cadaver, whom she resisted and resented due to her friendship with her father, suffered a great loss only a few years prior, when a car accident killed her husband and blinded her mother.

 Sal and her grandparents take in Old Faithful, and Gram, whose breathing is troubled, revels in the splendor of the powerful geyser. When they leave Yellowstone National Park, Sal resumes her story, driven by a sense of urgency to finish it as soon as possible. Sal and Phoebe determine that the sergeant's son lives at a nearby college campus, and, convinced he holds the key to the mystery, take a bus to visit him. On campus, the two girls find the lunatic and Mrs. Winterbottom sitting on a bench, holding hands. Sal, overwhelmed, runs away as fast as her legs can carry her. She finds herself at a mental hospital, where, to her surprise, she finds Ben and his mother, who is a patient at the hospital. The two young people giddily share a delicious first kiss. Mrs. Winterbottom returns home a few days later and explains to her family that the lunatic is actually her illegitimate son, about whom she had always been afraid to tell her family for fear of letting them down. The Winterbottoms are shaken, but ready to listen to Mrs. Winterbottom. At the same time, Sal decides that she will make amends with Mrs. Cadaver and listen to her story. Mrs. Cadaver explains to Sal that she and Sal's mother became friends on the long bus trip from Ohio to Idaho, and that Mrs. Cadaver and Sal's father became friends because Mrs. Cadaver was the lone survivor of the accident that killed Sal's mother and was able to tell Sal's father about the last days and moments of Sal's mother's life.

 Sal and her grandparents have reached Coeur D'Alene in northern Idaho, but Gramps and Sal must rush Gram, who is gravely ill, to a hospital. Gramps will not leave her side, but knowing that Sal feels she must visit her mother's grave on her birthday, which is the next day, allows Sal to drive down the steep, tortuous roads on her own. Sal makes the perilous drive in the dead of night, and finally stops at an outlook on a steep, switchbacked road where her mother's bus, more than a year prior, had tumbled off the road. Sal climbs down to inspect the wrecked, abandoned bus. When she returns to the car, a sheriff stands ready to arrest her, but when he hears her story, he drives Sal to her mother's grave and later back to Coeur D'Alene. Sal, already overwhelmed by tragedy, discovers that her grandmother has died.

 Sal and her father later return to their farm in Bybanks, Kentucky and begin trying to rebuild their lives their without her mother. Sal, who has made peace with her mother's tragic death, looks forward to each day on the farm and to the upcoming visit of all her friends from Euclid, Ohio.


 Character List

 
 Sal - The narrator of Walk Two Moons. Sal is a high-spirited country girl deeply troubled by the loss of her mother. She gains strength from spending time in natural settings and from her Native American heritage, and many of her memories and experiences center on trees, rivers, wild berries, and mountains. Although she is rebellious and often skeptical of adults, she is open-minded and deeply compassionate. Sal tells her story with verve and humor, peppering her sentences with colorful comparisons and exaggerations.

 

 
 Phoebe Winterbottom - Sal's best friend in Euclid, Ohio. Phoebe, who lives next door to Margaret Cadaver, is a high-strung girl obsessed with propriety and order. Phoebe lives within a sort of manufactured drama, in which she transforms every small insignificant event into a menacing portent. Phoebe uses her propensity for melodrama, Sal theorizes, as a way to avoid dealing with bigger, more intractable, more universal fears, such as the fear of suffering, death, and hatred. Despite her stiff exterior, Phoebe desperately needs the love and security her family provides for her.

 

 
 Sal's grandparents - Sal's father's parents. Gramps and Gram drive Sal across the country to visit her mother's final resting place in Lewiston, Idaho. Gramps and Gram, wacky and unpredictable, have been arrested several times for their innocent foibles, such as "borrowing" a tire from a police car. Gramps and Gram married and lived in an unwavering spirit of love and joyfulness, despite the fact that Sal's father is their only son, of four, who lived to adulthood. Though her grandparents' unpredictability worries her, Sal looks to them for support, love, and adventure.

 

 
 Sal's father - A loving, gentle, almost too-perfect man. Sal's father takes Sal to Euclid, Ohio shortly after his wife's death because he is overwhelmed by grief for her at the farm. Sal's father, struggling with his own overwhelming sense of loss, tries to deal patiently and compassionately with Sal's anger, confusion, and rebelliousness. When they move to Euclid, he allows Sal to spend her time as she likes, often away from him. Ironically, his sweetness and gentleness often saddened Sal's mother, making her feel thoughtless and selfish in comparison.

 

 
 Sal's mother - A spontaneous and joyful woman closely attuned to the everyday beauty of the outdoors, Sal's mother grew increasingly conflicted by her roles as a housewife and mother. Her unhappiness grew into full-fledged depression as a result of her miscarriage and hysterectomy, causing her to decided to try to reconnect with who she was before she married and became a mother by traveling to visit a cousin in Idaho. Sal adores the memory of her beautiful, gentle mother and throughout the novel struggles to come to terms with the events and forces that led up to her mother's departure.

 

 
 Mrs. Winterbottom - Phoebe's mother. Like Phoebe herself, Mrs. Winterbottom is obsessed with propriety. She works diligently as a housewife and mother, baking, sewing, cooking, cleaning, chatting pleasantly at the dinner table, but becomes increasingly saddened by her family's disregard of her. Convinced that her life has become insignificant and meaningless, she one day disappears in an attempt to reconcile herself to her past and her true self.

 

 
 Mr. Winterbottom - Phoebe's father. Like his wife, Mr. Winterbottom fills his role as husband and father exactingly. He diligently works at his nine-to-five job as a mapmaker and comes home, withdrawn, distant, and largely unspeaking, responding mechanically and complaisantly to his wife's questions. Mrs. Winterbottom's sudden departure challenges his understanding and expectations of her.
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