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  Context


  Cynthia Voigt grew up as the second child in a family of six. Her parents were 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 perhaps by competition with her older, more graceful sister. Though she began pursuing publication of her writing 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, evidently, 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 began to teach. Despite her initial reluctance to engage in such a conventional vocation for women, Voigt immediately fell in love with teaching. Voigt and her husband moved to Annapolis, Maryland not long after, where Voigt taught in public and private schools and where she and her husband were divorced shortly after the birth of their daughter. 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, which occurred only after it suffered rejections by an agent and several publishers, 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 the Tillermans, 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 large 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 expressed her opinion to The Washington Post that young people are capable of handling realistic books that deal with difficult situations, theorizing that her books appeal to young people precisely because they depict young characters who are able successfully to negotiate the dangers of the adult world without the help of an adult. Voigt views not only her readers with deep respect, but also respects her characters: she asserts that she does not have a complete, final, and authoritative understanding of her characters, and that her characters retain a certain autonomy and inner life which even she cannot breach. In her Newbery acceptance speech, Voigt expresses delight that her readers themselves, in their comments and discussions with her, teach her about her characters. 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, the first book in the Tillerman cycle, came to Voigt one afternoon when upon seeing a station wagon full of children waiting for their mother, she found herself wondering what would happen to the children if their mother did not return. When Voigt completed Homecoming, she felt that she was not yet done telling the Tillermans' story, and began immediately to write Dicey's Song. Voigt uses both her familiarity with the Chesapeake Bay area and her knowledge of sailing and the ocean as a basis for her detailed description of the Tillermans' lives. 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 the entire Tillerman cycle. Dicey's Song picks up themes initiated in Homecoming, and Dicey, who struggled so fiercely to hold on to her family during their journey to Crisfield, learns more deeply in Dicey's Song what it means to reach out to her family members and friends, and also learns the importance of letting go of her painful past. 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


  Dicey Tillerman and her three younger siblings, James, Maybeth, and Sammy, have just arrived at the home of their grandmother, Abigail Tillerman. They had traveled all the way from Massachusetts, where the children's mother abandoned them, having become mentally ill. Gram is a terse, eccentric, guarded, and poor woman, but she takes the children in almost in spite of herself, and the book opens with the entire family looking forward warily to the first stage of their life together. Dicey, hardworking and independent, quickly gets a job cleaning the local grocery store and refurbishes an old sailboat in the barn. A few days into the school year, Gram writes the children's names into the family Bible and talks seriously to them about the possibility of adopting them. Gram does not often show emotion other than anger, and the children understand what a powerful statement of her love for them she is making when she does show those other emotions.


  Dicey sits stony-faced and uninvolved in school, trying her hardest not to let anyone know anything about her, for fear that they will gain some sort of hold over her. Dicey and all her siblings are used to being loners, as growing up in Provincetown, their classmates teased and mocked them because of their mother's untraditional lifestyle. Dicey meets Jeff, an upperclassman who plays guitar, and though she regularly stops to listen to him and even sing with him while she collects her bicycle, she rebuffs all of his friendly advances. Similarly, she rejects the friendliness of Mina, a clever and popular girl in her class, who, despite Dicey's coldness, often engages her in conversation and even works with her as a partner on a project. As the days pass, Dicey notices the beginnings of problems in her siblings' lives. Maybeth continues to struggle with reading and fractions, James worries about whether or not his classmates will like him, and Sammy withdraws into himself in school. However, before long, Maybeth's music teacher has noticed the girl's gift for music and offered to give her piano lessons, James gets a paper route to help out, and Sammy agrees to help James. Dicey, used to acting like a mother, begins to feel isolated. Letters from Boston, where Momma is in a mental hospital, arrive regularly, but Gram only tells Dicey that there is no change in Momma's condition, adding to Dicey's sense of isolation.


  Shortly after parent-teacher conferences, Gram and Dicey go shopping for the family. During their trip, Gram announces the problems her siblings are facing: James is dumbing down his work to fit in better, Maybeth is failing, and Sammy is wearing a mask to school every day. Gram demands that Dicey help solve these problems, explaining that this is part of holding on to them. Together, they decide to let Sammy know he should be himself and to ask James to help Maybeth with her reading. Sammy, after talking with Dicey while working together with her on the boat, begins to get in fights at school, causing Gram and Dicey a new set of worries. When Dicey receives her report card, she finds that she herself has problems to face: she is failing home economics and getting a C in English. She dismisses the home economics grade, as she despises the class, and decides to wait until their English essays are returned to ask her teacher about her grade. On the day he returns their essays, the teacher, Mr. Chappelle, reads Dicey's paper, which is about Momma, aloud as an exemplar of an excellent paper, but announces that the paper is plagiarized. Mina stands up and defends Dicey, and manages to prove that Dicey wrote the paper. The teacher, shamefaced, returns the paper and promises to change her grade.


  The family has a happy Thanksgiving celebration; they invite Maybeth's music teacher over and eat heartily. The following Saturday, Mina and Jeff, as well as one of James's friends, come over, and they all spend the afternoon singing. The next Monday, Gram, who has deduced that Sammy is fighting because his classmates are teasing him about her, visits the school and beats all the second graders at their new favorite game, marbles. Many of the children are impressed by Gram's skill and friendliness, and Sammy no longer feels the need to fight. That same day, Jeff asks Dicey to a dance. Dicey, anti-social as always, declines, but feels flattered that Jeff asked her. That night, Gram announces that the legal procedures have been completed and the children are adopted.


  Shortly after, Gram receives a call from Boston, and without any explanation, she calls Mr. Lingerle to stay with the younger children while she takes Dicey with her by plane to Boston. The following morning, Gram leads Dicey into the mental hospital, and when Dicey sees Momma, she knows she is dying. Gram sits with Momma all day, and after sitting with her for a while, holding her hand and talking, Dicey ventures out into the streets with money Gram has given her to buy presents for her siblings. Dicey buys gifts, uplifted by remembering her siblings and finding things they will like. She returns to the hotel, and in the morning Momma is dead. Gram and Dicey, determined to bring Momma home with them, decide to have Momma cremated. They bring her home with them on the train in a wooden box Dicey found in a store the day before. In Wilmington, the children and Mr. Lingerle meet them and drive them home.


  At home, Gram and the children bury Momma under a tree in the front yard. Dicey struggles to let go of the past, of the young girl she was before, and of what became of Momma. That night, Gram goes into the attic and, for the first time, brings down family photo albums. Together, the new family looks into their past.


  Character List


  
    Dicey Tillerman - The novel's protagonist. Dicey is a tough, capable, and fiercely independent girl who is deeply loyal to and protective of her family members. Dicey, who is thirteen, resents school and the entire world of social conventions, and thus reflexively shuns friendships, choosing instead to devote her time to her job and to refurbishing an old sailboat in her grandmother's barn. Throughout the novel, Dicey struggles to come to terms with the illness and eventual death of her mother, and these events are part of Dicey's instruction in opening up to the world around her.

  


  
    Gram - Dicey's grandmother. Gram is eccentric, protective of her independence, and deeply stubborn. Gram does not exactly regret her past, for she is too proud and practical to waste time on regret, but she lives her life with the realization that she has made numerous and serious mistakes as a result of her pride. While Gram does not make ostentatious displays of emotion, she does her utmost to ensure that she does reach out to her family members and express her love for them when it is important to do so. Gram's love for her grandchildren more often than not shows itself in her supportive and protective actions towards them and in her respect for their individuality.

  


  
    James Tillerman - Dicey's ten year old brother. James is a serious and cerebral boy who has always been an outsider despite his desire to be liked. James often frustrates Dicey with his abstract and philosophical musings, and he tends to forget the needs of others or to lose sight of right and wrong in the interest of serving his own ends. At the same time, James' seriousness and intelligence help the family confront many of their problems.

  


  
    Maybeth Tillerman - Dicey's younger sister. Maybeth is still in the third grade. The pretty girl is detrimentally shy and still reads poorly and struggles to comprehend fractions. At the same time, the nine year old is a capable musician who reads music much more fluently than words. Maybeth's gentleness causes the family around her to want to protect her from the outside world.

  


  
    Sammy Tillerman - Dicey's youngest brother. Seven-year-old Sammy is a rambunctious, stubborn, and good-natured. As the youngest, Sammy has the strongest and most emotional connection to Momma and in struggles more than the others to understand why she became ill and left them. Sammy works hard for causes in which he believes, but cannot be persuaded to do anything he does not want to do.

  


  
    Mina - Dicey's schoolmate. Mina is a pretty, well-liked, and intelligent girl. Mina takes an interest in Dicey because she is so different from the other students. She persists good-naturedly in her attempts to befriend Dicey despite the other girl's coolness.
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