
This discussion guide, which can be used with large 

or small groups, will help students meet several of 

the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for English 

Language Arts. These include the reading literature 

standards for key ideas and details, craft and structure, 

and integration of knowledge and ideas (CCSS.

ELA-Literacy.RL), as well as the speaking and listening 

standards for comprehension and collaboration and for 

presentation of knowledge and ideas (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.

SL). Questions can also be used as writing prompts for 

independent work.
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About the Book
It’s the summer of  ’83 on Trowbridge Road, 
and June Bug Jordan is hungry. Months after her 
father’s death from complications from AIDS, her 
mother has stopped cooking and refuses to leave 
the house, instead locking herself  away to scour 
at the germs she believes are everywhere. June 
Bug threatens this precarious existence by going 
out into the neighborhood, gradually befriending 
Ziggy, an imaginative boy who is living with his 
Nana Jean after experiencing troubles of  his own. 
But as June Bug’s connection to the world grows 
stronger, her mother’s grasp on reality weakens, 
pushing June Bug to choose between truth and 
healing and the only home she has ever known.

About the Author
Marcella Pixley teaches eighth grade 

language arts in Carlisle, Massachusetts. 

Her poetry has been published in literary 

journals such as Prairie Schooner, Feminist 

Studies, Sow’s Ear Poetry Review, and Poet 

Lore, and she has been nominated for 

a Pushcart Prize for poetry. She has written three critically 

acclaimed young adult novels: Freak, Without Tess, and 

Ready to Fall. She lives in an antique farmhouse in Westford, 

Massachusetts, with her husband and two sons.
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Discussion Questions

 1.  Look at the cover carefully. What do you see? What do 
you think this book will be about?

 2.  The author has set this book in 1983. What details 
does she include that make you realize that it is not a 
contemporary setting?

 3.  When we first meet Ziggy, he has just arrived on 
Trowbridge Road with his mother, Jenny. She is out of  
the car, but he is reluctant to get out. “He joined Jenny 
on the sidewalk. They stood side by side and looked 
up at the house. The boy reached for his mother’s 
hand. Hers were already occupied. One was holding 
the cigarette, and the other was hooked into the back 
pocket of  her cutoff  jeans. His hand flopped empty 
back down to his side” (page 2). The reader does not 
yet know what is happening, but what do you guess 
the relationship is between Ziggy and his mother? 
What do you think Ziggy thinks about it?

 4.  In the chapter “Copper Beech” (page 7), we meet the 
first-person narrator. From her perch up in a tree (the 
copper beech of  the chapter title), she sees all of  the 
everyday things that happen on Trowbridge Road: kids 
riding bicycles, the postman delivering mail, people 
calling in their children for lunch, fathers coming 
home from work. But June Bug Jordan doesn’t get 
called home for dinner like everyone else. She stays 
up in the tree and then finally walks to her house. 
“The kids in the neighborhood thought my house was 
haunted. It was something about the ivy twirling up 
the windows. It didn’t help that most of  the time, the 
curtains were drawn, and no one appeared to come 
or go from its locked doors, not even me, June Bug 
Jordan, quiet as a shadow, slipping off  her sandals on 
the sighing porch, letting herself  in at six thirty-two on 
the dot, and then closing the door very gently behind 
her” (page 12). Clearly her life is not like those of  the 
other children on the street. What did you think was 
going on when you first read this?
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 5.   June Bug and Ziggy both have someone in their 
lives who cares for them when their mothers can’t. 
June Bug has her uncle Toby, and Ziggy has his 
grandmother, Nana Jean. Compare and contrast the 
ways in which the two take care of  the children.

 6.  Does one child have it easier than the other? What do 
they each need most to be happy?

 7.  In the chapter “Rules for Staying Clean” (page 46), we 
learn about the rules that June Bug’s mother follows 
to keep germs away from them. What did you think 
when you read them? If  you were June Bug, what 
would you do?

 8.  The author writes about sights, sounds, and scents in a 
very evocative way. What sights, sounds, or scents do 
you remember from the book?

 9.  After spying on Ziggy from the copper beech tree,  
June Bug finally meets and talks to him. What do they 
find that they have in common?

10. The two children enjoy words such as diaphanous and 
exquisite matriarch (page 54). What words do you find 
beautiful or interesting?

11. On page 56, Ziggy begins to tell June Bug about 
the ninth dimension, a magical place that can only 
be visited after an inspiration spell has been cast 
upon you. In the book they often travel to the ninth 
dimension. What do you think it is? Do you believe in 
its magical properties? What does traveling there do 
for Ziggy and June Bug?

12.  When there is a neighborhood cookout at the house 
across from Nana Jean’s, Ziggy and June Bug watch 
everyone eating, chatting, and playing. After watching 
the girl across the street, Heather Anne, having a great 
time on the swing, June Bug suddenly throws a rock at 
her. Why do you think she does this?
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13.  June Bug packs what she calls “necessaries” into 
her backpack so she can always keep herself  clean 
enough for her mother. The backpack becomes very 
significant in her life, and she refers to it as if  it were 
alive. What do you think it means to June Bug?

14.  Both June Bug’s father and her uncle were musicians. 
How did their commitment to music differ? How was 
it the same?

15.  Nana Jean once told Ziggy, referring to his mother, 
“Sometimes they love you, but they don’t know how 
to make it stick” (page 137). What does she mean by 
that?

16.  When the two neighborhood bullies, Buzz and John-
John, come upon Ziggy and June Bug dancing in the 
ninth dimension with the forest beasts, first they taunt 
them, and then they start to attack them. June Bug 
thought about what to do: “They were too big for me 
to fight. They were too mean for me to plead with. 
But they were stupid. And they were cruel. Maybe I 
could use that to trick them somehow” (page 163). 
What do you think of  her solution? Why did she feel 
so terrible about it after she had done it?

17.  The day after Jenny helps June Bug bury her 
mother’s ruined clothes, we learn that Nana Jean had 
not had as smooth a life as we had assumed. Does 
this change what you think about Nana Jean? About 
Jenny?

18.  Both Ziggy and June Bug have secrets they hold 
inside that are really too big for a kid to deal with 
alone. How do they determine which adults to trust? 
Think about the people in your own life whom 
you trust. If  something was worrying or bothering 
you, whom would you go to for help? Why is it 
so important to tell an adult when you are feeling 
overwhelmed by the hard things in life?

19.  There are major changes for both children at the end 
of  the book. How do you think things will work out?

20.  Why do you think the author chose the title 
Trowbridge Road for this book? Can you think of  any 
other appropriate titles?

Discussion Questions

These questions were prepared by Grace Worcester, former youth services  
consultant for the Vermont Department of Libraries. She has served on the Newbery, 

Caldecott, Boston Globe–Horn Book, and National Book Award committees.


