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Summary

Introduced in Byars’ book, The Not-Just-Anybody Family, the members of the Blossom Family cope with
new problems in their lives. The school hamster that Junior has brought home for the weekend
disappears, and all of the evidence points to Mud Blossom as the culprit. Mad Mary’s cane and bag
are found, but she is missing. Everyone knows that Mary would not voluntarily be parted from her
most prized possessions. Where is Junior’s best friend, just when he needs her so badly? 

Primary Characters

Alex [Pap] Blossom: Former Rodeo Star; father of the now-deceased Cotton Blossom

Mud Blossom: Pap’s faithful dog and devoted companion

Vicki Blossom: Widow of Pap’s son, Cotton; Rodeo Circuit Performer

Maggie Blossom: oldest child and only daughter of Vicki and Cotton Blossom

Vern Blossom: oldest son of Vicki and Cotton Blossom

Junior Blossom: youngest son of Vicki and Cotton Blossom

About the Author

Betsy Cromer Byars was born August 7, 1928, in Charlotte, North Carolina. She married Edward Ford
Byars, a professor of engineering, on June 24, 1950. They have four children, Laurie, Betsy Ann, Nan,
and Guy. She attended Furman University, 1946-1948; Queens College, B.A. in 1950.

Byars had a happy childhood. Her father worked at a small cotton mill and brought home free cloth,
enabling Byars to learn to sew at an early age. When she went to college, she majored in math, for
that is what her father wanted her to do and what her sister had done before her. However, calculus
was the determining factor that made her go to her father to tell him that she would not be a
mathematician. She switched her major to English, and married after graduation so that her only
writing during the next few years included letters and shopping lists. When her husband went back to
school to study for his doctorate, Byars started her creative writing. His doctorate completed, Byars
and her family moved to West Virginia where her children’s novels were written.

Byars was awarded the Newbery Medal for The Summer of the Swans in 1971. Her books have been
translated into nine languages, and many have been dramatized on national television. She has said,
“There is no activity in my life which has brought me more pleasure than my writing.”
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Attribute Web

The attribute web below will help you gather clues the author provides about a character in the
novel. Fill in the blanks with words and phrases which tell how the character acts and looks, as well as
what the character says and what others say about him or her.

Acts

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

Feels

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

Looks

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

Says

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

_________
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Chapter Seven “The Cage”—Pages 39-45

Vocabulary
festive (42) particularly (44)

Vocabulary Activity
List a synonym and an antonym and make a word map for each of the two vocabulary words.

Vocabulary Word Synonym Antonym
festive joyful gloomy
particularly especially commonly

Discussion Questions
1. What is Junior bringing home from school on Friday afternoon? (Pages 39-40, Junior is

bringing the class hamster home for the weekend.) Why do you think that Junior has been
chosen as the first child in his class to care for the hamster? (Opinion—answers will vary.)
Discuss. 

2. What is the special thing that Junior has made for Scooty, the hamster? (Pages 40 & 42, Junior
has made a tunnel with secret rooms for the hamster. Page 49, It is outside and covered with
boards.) What is your opinion about this tunnel? Why? 

Supplementary Activities
1. Do some research. Find out about hamsters. 

2. Make a class pet survey. Graph the results of the survey and make summary statements. 

3. Invite a hamster owner to bring a hamster into class and to explain about the care of the pet.
Invite other pet owners to do the same thing. 

4. Write and illustrate a story about an unusual pet, real or imaginary. See Supplementary
Activities, Pet Dough.

5. Junior has gone off and left Scooty in the tunnel. Make a prediction. What do you think will
happen to the hamster? 

WORD

Define in
your own

words

Use in a 
sentence

AntonymSynonym

WORD

Happy

His retirement 
from work was the

reason for his festive
mood.

GloomyJoyful
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Chapter Eight “Police Call”—Pages 46-52

Vocabulary
harassing (48) woefully (48)

Vocabulary Activity
List as many synonyms and antonyms as you can for the vocabulary word woefully. For example:

Woefully

Some Synonyms Some Antonyms

sorrowfully fortunately

mournfully gladly

dolefully happily

sadly cheerfully

unhappily contentedly

wretchedly

Use one word from each list in a sentence.

Discussion Questions
1. Why are Vern and Michael afraid of Mad Mary? (Page 47, Vern and Michael went into Mary’s

cave without her permission.) What is your opinion of the action of Vern and Michael? Discuss.

2. What does Mad Mary say to Vern and Michael when she finds them in her cave? (Page 47,
Mad Mary tells the boys that she cooks and eats kids that trespass in her cave.) Do the boys
believe her? (No) Why do you think Mad Mary tells the boys that she will cook and eat them?
What do you think that you would do in her situation? Discuss.

3. What frightened Mary when she was a child? (Page 51, A stain in the ceiling of her bedroom
frightened Mary.) Now that she is older, what has Mary decided that the shape has become?
(Page 52, Mary decides that the shape is the angel of death.) Reread the paragraph near the
bottom of the page on 51 that starts, “It wasn’t…” How does that description make you feel?
Discuss personal reactions.

Supplementary Activities
1. Make a straw painting. To do this kind of a painting you will need newspaper, colored

construction paper, tempera paint, and drinking straws, each straw cut into two or three
pieces. Cover the work surface with newspaper. Place a blob of paint on the paper. Hold the
end of a drinking straw at an angle near, but not touching, the paint and blow briskly. The
paint will spread in jagged lines. Move the straw to another area where paint has collected,
and blow again. Repeat the procedure until enough designs have been made to fill the sheet.
Allow to dry. Add colored chalk accents, if desired.
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