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Synopsis
I watch the wagon
until I see nothing on the open plain.
For the first time ever,
I am alone.
May is helping out on a neighbor’s homestead—just until Christmas, her pa
promises. But when a terrible turn of events leaves her all alone, she must try to find
food and fuel—and courage—to make it through the approaching winter.
This gorgeous novel in verse by Caroline Starr Rose will transport you to the Kansas
prairie—to the endless grassland, and to the suﬀocating closeness of the sod house
where May is stranded.
May’s eloquent yet straightforward voice, and her bravery, determination, and
willingness to risk it all will capture your heart.

Praise for May B.
Junior Library Guild selection
Starred Review, Kirkus Reviews
As unforgiving as the western Kansas prairies, this extraordinary verse novel—
Rose’s debut—paints a gritty picture of late-19th-century frontier life from the
perspective of a 12-year-old dyslexic girl named Mavis Elizabeth Betterly… May B.
for short.
If May is a brave, stubborn fighter, the short, free-verse lines are one-two punches
in this Laura Ingalls Wilder–inspired ode to the human spirit.
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Starred Review, Publisher’s Weekly
The spare free-verse poems eﬀectively sketch this quietly courageous heroine,
the allure and dangers of the open prairie, and the claustrophobic sod house
setting. Tension mounts as the weather worsens and supplies dwindle. May’s
struggle with reading is particularly aﬀecting, and readers will recognize her
unnamed and poorly understood diﬃculty as dyslexia. Writing with
compassion and a wealth of evocative details, Rose oﬀers a memorable heroine
and a testament to the will to survive.

Heroes come in all sizes, and my newest hero is a pint-sized girl named Mavis
Elizabeth Betterly. Armed with only her book, a broom, and a lot of sheer grit,
May B. faces the terrors of school, winter, and the west Kansas prairie.
Caroline Starr Rose tells May's story in simple, moving verse that captures the
joy of family, the gloomy isolation of a dirt soddy, and the determination of one
scared but indomitable young person. May B. is a girl you'll be proud to know.
—author Karen Cushman

May B.'s incredible adventure gripped me right from the beginning. You can
almost hear—and feel—the cold prairie winds of Kansas whipping through the
pages of Caroline Starr Rose's impressive first novel.
—author Deborah Hopkinson

In language as stark and beautiful as the Kansas prairie, Rose oﬀers a tale of
survival. With nothing sugar coated and everything surprising, readers will fall
into the story and connect to May B.'s resilient and humble character. A great
antidote to the hooked up, plugged-in age.
—author Kelly Easton
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Major Themes and Topics
self worth
courage
maintaining hope
survival
shame
dyslexia
frontier history

Pre-Reading Activities
• Free Write: Who you are is based on what you can do. Do you agree or
disagree with this statement? Explain your answer.
• Plains Maps
• KWL graphic organizer: frontier facts (first two columns)
• May B. trailer

• Travel Log

Reading Activities

• discussion questions
• compare and contrast
• figurative language
• sod houses video
• KWL graphic organizer: frontier facts (third column)
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Post-Reading Activities
Flora and Fauna
May B. mentions a number of plants and animals native to Kansas. Pick a plant
or animal from the list below and learn more about it.
wild mustard
coneflower
North American badger
grasses of the short grass prairie

meadowlark
gray wolf
jackrabbit
currant bush

American bison
plum tree
rainbow trout
sunflower

Soddy Living
Cut two pieces of 20-foot string and two pieces of 16-foot string. Lay the string
out on the floor to create a rectangle. Have students measure furniture at
home. Using butcher paper, trace out the dimensions of two beds, a table, a
stove, and a dresser and “furnish” your soddy with your paper cut outs. Imagine
a family of four living inside this space!
Recipes
Send a self-addressed stamped envelope to the address below for free
sourdough starter. Recipes can be found here.
Oregon Trail Sourdough
P. O. Box 321
Jeﬀerson, MD 21755 USA
May’s reader is available online! Here’s the poem The Voice of the Wind.
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Interior Plains

Great Plains

Types of Prairies

Circle Kansas on each map.
May lived in west Kansas. What type of grass grows there? _________________________
Western Kansas is part of both the ____________ Plains and ____________Plains.
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KWL Chart: Life on the Frontier
Before you begin reading May B., list details in the first two columns. Fill in
the last column while reading the book.
What I Know

What I Want to Know

What I’ve Learned
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Discussion Questions
May says boys are necessary and compares herself to the Wright baby, a child who
died not three weeks old. With these things in mind, describe what May thinks of
herself at the beginning of the book.
May struggles with dyslexia. Before “listening” to her attempts to read, what
were some clues that let you know she had trouble in school?
Once the Oblingers leave, May goes through a range of emotions. Pick three
emotions she experiences and find passages to support them.
In your opinion, what poem represents May’s lowest point? Why?
The prairie can be described as a character in the book. Do you agree or
disagree with this statement? Explain your answer.
How does May change through the course of the story? Support your answer
with quotes from the text.
In poem 121, May reads the poem “The Voice of the Wind”. When she realizes
the last part of the poem has been torn away, she says, But today, / it’s my turn to
make my own ending. What do you think she means?
May alludes to the fairy tale “Handsel and Gretel” in poem 61 when she
mentions a bread-crumb path. Compare poem 61 with poem 145, where Mr.
Chapman says, “I found a hole, / some footprints, / and the house empty. / Followed
those prints / until I found you.”
Hiram and May both long to find the (imaginary) place where land touches sky.
Even though May comes to realize this place doesn’t exist, she continues to
search for it. Why do you think this is?

8

Compare and Contrast
Samson and May
Then maybe, / like Samson in the Bible, / I’d be useless too.
Samson was a biblical character whose strength remained only if he didn’t cut
his hair. In poems 3, 4, and 109, May references Samson. In what ways are May
and Samson similar? In what ways are they diﬀerent?
Mrs. Oblinger and May
She hated me, / I think. / She thought I hated her. / Did I, / really? / Where we so very
diﬀerent? Mrs. Oblinger and May are very diﬀerent from one another, and yet
they share similarities, too. Make a list of the ways they are similar and
diﬀerent.
The wolf and May
Pain claws at my middle. / I know hunger too.
In what way are May and wolf similar? In what ways are they diﬀerent?

Figurative Language
Her eyes / study me like a lesson.
This soddy’s like an island / far from any shoreline
[He] drives, / fast as lightning sparks fire, / quick as flames consume the prairie.
The [wolf] pack rolled oﬀ like summer storm clouds.
Sometimes I see wagon ruts, / a memory pressed in dried mud.
...The stars / scattered like marbles across the heavens.
Create a list of nouns. Place each noun on a separate notecard. Distribute two
notecards per student. Have students come up with similes or metaphors
comparing the two words.
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