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Jenna Ward’s world turns completely upside-down in the matter of minutes. Less than minutes, actually, because it only takes a few moments for her to realize that her father is dead. One minute he is being called for dinner, and the next he is tumbling down the roof that he was trying to mend. Meanwhile, all the way on the other side of town, Mike MacKenzie is having the time of his life at his parents’ Fourth of July party. It’s his birthday, Amy likes him, and today he’s going to show off his grandfather’s old rifle.

The news of Mr. Ward’s death reaches every corner of the town by the following morning. Mike and his best friend Joe don’t doubt what the cause of death could have been, and they immediately make plans to hide the rifle and get their stories straight. Their families, their friends, the police, Jenna and her mom . . . none of them will ever know who fired the deadly shot that hit Jenna’s dad. Telling their secret would mean horrible things. But is keeping the secret even worse?

While Mike struggles to come to terms with what he has done, and what he should do now, Jenna struggles to accept her new life, which bears no resemblance to her old one. And the police struggle with evidence that brings them closer and closer to discovering the events of that horrific night. Relationships change, some are lost forever, and some come together in ways that you might never have imagined.

Read-Alikes
Other books by Joyce McDonald for young adults:
· Comfort Creek (1996)

· Devil on My Heels (2004)

· Shades of Simon Gray (2001)

· Shadow People (2000)

· Swallowing Stones (1997)

· And a short story was published in Don’t Cramp My Style (2004; Lisa Rowe Fraustino, ed.)

Big Mouth and Ugly Girl by Joyce Carol Oates
The story of a sixteen-year-old boy accused of threatening to blow up the high school and an outcast girl who knows the truth about the situation. Themes of friendship, family, loyalty, and betrayal guide readers through to the end of this novel.

Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson
A traumatic event devastates Melinda and ruins her first year of high school. She is hurt and isolated, until she if finally about to stand up for herself and speak out. Hopefully, someone hears the truth.

Monster by Walter Dean Myers
A sixteen-year-old black man was at the scene of the crime, and now he is being tried for murder. Will he be able to prove his innocence to the court? To his family? To himself?

Godless by Pete Hautman
A group of high school friends learn what it means to take chances, stick together, and learn from experiences and each other. But when too many risks result in one of them getting hurt, will they decide to depend on faith and friendship?

You Don’t Know Me by David Klass
You can act a certain way, and people begin to believe that you are a certain way. Hilarious and horrible, John describes his life on the inside and the outside. It’s a good thing that you can control what you let people know . . . but you can’t control the truth.

Martyn Pig by Kevin Brooks

In order to avoid having his life turned upside-down even more than it already was, Martyn decides to hide the fact of his father’s accidental death. He enlists a friend to help him hide the body.

Whirligig by Paul Fleischman
One decision, one action, one moment can change the world. At sixteen years old, Brent learns the hard way that all actions have consequences, but he finds it possible to learn, grow up, and admit the truth.
Discussion Questions
Themes displayed in Swallowing Stones include accidental death, loss of a family member, guns, coming-of-age, secrets, inevitable truth, making decisions, and ethical responsibility.

1. Did you enjoy reading the book? What was your favorite part? What didn't you like about it?

2. Why do you think the author chose to tell this story?

3. Does the story have a happy ending? Could the plot have been resolved differently? How?

4. Does the book appeal more to your emotions or your intellect (does it make you feel or make you think)? How and why?

5. Was the author fairly descriptive in the way she wrote the book? Was she better at describing the concrete or the abstract? Was the author clear about what she was trying to say, or were you confused by some of what you read? How did this affect your reading of the book?

6. What is stronger in the book, plot or character development? Why?

7. What are the most important relationships in the book?

8. How do some of the relationships change throughout the book? Contrast Michael and Joe and discuss how Michael feels betrayed by his friend at various points in the novel.

9. Does the book leave you wanting to know more about the characters?

10. Which characters were the most important? Which characters did you wish had a larger role?

11. How do you think it might have been different if just one character was telling the story?

12. Are the characters independent from or dependent upon each other?

13. Did the characters make choices you might not have agreed with? How do these choices change the story (or not)?

14. Have you ever been in a situation where you had a really difficult decision to make?

15. What are the ethical risks to keeping a vital secret?

16. Why do you think Amy kept Michael's secret? How does she help him face the truth?

17. Consider the main characters: What do they believe in? What are they willing to fight for? How do their beliefs change from the beginning to the end of the story?

18. Why does Michael's father need to believe that Joe was the one who fired the gun?

19. How do the characters help one another develop through the novel?

20. What are the risks of young people and guns?

21. Discuss how the accidental death of Charlie Ward may be considered manslaughter.

22. How does tragedy affect different people?

23. Why does Michael feel the need to watch Jenna Ward's house? Do you feel that his actions could be construed as a form of stalking?

24. Jenny and her mom form a bond over the mutual guilt surrounding Charlie Ward's death. How does guilt affect different people?

25. What are the stones that Michael must swallow? Discuss what stones he must swallow in the future.
