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A Note from the Author 

Could you tell us a little bit about your 
background, and when you decided that you 
wanted to lead a literary life?

I grew up in rural Vermont in the 1970s and 80s. 
As a child, I lived inside my imagination, playing in 
the woods and in the wild spaces near our home. 
Later, I lost myself inside the books that I brought 
home from our local library. Books gave me access 
to worlds beyond the small town where I lived. 
And writing eventually became a natural extension 
of reading; I wrote the stories I wanted to read, 
the ones that weren’t on the library shelves. This 
passion was nurtured by many teachers along the 
way, as well as established writers who mentored 
me, and despite dalliances with other possible 
futures, I always returned to this love of language 
and literature. By the time I went off to college, I 
was fully committed to becoming a writer. 

Is there a book that most influenced your life? Or 
inspired you to become a writer? 

In terms of fiction, there have been so many 
authors and novels that have shaped who I am 
as a writer. When I was in high school, I was 
obsessed with Sylvia Plath’s poetry—and looking 
back now I can see the borrowed cadences of her 
language lingering in my own writing. In college, 
I looked to John Irving for intricate and expansive 
plots and vivid characters. Toni Morrison’s novels 
have inspired me to strive for depth and breadth 
of theme and meaning. And Anaïs Nin’s journals 
showed me how one who writes must be one 
who embraces and experiences all aspects of life. 
Nonfiction books that have inspired me include 
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Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott and Writing Down 
the Bones by Natalie Goldberg.

How did you become a writer? Would you care to 
share any writing tips?

After I completed my undergraduate studies, 
I pursued a masters in English followed by a 
master of fine arts in creative writing. I wrote my 
first novel in college (Tygers & Berries: A Modern 
Inferno, which—thankfully—never saw the light 
of day) and another novel (Paper Rain—also 
relegated to the archives) in graduate school. It 
wasn’t until I wrote my third novel that I finally 
found an agent and, eventually, a publisher. But 
in the end, it wasn’t publication that made me a 
writer, it was writing. I became a writer by writing. 
Writing short stories and poetry and so many 
books. I wrote every day. I wrote well, and I wrote 
terribly. I wrote when I was inspired and when 
the blank page felt like a sort of torture. The only 
advice that I have about how to become a writer is 
that books do not write themselves, people do. And 
the only way this will happen is if you sit down, 
every single day, and work. A writer without a work 
ethic is not a writer but a dreamer.

What was the inspiration for this novel? 

This novel was inspired by the true story of a 
little girl named Sally Horner. In 1948, she was 
kidnapped by a convicted felon named Frank 
La Salle. She was eleven years old. And it was 
her kidnapping that informed Nabokov’s Lolita; 
Nabokov even references Sally in one of his famous 
parentheticals when Humbert Humbert ruminates, 



(Had I done to Dolly, perhaps, what Frank Lasalle, 
a fifty-year-old mechanic, had done to eleven-year-
old Sally Horner in 1948?). At the time that I 
began to write this novel, my youngest daughter 
was also eleven years old. I became consumed 
with the need to understand how La Salle was 
able to get away with such a brazen crime and 
why those who could have saved her continually 
failed to do so. I was also interested in how it was 
that she survived this nearly two-year ordeal. The 
answers to these questions did not exist in the 
dozens of news articles I read, and so I sought 
them in my imagination.

Can you tell us about what research, if any, 
you did before writing this novel? Do you have 
firsthand experience with its subject? Base any of 
the characters on people from your own life? What 
is the most interesting or surprising thing you 
learned as you set out to tell your story?

I first read about Sally in Sarah Weinman’s long-
form essay, “The Real Lolita,” published in Hazlitt. 
But from there, I scoured newspapers from that 
time period. I looked through yearbooks, and 
census records, and a comprehensive historical 
website for Camden, NJ. I studied photos of 
Sally’s neighborhood and read extensively about 
the places that Frank took her. I also drew upon 
my own experiences—especially for the Atlantic 
City portion of the novel. We spent many summer 
vacations in Atlantic City (before the legalization 
of gambling). It was with tremendous nostalgia 
for that lost city that I approached this part of 
the novel. I also read other kidnapping survivors’ 
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memoirs to understand a victim’s mind-set and 
how men like Frank La Salle manage to manipulate 
and control their victims.

Are you currently working on another book? And if 
so, can you tell us what it’s about?

My next novel, Keeping Lucy, will be out 
next summer. It was inspired by a “school” in 
Massachusetts—Belchertown State School for the 
Feeble-Minded—which was exposed in the early 
1970s as being a virtual house of horrors for its 
“students.” Keeping Lucy is about the lengths a 
mother will go to save her child. Set in 1971, it 
is also about a woman staking claim to her own 
life. I’ve been describing it as being like “Thelma 
and Louise” if they had kids along with them. 
Like Rust & Stardust, it also traverses many miles: 
from a tony suburb in western Massachusetts to a 
roadside mermaid show in Florida.



Finding Sally Horner

At the time that I first learned about Sally’s 
abduction, my youngest daughter was eleven years 
old, the same age as Sally when she was abducted. 
Perhaps for this reason, I initially found myself 
drawn to the story of her mother, Ella Horner, a 
seamstress raising two daughters alone after her 
second husband’s suicide. And the deeper I dug 
into the story, the more I became consumed by all 
those people in Sally’s life who were left behind: 
her sister, her brother-in-law, the group of girls to 
which she wanted so desperately to belong. But 
most of all, I was captivated by Sally, though for 
a long time she remained elusive to me as one of 
Nabokov’s butterflies.

The contrast between the photo of Sally at the 
time of her kidnapping (left) and later at her 
rescue (right) is stunning; the transformation 
from child to young woman, from innocence to 
world-weariness is obvious. Where she was once 
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luminous, she now appears, somehow, eclipsed. 
But her eyes, those pale eyes, retain an alarming 
glimmer. A certain, irrepressible optimism. I 
needed to understand the girl in these photos 
and what effect the experience of her abduction 
had on her.

In the early drafts of the novel, I included Frank La 
Salle’s point of view. But what I soon realized was 
that Nabokov had already done that, had already 
given voice to the abductor while effectively 
silencing his victim. As a writer, I had the power to 
give voice to these characters. And so ultimately, I 
excised Frank’s point of view and gave the story 
over to Sally and her family and friends; I knew 
that this novel needed to belong to the people 
whose lives were shattered. 

This story belongs to Sally.



Recommended Reading

Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov

Nabokov’s classic novel about Humbert Humbert, 
a thirty-seven-year-old man who falls in love with 
a twelve-year-old “nymphet,” was an explosive 
piece of literature when it was first published, 
but has become one of the most iconic novels of 
all times. Subject matter aside, it is a virtuosic in 
language and a brilliant puzzle of allusions.

 

The Real Lolita by Sarah Weinman

For readers of Rust & Stardust who are interested 
in discovering more about Sally’s kidnapping, this 
book—part true crime, part literary criticism—
showcases Weinman’s extensive research into the 
abduction as well as her exhaustive exploration of 
the genesis of Lolita.
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1. What did you know about the novel Lolita — 
either from your own studies, or as portrayed 
in popular film adaptations—before reading 
Rust & Stardust? Did reading Sally’s story 
change your opinion about Nabokov’s novel?

2. To what extent do you think the author took 
artistic liberties with this work? What does it 
take for a novelist to bring a “real” character 
to life? What do you think an author’s 
responsibility is to the truth when depicting 
historical events or people?

3.  We are taught, as young readers, that every 
story has a “moral.” Is there a moral to this 
novel? If so, what is it?

4. What can we learn about our world—and 
ourselves—from Sally’s story?

5. Each of the point-of-view characters in this 
story are united by the common tragedy of 
Sally’s disappearance. But the story is not 
entirely tragic, in that Sally has a lasting 
effect on the lives of each of these characters. 
Discuss the impact she has on Vivi, Sister Mary 
Katherine, Lena, and Ruth.

6. Who do you think the hero(ine) of this story is? 
Why?

7. Discuss Ella Horner’s role in Sally’s kidnapping. 
Do you blame her for not picking up on 
Sally’s ambivalence about going to the shore 
with Frank? For her delay in notifying the 
authorities? How would this story be different 
if it had occurred in 2018 rather than 1948?

Reading Group Questions



8. Motherhood is a theme explored through 
a variety of characters. Discuss the various 
mothers (and maternal figures) in this story.

9. How do you feel that we never get inside Frank 
La Salle’s head? Did you find yourself needing 
to understand his motives? How would 
the novel be different if it offered Frank’s 
perspective as well?

10. Discuss the title, which comes from Lolita—
in a poem written by Humbert Humbert. 
(Dolores Haze is Lolita’s real name.)

 
My car is limping, Dolores Haze 
And the last long lap is the hardest, 
And I shall be dumped where the weed decays, 
And the rest is rust and stardust. 

 

How does it relate to Sally’s story?


