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Sarah Dessen's Lock and Key is a poignant coming-of-age story that delves into the complexities of
family dynamics, the struggles of adolescence, and the importance of finding one's place in the
world. Known for her ability to capture the emotional intricacies of teenage life, Dessen crafts this
narrative with a delicate touch, exploring themes of abandonment, friendship, and the significance
of trust. Through the protagonist, Ruby, readers embark on a journey that is both heart-wrenching
and inspiring, encouraging them to confront their own fears and uncertainties.

Plot Overview

Lock and Key follows the life of Ruby, a sixteen-year-old girl who has spent most of her life taking
care of herself. Abandoned by her mother, Ruby has learned to navigate the world on her own,
developing a tough exterior to mask her vulnerabilities. However, her life takes a dramatic turn
when she is taken in by her estranged older sister, Cora, after being discovered living alone in a
dilapidated house.

Ruby's Struggles

Ruby's journey is marked by a series of challenges that resonate with many young adults:

1. Isolation: Ruby has always felt like an outsider. Her experiences of neglect and abandonment have
left her feeling isolated from her peers and the world around her.



2. Trust Issues: Having been let down by her mother, Ruby struggles to trust others, including her
sister and new friends. This theme of trust is central to her character development.

3. Identity Crisis: As Ruby adjusts to her new life with Cora, she grapples with questions of who she
is and what she wants to become, often reflecting on her past experiences.

Thematic Elements

Dessen weaves several key themes throughout Lock and Key that enhance the emotional depth of
the story:

Family and Relationships

- Sisterhood: The relationship between Ruby and Cora is pivotal in the narrative. Cora represents
stability and support, while Ruby's perception of their bond evolves as she begins to understand the
sacrifices Cora has made.

- Friendship: Ruby's interactions with her new friends, particularly with a boy named Nate, show the
importance of forming connections and how these relationships can help her heal.

- Abandonment: The theme of abandonment is explored through Ruby's memories of her mother’s
neglect and the profound impact it has on her emotional well-being.

Coming of Age

Ruby's story is a classic coming-of-age tale. Throughout the novel, she learns to:

- Accept Help: One of Ruby's greatest challenges is learning to accept help from others. Her journey
illustrates that vulnerability can lead to strength and growth.

- Confront the Past: As Ruby grapples with her past, she must confront the pain of her childhood and
learn to forgive, both herself and her mother.

- Embrace Change: The transition from her old life to living with Cora represents a significant
change that Ruby must embrace for her personal growth.

Character Development

The characters in Lock and Key are richly developed, each contributing to Ruby's journey in
meaningful ways.

Ruby's Growth

- Initial State: At the start of the novel, Ruby is wary and defensive. Her self-reliance has been a
double-edged sword, protecting her but also isolating her.
- Transformation: As Ruby navigates her new life, she begins to open up. Her relationship with Nate



and Cora helps her to discover her value and worth.
- Final Acceptance: By the end of the story, Ruby learns to accept her circumstances and recognize
that she is deserving of love and support.

Cora's Role

Cora serves as both a mentor and a source of tension for Ruby. Her character embodies:

- Stability: Cora provides a safe haven for Ruby, representing the stability she has long been without.
- Conflict: Their relationship is fraught with misunderstandings, reflecting the complexities of
sisterhood and the struggle to connect after years of separation.

- Support: Cora’s unwavering support becomes essential for Ruby’s growth, as she encourages her
sister to confront her fears.

Nate's Influence

Nate is a significant character who plays a crucial role in Ruby's emotional journey:

- Friendship: Nate’s kindness and genuine concern for Ruby showcase the power of friendship in
overcoming personal struggles.

- Romantic Interest: As Ruby develops feelings for Nate, their relationship highlights the theme of
trusting others and opening oneself up to love.

- Understanding: Nate’s understanding of Ruby’s struggles allows her to feel seen and accepted,
which is critical for her healing process.

Writing Style and Tone

Sarah Dessen’s writing style is characterized by:

- Relatable Narration: Dessen’s ability to create relatable characters allows readers to connect
deeply with Ruby’s story, making her experiences feel authentic.

- Emotional Depth: The tone is often reflective and introspective, capturing the complexities of
Ruby's emotions as she navigates her challenges.

- Imagery and Symbolism: The title itself, Lock and Key, serves as a metaphor for Ruby’s emotional
state—locked away from her feelings and experiences until she finds the key to unlock her true self.

Critical Reception

Lock and Key has received praise for its authentic portrayal of teenage struggles and its exploration
of themes like family, trust, and resilience. Critics have noted:

- Empathy: Dessen’s ability to evoke empathy in readers, allowing them to understand and feel
Ruby's pain and triumphs.



- Impactful Themes: The relevance of the themes discussed, particularly regarding the importance of
support systems during adolescence.

- Character Relatability: Many readers find themselves reflected in Ruby’s journey, making the story
resonate on a personal level.

Conclusion

In Lock and Key, Sarah Dessen masterfully tells a story that is both heartwarming and heart-
wrenching. Through Ruby's journey of self-discovery, readers are invited to reflect on their own
experiences with trust, family, and personal growth. The novel serves not only as a tale of resilience
but also as a reminder of the transformative power of love and connection. As Ruby learns to unlock
her heart and accept the help of those around her, readers are left with a sense of hope and
inspiration, affirming that even the most locked doors can be opened with the right key.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Sarah Dessen's 'Lock and Key'?

The main themes of 'Lock and Key' include family dynamics, personal growth, and the journey of
self-discovery, particularly focusing on the importance of relationships and finding one's place in the
world.

Who are the main characters in 'Lock and Key'?

The main characters in 'Lock and Key' are Ruby, a teenager who has been abandoned by her mother,
and Nate, a kind-hearted boy who helps her navigate her new life after being taken in by a family
friend.

How does Ruby's past affect her relationships in 'Lock and
Key'?

Ruby's troubled past and feelings of abandonment lead her to struggle with trust and vulnerability,
impacting her relationships with Nate and others as she learns to open up and accept help.

What role does the setting play in 'Lock and Key'?

The setting of 'Lock and Key' plays a significant role in reflecting Ruby's emotional state, from her
initial feelings of isolation to her gradual acceptance of her new environment and the warmth of her
foster family.

What message does Sarah Dessen convey about family in 'Lock
and Key'?

In 'Lock and Key', Sarah Dessen conveys that family is not solely defined by blood relations, but can
also be formed through love, support, and chosen connections, highlighting the importance of
community.



How does 'Lock and Key' address issues of mental health?

The novel addresses issues of mental health by exploring Ruby's feelings of worthlessness and
anxiety stemming from her past, and how supportive relationships can aid in healing and personal
growth.

What literary devices does Sarah Dessen use in 'Lock and
Key'?

Sarah Dessen employs various literary devices in 'Lock and Key', including symbolism,
foreshadowing, and vivid imagery to enhance character development and theme exploration.

Is 'Lock and Key' suitable for young adult readers?

Yes, 'Lock and Key' is suitable for young adult readers as it addresses relatable themes of
adolescence, identity, and the challenges of growing up, making it a popular choice among this
demographic.
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