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Brenna Thummler has always known her life is haunted. Much like
Marjorie Glatt, she grew up in a small Pennsylvania town, where
piano practice and ghost stories were part of her daily routine. It
wasn’t until she attended Ringling College of Art and Design,
however, that she realized her passion for storytelling (as well as
her hatred of laundry). Now back in her hometown, she spends her
days drawing, writing, and suspicious of her sheets.

hoopla
digital: What inspired you to create Sheets?
Brenna: Born just a few days before Halloween, I grew up with a love for all things spooky. I read only
Thummler scary stories for the greater part of my childhood: Alvin Schwartz’s collections,
Goosebumps—anything with ghosts. (I have a feeling my teachers were more concerned
than they let on.) Since then, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about ghosts and what they
would do to keep themselves entertained in the afterlife. That’s how the idea of sheet ghosts
in a laundromat was born. Iron massages, dryer thrill rides? Sounded pretty nice! I’m not
much of a fantasy reader, however, so I wanted to sprinkle this haunted whimsy throughout
a relatable human story. And that’s how the character of Marjorie came to be.
hd: Sheets often has a somber tone and deals with heavy themes like death and grieving,
tragedy, depression…yet it’s interwoven with lightheartedness and eccentric
characters that keep it from getting too heavy. How challenging was it to find that
balance between themes, writing about death and loss while still keeping it light
enough for younger readers? Was this something you felt younger readers needed to
know about?
BT: I think the difficulty is knowing how much kids can handle. However, I know they can handle
way more than most adults give them credit for. They want—and deserve—to better
understand all emotions. It’s so important for kids to feel comfortable with sadness and
comfortable discussing the struggles they will inevitably face and their natural responses to
these struggles. When we trust young readers with mature topics, they feel validated and
heard. And if I’m being honest with you, the stress I feel today is not that much different than
what I felt in middle school. (It’s all bad, friends.) Except in middle school, I wasn’t as
equipped to deal with it. Finding the balance is a matter of me drawing from my own
emotions—the heavy and the light—to prove to kids that even in the worst of times, you are
still surrounded by so much brightness.
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hd: The color scheme throughout was gorgeous. How did you
land on that?
BT: I envisioned pastels from the beginning. They scream
“laundry.” And they fit the quiet, melancholy tone of the book
while still maintaining a sort of charm. Plus, I was inspired by
my childhood as a ‘90s kid, a girl with a pastel-heavy
wardrobe and environment and mentality. There was pink
and purple everywhere.
hd: You really captured the beautiful yet melancholy vibe of
autumn in the Midwest. Knowing you grew up in
Pennsylvania, can you talk a little about that?
BT: Like I mentioned, I am practically a Halloween baby. Autumn
brought literal celebration, and as a kid, I spent my
Septembers and Octobers in a pile of leaves. Every year, I’d
visit pumpkin farms with friends and family, until I grew old
enough to visit haunted houses and fright fests.
Unfortunately, it’s impossible to truly describe the enchantment of a Pennsylvania fall; you
have to experience it for yourself. But those memories certainly influenced the story!
hd: You wrote and drew this book. What was your creative process like? Did you draw
panels as you went?
BT: I am very strictly a word-person first. I’m both shocked and awed by those who can simply
dive into a story, as if the entire plot has already happened to them and it’s just a matter of
remembering. I need a solid backbone—a fully written and edited manuscript—before I
can begin the storyboarding process. Of course, as I write, the visuals are somewhat in my
head. My manuscripts look like screenplays, with a lot of physical and emotional direction
written within the dialogue. And once I have this script, it’s just a matter of logically
breaking it down into scenes, pages, and panels, then composing and drawing! It all
sounds very mathematical, and many career tests have insisted I’m way too left-brained to
be an artist. But I think it all comes down to me being an over-planner and wanting to
make sure every moment is exactly right before I let even myself see it.
hd: Were you into drawing or reading comics as a kid?
BT: I was definitely the “art” kid growing up. I kept sketchbooks, wrote and illustrated really
disturbed, scary stories—another reason for teachers to be concerned—crafted paper
dolls, built wooden structures—you name it. I think I engaged in pretty much every artistic
endeavor EXCEPT comics. I read my first graphic novel maybe two months before I began
illustrating my first: the graphic novel adaptation of Anne of Green Gables. The very last
thing I thought I’d become was a graphic novelist, but once I found myself in this position,
I knew it was exactly right for me. Now I’m an avid reader of graphic novels!
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hd: Are there any comics you would suggest to readers looking for more like Sheets?
BT: Sheets is all about overcoming hardship, and there are so many other terrific graphic novels
that do the same. To name a few, I would suggest El Deafo by Cece Bell and New Kid by
Jerry Craft.
hd: Has the success of Sheets surprised you?
BT: Even this question surprises me. The “success of Sheets”—is that a thing? I look at creators
like Jillian and Mariko Tamaki and feel like but a doodle on one of their coffee shop receipts.
With Jillian and Mariko in the world, I’m not sure if I’ll ever truly feel successful. But hearing
any positive reaction, especially from a young reader, is enough to empower me, while still
surprising me every time. For a minute, I say, “Yes. I did this. I created a thing that people
enjoy. How cool am I?” And then I start wondering if there’s a secret online group of fake
reviewers who are just trying to make me feel better. What’s most important about any
success is that it inspires me to keep pushing forward and constantly working to improve.
hd: Sheets contains a number of Easter eggs throughout. Savvy readers might notice a
copy of Anne of Green Gables in one scene—and also your first graphic novel! Are
there any in there that readers seemed to miss?
BT: A lot of the Easter eggs are personal, so they were surely missed! All of the businesses and
even some products are named after my friends and professors. The town of Finster Bay
features a couple places from my hometown, while most of it is based off a tourist town in
Ohio: Geneva-on-the-Lake. And Spinney’s Pumpkin Farm is based on a place I used to visit
growing up: Finney’s Pumpkinville. Readers familiar with the German language will also
notice that I use it when creating names. For instance, “finster” means “dark,” “glatt” means
“smooth” or “sleek,” and “Saubertuck” loosely translates to “clean sheet.”
hd: What advice would you give to a young person that is interested in writing comics or
graphic novels?
BT: I would first tell them that I never expected I’d become a graphic novelist. At first, it was lack
of interest, assuming it was still the superhero-dominated genre I had always envisioned.
Then, it was lack of belief that I could do it. But here I am today, still dubious about my
abilities but honored and thrilled to call this my job. I am not the best writer, or illustrator,
or anything. You don’t have to be the best. But you do have to work incredibly hard and
fully dedicate yourself to this. I’d also encourage young creators to find a graphic novel they
love and study it. Watch how the illustrator captures action and emotion, composes their
pages, incorporates the dialogue. And of course, draw as much as you can and have fun
brainstorming story ideas. I believe a solid story is the necessary foundation for a good
graphic novel!
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hd: What can readers expect in the sequel, Delicates?
BT: In a way, Delicates grows up with you. It examines the complications of middle school
friendships and emphasizes flawed, struggling characters. Marjorie is questioning what it
means to be a good friend as a new character, Eliza, is tormented by Marjorie’s new friend
group. And while we see more of the endearing friendship between Marjorie and Wendell,
we also see the conflicts that arise within it. Like Sheets, Delicates celebrates truth and
imperfection, while maintaining the balance between sadness, sweetness, and humor. The
Wendell charm is back and stronger than ever, as are Mr. Duncan’s dad jokes. Above all,
readers can expect a sequel that teaches the importance of listening and acceptance.
hd: Delicates features a character who does classic film photography. Did you do much
research on photography, or was it something you already knew quite a bit about?
How did you decide to make that an element of the story?
BT: I knew from day one that I wanted Eliza, our resident photographer, to be the complete
opposite of Marjorie. She would be obsessed with ghosts; her life goal is to capture one on
film. The idea of the darkroom fascinated me, and it resonated well with both the character
of Eliza and the tone of the story. The thing that is most lovable about Eliza is that she is so
adamantly devoted to who she is. Even when the bullies are tearing her down, she refuses
to betray what is important to her. Film photography is such a massive undertaking, and it
says everything about Eliza’s character and determination. I knew absolutely nothing about
film photography before writing Delicates, so I met with our local college’s photography
professor, who demonstrated the entire process and talked me through all the basics. She
also discussed several ties between “ghosts” and darkroom photography—it couldn’t have
been more perfect.
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