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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

We see Gretel as a child in Germany, a teen in France, a young woman in Australia, and 
through many decades of life in London. What changes did you notice in Gretel’s personality 
throughout the years?

How does Gretel as a mother compare to her own mother? What similarities do you notice? 
What differences? How do you think Gretel’s feelings toward her own parents affected her 
ability to be a parent herself?

When Gretel and Kurt meet in Australia and talk about their lives since the war, Kurt says, 
“I don’t remember making any conscious decisions about my life. It was all laid out for me 
so young” (250). What do you think of that statement? When do young people gain a 
responsibility for their own lives?

Kurt asks Gretel, “Why do you struggle to call things what they are?” (251) She refuses to say 
her brother’s name or the name of her former residence in Germany. How do you think this 
affects the way Gretel processes her emotions? Can you relate?

Gretel insists to Kurt that she doesn’t wish the Allies had lost the war, despite the personal 
advantages she would have gained. Kurt doesn’t believe her: “You’re lying. . . . You are. I 
can see it in your face. You need to tell yourself that you wouldn’t so you can feel a sense of 
moral superiority, but I don’t believe you for even a moment” (253) Do you believe Gretel? 
Later, when Alex Darcy-Witt suggests that Gretel wishes Germany had won the war, she 
responds, “No one wins a war” (355). Why do you think she answers differently this time?

In nearly every stage of her life, Gretel keeps her past a secret—both out of shame and out 
of fear for her own safety. If you were able to speak with Gretel at any point in her life, what 
would you say to her about her choice to stay silent? What would you say to her after she 
finally comes forward with the truth?

David never knows about the daughter he conceived with 
Gretel. What do you think of Gretel’s decision not to tell him 
about her pregnancy?

When Alex confronts Gretel and tries to intimidate her 
following Madelyn’s overdose, he tells her a bit about his 
abusive, alcoholic parents and his childhood in the foster 
system. How is pain passed through the generations in this 
novel? When and how do characters successfully end the 
cycle of inflicting harm on the next generation?

What did you think about how Gretel chose to end her story? 
Did you expect her to make such a drastic choice? Did that 
one choice change your perception of her character? 
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