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1. � e character Lil says that we are all haunted 
by something. What do you think haunts each 
of the main characters and how do they each 
deal with it?

2.  � e catastrophic events referenced—the train 
wreck and the Cocoanut Grove � re—really 
happened. Why do you think McCorkle used 
actual events? In what ways does that a� ect 
how you read the novel?

3. Harvey’s sections, told from a child’s point of 
view, are markedly di� erent from Lil’s, Frank’s, 
and Shelley’s sections. How does his point of 
view color our reading of the other sections?

4.  � ere are many references throughout the 
novel to childhood games and toys and 
keepsakes. How do they function for each 
character?

5.  Language—what is communicated as well as 
what remains unspoken—is a central theme 
in this novel, from Lil’s notes and diary entries 
to Shelley’s transcriptions to Frank’s study of 
ancient cultures. How does this relate to the 
title of the novel?

6.  At the end of the novel, Shelley is literally 
le�  standing in a threshold. How would you 
describe that threshold? What do you think 
lies ahead for her?

7. � e present storyline focuses on a day in 
Frank’s life. How would you chart his journey?

8.  � e characters all have interests woven into 
the storyline: Lil has her work as a dance 
instructor; Frank has his studies of ancient 
burial rituals; Harvey is obsessed with horror 
tales (real and imagined), his made-up 
superhero, and animal droppings; Shelley 
entertains a wholly imagined narrative (the 
book she would write) while also doing her job. 

How do these interests help us understand the 
characters’ perspectives?

9.  Frank, Shelley, and Harvey all have brothers 
who are key � gures in their lives. Discuss what 
you know about each brother and how these 
relationships a� ect the central characters’ lives.

10.  Lil spends a lot of time thinking about her 
marriage to Frank, with particular emphasis 
on one period of time. How does she resolve 
her feelings about his a� air? How do you feel 
about her decision?

11.  Grief is central in the lives of all four of the 
main characters. How has it a� ected the way 
they live?

12.  In the a� ermath of both the train wreck and 
the � re, people were identi� ed by tags or 
scars or the contents of pockets. Discuss the 
relevance of these lists.

13.  � e four central characters’ lives are all 
signi� cantly in� uenced by their relationships 
with their parents. Which character’s situation 
were you most drawn to? Even a� er we’ve 
lost parents, how do they live on for us and 
inform our lives?

14. Were you surprised by the ending? If so, why? 
If not, why did you expect it?

15. What kinds of things have you saved over the 
years, and why these speci� c things? Do you 
have any talismans? 
Would the meaning 
of these keepsakes 
be evident to anyone 
else, and if not, why 
not?
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