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About the Book

"Something in this book...suggests the work of Joseph Conrad. A more powerful comparison, in terms of the plumbing 

of the depths of familial transgression and the appalling revisiting of the past upon the present, might be with William 

Faulkner." --Patrick McGrath, The New York Times Book Review 

"An emotionally stunning, artistically satisfying novel...The pace races at a blistering pitch, yet not so fast that one 

escapes thinking about the nature of guilt and innocence and of love." --Beverly Langer, San Francisco Chronicle 

Discussion Guide

1. In the entry entitled "The Braid," Marcus Brennan recounts watching his mother braid her hair. Do you see any 

significance between that memory and the way Brennan structures his narrative? What are the strands of narrative in the 

novel? By using this structure, what does Frederick Busch accomplish in terms of directing the reader's experience of 

Brennan's story?

2. The novel contains many scenes of characters being compelled to write "the truth" and then having their writing and 

the motives behind it questioned. How does this color your response to the novel, which is itself another truth-telling? Is 

this final version of Brennan's "truth" credible to you? Why?

3. Where do you place Brennan's captivity, his interrogation, and torture in the time frame of the narrative? Are these his 

manufactured memories or a metaphor for his current life? When exactly is Goblin shot down? Do the characters in the 

jungle scenes have counterparts in Brennan's exterior life?

4. When Marcus and Estella meet for the first time, he notices that she brightens, literally, after he rudely derides the 

disapproving prison guard: "I turned back to my client. She was beaming. Color came into her face, even her lips, which 
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had been quite pale. Her eyes looked lively for an instant." What is being communicated between the two of them here? 

Discuss how the ebb and flow of Estella's association with certain colors translates into an emotional barometer over the 

course of the novel.

5. What does the violence of Estella and Marcus's relationship unlock for him?

6. The image of shoes is repeated with growing importance as the novel progresses. Discuss the way the image gains 

importance as the story unfolds. What do you make of Marcus stealing the laces from his son's shoes to carry out his 

final plans?

7. Every member of the Brennan family seems isolated from the others, trapped in his or her own inescapable web of 

stories, and yet they try to touch one another through the context of their falsehoods. Identify those stories and the way 

they are used by each character to both reach out and stay safe simultaneously. What does it say about Marcus that he is 

so slow to comprehend that his daughter has been lying to him?

8. Which of Brennan's actions, if any, do you find defensible? Is he a sympathetic character? Empathetic? Is there any 

particular point in his confession at which you felt his character was beyond redemption? What of the other characters? 

Can you distinguish a single, overarching motive that unites these people?

9. War takes on an agency here that makes it more of a character than a setting. Consider where Brennan's references to 

war appear: the jungle and the courtroom. Consider also the moment in which he first sees and then "rescues" Rochelle 

at the antiwar demonstration. Why does Marcus, who never went to war, associate with it so intensely? Why do you 

think Marcus chose law as his profession?

10. In her closing argument for the prosecution, the assistant district attorney states, "Laws are not to be broken. 

Anything else, outside the law, is just words, just stories." Discuss this idea in terms of what you've learned about the 

idea of story through the novel.

11. In the end, do you think Marcus was more fearful of being found out a liar or having to own up to the abuse of his 

childhood? Does this offer any clue as to his understanding of how to arm "the weapon" that is Estella? Which is the 

more dreadful admission: what we did or what we couldn't do?

12. You the reader are the "Dear Rochelle" to which the novel is ultimately addressed. Taking the intimacy of this shared 

perspec-tive to its natural conclusion, how do you respond to Marcus and this novel? What is your closing argument?

Author Bio

Since 1971, award-winning author Frederick Busch has published more than twenty works of fiction and non-fiction, 

including the novels The Mutual Friend, about Charles Dickens, Rounds, Invisible Mending, Sometimes I Live in 

the Country, Harry and Catherine, Long Way from Home, and the bestselling Closing Arguments and Girls. A 

compilation of his short fiction,The Children in the Woods: New and Selected Stories, was a finalist for the 

PEN/Faulkner Award in 1995. His most recent books are A Dangerous Profession, a collection of essays about the 

writing life, and Letters to a Fiction Writer, an anthology for which he served as both editor and contributor. A new 



short story collection, Don't Tell Anyone, will be published early in 2001.

Critical Praise

"[A] wry, inventive, glimmeringly intelligent book. "
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