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About the Book

A sophisticated and suspenseful novel about the poignant lives of two women living in different eras.

On the day John F. Kennedy is inaugurated, Claire, an uncompromising young wife and mother obsessed with the 

glamour of Jackie O, struggles over the decision of whether to stay in a loveless marriage or follow the man she loves 

and whose baby she may be carrying. Decades earlier, in 1919, Vivien Lowe, an obituary writer, is searching for her 

lover who disappeared in the Great San Francisco Earthquake of 1906. By telling the stories of the dead, Vivien not only 

helps others cope with their grief but also begins to understand the devastation of her own terrible loss. The surprising 

connection between Claire and Vivien will change the life of one of them in unexpected and extraordinary ways.

Part literary mystery and part love story, THE OBITUARY WRITER examines expectations of marriage and love, the 

roles of wives and mothers, and the emotions of grief, regret and hope.

Discussion Guide

1. The Obituary Writertakes place in two different eras. Describe some of the period details in the novel that help bring 

these two different eras to life. How has the world changed between 1919 and 1961, and how has it stayed the same? In 

what ways are Claire and Vivian defined by the eras in which they live?

2. Claire fixates on the inauguration of John F. Kennedy and, in particular, on the glamour of Jackie Kennedy. Why do 

you think Claire is so interested in Jackie? What does the myth of the Kennedys represent to Claire?

3. What is it about the disappearance of Dougie Daniels that causes Claire to reexamine her own life?

4. What do Claire and Vivian have in common as characters? Who is stronger, and who is weaker? What kind of 
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strength does each possess?

5. Vivian loses a lover. Lotte loses a child. Peter loses his mother. Describe the different ways in which the characters in 

the novel experience loss.

6. Love takes both women by surprise. What does Claire?s love affair with Miles have in common with Vivian?s affair 

with David? How do they differ?

7. The ?Claire? chapters of the novel all begin with epigraphs from Emily Post. What role do manners, etiquette, and the 

expectations of society have to play in the novel?

8. What does Vivian have to teach Claire, in the end? What has Vivian?s life taught her, and what wisdom does she 

impart?

9. Vivian says of grief, ?It never really goes away, it just changes shape.? How has Vivian?s grief changed shape over 

the course of her life?

10. In the end, Claire asks Vivian the same question that Vivian has asked so many strangers: ?Tell me about your loved 

one.? Do both women help each other to move on in the end?

11. In listening to mourners and telling the stories of their loved ones, Vivian finds a way of processing her own terrible 

loss. In your own life, do you find that sharing stories helps people process emotion and come to terms with grief? Does 

hearing the stories of others help?
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