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About the Book

From the beloved author of INHERITANCE: "a haunting, moving, and propulsive exploration of family secrets? 

(Meg Wolitzer, author of THE INTERESTINGS).

Two families. One night. A constellation of lives changed forever.

An ancient majestic oak stands beneath the stars on Division Street. And under the tree sits Ben Wilf, a retired doctor, 

and 10-year-old Waldo Shenkman, a brilliant, lonely boy who is pointing out his favorite constellations. Waldo doesn?t 

realize it, but he and Ben have met before. And they will again, and again. Across time and space, and shared destiny.

Division Street is full of secrets. An impulsive lie begets a secret --- one that will forever haunt the Wilf family. And the 

Shenkmans, who move into the neighborhood many years later, bring secrets of their own. Spanning 50 kaleidoscopic 

years, on a street --- and in a galaxy --- where stars collapse and stories collide, these two families become bound in 

ways they never could have imagined.

Urgent and compassionate, SIGNAL FIRES is a magical story for our times, a literary tour de force by a masterful 

storyteller at the height of her powers. It's a luminous meditation on family, memory and the healing power of 

interconnectedness.

Discussion Guide

1. How would Sarah and Theo?s lives have been different if she had told the truth about the circumstances of the car 

wreck? What personality traits were revealed in Sarah and Theo during the novel?s opening scene? How did these traits 

shape the outcomes of their lives? 
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2. How does the novel?s oscillating timeline reflect the human experience of looking back on the past and making 

hopeful predictions about the future? What was it like to learn about the characters through moments that weren?t linear? 

What cultural shifts were captured in those five decades? What remained the same throughout the years?

3. Ben?s profession puts him at the center of moments of life and death. Sarah?s career is anchored in storytelling, while 

Theo masters the art of preparing ?comfort food with staying power? (207). How do these professions reflect essential 

aspects of Ben and his children?  

4. The author writes lovingly of the Wilf house on Division Street. What can we discern about the Wilfs by observing 

their possessions, particularly when Sarah arrives to find the artifacts in a state of disorder? What is the significance of 

the fact that Theo spent many years estranged from the concept of home? What do the artifacts in your house indicate 

about the places you have called home?

5. Lost together, what makes Waldo and Mimi ideal companions during those dark hours? How does the experience 

distill what matters most to them, and to the family members who are searching for them?

6. As a young adult, Waldo invokes quantum physics to explain the mystical interconnectedness of all things (including 

humanity). To what extent is his connection to Ben determined by fate, versus the effort they make to sustain a bond 

over the years? Why is Waldo?s interest in the heavens so difficult for Shenkman to appreciate? What is Alice?s most 

enduring legacy for her son? 

7. On page 128, Sarah thinks of lives as books divided into chapters, and she thinks about Peter?s observation that 

second acts in screenplays should always have two major plot points. What are the major plot points and chapters of 

your life? Who do you consider to be the author of your life story?

8. Sarah lives in perpetual fear that Peter will find out about her infidelity. What is at the root of her masochism --- 

experience in which she is abused and shamed? Why isn?t she able to feel satisfied with Peter, ?a simple guy, a nice guy 

who hasn?t been able to catch a break? (page 131)? How do the characters in SIGNAL FIRES contend with guilt, even if 

the guilt is unwarranted?

9. Theo loves being an uncle to Syd and Livvie. As the girls approach the cusp of adulthood, the same age when he was 

reeling from tragedy, how is he able to make peace with the fact that it?s impossible to predict what lies ahead? 

10. In the final portraits of Shenkman and Ben, we see two aging men from the same neighborhood choose two very 

separate retirement paths. Shenkman lives in isolation in Florida. Ben enjoys the companionship of family on the west 

coast. What accounts for these different outcomes? How do their pandemic experiences compare to yours?

11. The novel?s epigraph, from Carolyn Forché?s poem ?Mourning,? calls for lighting signal fires ?wherever you find 

yourselves.? Who lights the signal fires in the novel? Who heeds them and takes action? 

12. What are the fundamental reasons for Ben and Mimi?s happiness in marriage, and for the sadness and frustration in 

the Shenkmans? marriage? What is the effect of the novel?s closing line regarding the Wilfs: ?You would hope that they 

know how lucky they are, how blessed??



13. Discuss the portraits of parenting that are offered in the novel. What aspects of motherhood and fatherhood resonated 

with you? Do the children do a good job of becoming caregivers to their own parents later in life?

14. Family secrets have played a key role in many of Dani Shapiro?s books. How does SIGNAL FIRES further expand 

upon the theme of unspoken truths and hidden turning points in her other novels and memoirs that you have read?

Author Bio

Dani Shapiro is a bestselling novelist and memoirist and host of the podcast "Family Secrets" (now in its sixth season). 

Her work has been featured in the New York Times, The New Yorker, Vogue and Time. She has taught at Columbia and 

New York University and is the co-founder of the Sirenland Writers Conference. She lives in Litchfield County, 

Connecticut.
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