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About the Book

When free-spirited Batsheva moves into the close-knit Orthodox community of Memphis, Tennessee, the already 

precarious relationship between the Ladies Auxiliary and their teenage daughters is shaken to the core. In this 

extraordinary novel, Tova Mirvis takes us into the fascinating and insular world of the Memphis Orthodox Jews, one 

ripe with tradition and contradiction. Warm and wise, enchanting and funny, The Ladies Auxiliary brilliantly illuminates 

the timeless struggle between mothers and daughters, family and self, religious freedom and personal revelation, 

honoring the past and facing the future. An unforgettable story of uncommon atmosphere, profound insight, and winning 

humor, The Ladies Auxiliary is a triumphant work of fiction.

Discussion Guide

1. The novel opens with an almost pastoral description of Memphis's Jewish neighborhood, typologically evoking a "city 

on the hill" image. How do the themes that imbue this first scene set the tone for the rest of the book?

2. Find a passage in which a Jewish ceremony is described. In what ways does Mirvis show the myriad, even 

contradictory, meanings that it contains for each of its participants?

3. The use of the first-person plural pronoun for the narrative voice emphasizes the collective, uniform nature of the 

community. The story is told not by any one member of the community but by a chorus. How does Mirvis play with this 

voice to emphasize moments of dissension or doubt? At what points is the voice the least omniscient?

4. What did you make of the seeming role reversal between mothers and daughters, with the mothers portrayed as na?ve 

and the daughters as more perceptive and worldly?

5. What do you think will happen after the end of the novel? Will Batsheva stay? To what extent will she be integrated, 

/node/70124#
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/authors/tova-mirvis


if at all?

6. How do you imagine Ayala to be five or ten years after the end of the novel?

7. This book, with its independent, proud heroine, could be read alongside Nathaniel Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter 

(even down to the strange apparitions in the sky). How do they both explore issues of tradition, tolerance, belief, 

individuality, and forgiveness? In what important ways do they diverge?

8. What characters did you identify with most? Was it always Batsheva?

9. Do you think Yosef's doubt about Judaism predated Batsheva's arrival? Or did it grow out of their conversations?

10. Was there ever a point where you agreed with those who thought that Batsheva had "crossed the line"?

11. How and where does Mirvis blur the division between religious faith and small-town provincialism?

12. Do you think it is possible to carve out a space for individualism within an orthodoxy? Is what Batsheva attempts 

even possible or, in the end, do you have to choose one over the other? (Perhaps think of other stories--Voltaire's 

Candide, Mark Twain's The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Henry James's Daisy Miller--in which someone presents a 

challenge to an established order.).

13. What do you make of the vision in the sky that ends the novel? How can it be read along with the opening scene of 

the novel?

Author Bio

Tova Mirvis is the author of the memoir THE BOOK OF SEPARATION, as well as four novels: WE WOULD NEVER, 

VISIBLE CITY, THE OUTSIDE WORLD and THE LADIES AUXILIARY, which was a national bestseller. Her 

essays have appeared in various newspapers, including The New York Times Book Review, The Boston Globe Magazine

and Poets and Writers, and her fiction has been broadcast on NPR. She lives in Newton, Massachusetts, with her family.

Critical Praise

" A sparkling debut . . . A graceful novel with a strong sense of place, with vivid characters that are as Southern as the 

black-eyed peas they serve for Shabbat dinner, as Jewish as their homemade challah. "--Jewish Week"Mirvis evokes 

[orthodox Memphis] with compassion and telling detail. "--Detroit Free Press"Poignant, funny, sophisticated . . . The 

Orthodox answer to The Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood. "--Mademoiselle"Full of Verve and Chutzpah. . 

.Where Southern flavors meet Jewish sensibilities. . .Part cautionary tale, part comedy of manners . . .Mirvis writes 

lovingly of Jewish rituals. "--The New York Times Book Review
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