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Discussion 
Questions

1. This novel is about a family seemingly at cross-
purposes with each other, their relationships often 
tangled and fraught. Of the relationships, which do 
you think are the most painful? Which ones are more 
satisfying? Why?

2. The novel’s title comes from Alcoholics Anonymous 
as that program considers what it calls “defects of 
character.” The Fifth Step reads, “We admitted to God, 
ourselves, and another human being the exact nature 
of our wrongs. “ Does each of the characters exhibit 
some habit of character that stands in the way of a 
more fulfilling life? If so, what is it, and does he or she 
acknowledge it? What is the problem with trying to 
gauge the “exact nature” of any wrong?

3. In his career, Abel was a lawyer and a judge. How does 
he judge his own family? How does he judge himself?  
Do his children feel judged by him? How do they, in 
turn, judge him?

4. Hattie is firm in her faith and aims to live by its creed. 
How does her faith affect her actions, especially 
concerning Billy? When does forgiveness become 
license? When can love stand in the way of another 
person’s growth? Are there limits, as she wonders, to 
love, to mercy? 

5. Doro puts great stock in being seen as good. Frustrated 
by the doings of her family, she vows to remove herself, 
and yet she keeps coming back to try to help while at 
the same time judging her siblings. Is this her great flaw? 
Or is it her inability to fully admit who she is? What 
prevents her from telling her family, especially Billy?

6. Sober after a difficult past, Jesse clings to a remnant 
of his old life and seems unable to release himself 
from its pull. Why is it so hard for him to give up 
his relationship with Patsy? What is the exact nature 
of his wrong?  



7. ClairBell is quick and funny and yet she has a serious 
painkiller problem and an eccentric personality that 
deeply affects her family. How do addiction and mental 
illness coexist with other more positive traits?  

8. Gideon appears to be the most pragmatic, but he is 
also disengaged and actively drinking to excess. Do you 
think that at some point in his life he will change? If so, 
what will cause the change?

9. Billy and his problems provide the impetus for the 
events of the novel. Is there anything that could have 
been done to have made his life turn out differently? 

10. Did any part of the story have a personal impact on 
you, in terms of questioning your own notions about 
family, addiction, and love?

11. Is anyone to blame for the Campbell family’s 
problems? If so, who, and why?

12. What are the bonds that ultimately unify the Campbells?


