
 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
I was so pleased with my last novel that I thought I would never top it. THE LAST CHILD won 

a second Edgar Award and spent six months on the New York Times bestseller list. It felt like a 

lot to live up to, but I’d decided early to write a book that was different from everything I’d done 

before. All of my previous books (THE KING OF LIES, DOWN RIVER, THE LAST CHILD) 

were about normal people looking for strength, about small people finding the power to 

overcome whatever horrible thing I’d inflicted on their lives. I’d never written a protagonist with 

a skill set, never created a man who knew from the start exactly what he was willing to do and, 

more importantly, how to do it. And I really wanted to write that guy! A character that was 

strong, confident, dangerous. 

 

IRON HOUSE is what came from that, and while it differs from THE LAST CHILD, it has all 

the things that made the other books work – loyalty and fear, courage and faith and betrayal. The 

tension is more physical, the violence more overt; but it’s a combination that works, a full-on 

thriller with the same deep emotional core. 

 

It’s funny, really. I thought I’d focus on the plot and write faster because of it. I thought I’d blaze 

through the story, but that’s not how it happened. It took more work, instead, more time.  

Because at the end of the day, my characters need to be real, they need to live and hurt - to be 

relatable - and that’s all about motivation. It’s about depth and life and the things that drive us to 

be extraordinary. It’s what makes me most proud of IRON HOUSE: that I was able to build this 

very hard-charging thriller without losing all of the things that made my other books work so 

well: the people, the intricacies of relationship, emotionality and need. The book is a thriller, no 

doubt, but you will also find much to discuss. I hope you enjoy. 

  

      Sincere best wishes, 

 

 

John Hart 
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At the Iron Mountain Home for Boys, there was nothing but time. Time to burn and time to kill, time for 
two young orphans to learn that life isn’t won without a fight. Julian survives only because his older 
brother, Michael, is fearless and fiercely protective. When tensions boil over and a boy is brutally killed, 
there is only one sacrifice left for Michael to make: he flees the orphanage and takes the blame with him. 
 
For two decades, Michael has been an enforcer in New York’s world of organized crime, a prince of the 
streets so widely feared he rarely has to kill anymore. But the life he’s fought to build unravels when he 
meets Elena, a beautiful innocent who teaches him the meaning and power of love. He wants a fresh start 
with her, the chance to start a family like the one he and Julian never had. But someone else is holding the 
strings. And escape is not that easy. . . . 
 
The mob boss who gave Michael his blessing to begin anew is dying, and his son is intent on making 
Michael pay for his betrayal. Determined to protect the ones he loves, Michael spirits Elena—who knows 
nothing of his past crimes, or the peril he’s laid at her door— back to North Carolina, to the place he was 
born and the brother he lost so long ago. There, he will encounter a whole new level of danger, a thicket 
of deceit and violence that leads inexorably to the one place he’s been running from his whole life: Iron 
House. 
 
Reading Group Discussion Questions  
 
1. The story begins with a vivid depiction of Michael and Julian's childhood at the Iron Mountain Home 

for Boys, and yet we don't find out the truth about Abigail's childhood until the climax of the book. 
How did your assumptions about Abigail change as the truth unfolded? 

 
2. The crux of this story is Michael's outlook on fatherhood as a new beginning, a chance for happiness 

and a moral life previously unavailable to him. Do you think this kind of event can fundamentally 
change a person – both within the context of the book and in your own experience?  

 
3. In his determination to protect Abigail, Jessup is willing to do almost anything, up to and including 

breaking the law. Is he right to do so? Why does Jessup care so deeply for Abigail? 
 
4. Throughout the book several characters are haunted by things they've done in the past, though they 

often acted at the coercion of others and not of their own volition. How does this change your 
judgment of that character's actions? Examples: Julian is pushed to the brink by the torments of 
unmonitored and violent bullies at Iron House. Michael finds the only father figure he'll ever know, 
but is forced to take the lives of others in order to win his approval.  

 



5. There are few characters in Iron House who had the privilege of a traditional childhood. How are the 
main characters shaped in different ways by their pasts? 

 
6. Explore the different parent-child relationships in the story. How does each relationship evolve 

throughout the course of the novel? Are there any "good" parents in this story? 
 
7. Given the things he's done, is Michael capable of a moral existence? Does he have a religious faith? 

Was he ever a moral man? Is he, indeed, more than the things he's done?  
 
8. Psychological disorder figures prominently in Iron House. Some characters are aided by others who 

recognize their issues and attempt to help them. But there are also cases of unchecked malady, as in 
Jimmy's uncontrollable violence. How does psychological disorder function in the larger story? 

 
9. Jimmy's feelings for Michael are powerful yet ambiguous. What does he really feel and why? 
 
10. There are significant differences between the way Abigail, Jessup, Julian, and Victorine treat 

psychological disease. Is this a reflection of the respective age of the characters, and the perception of 
psychological disorder in which each generation was raised? 

 
11. Was Michael right to let Arabella Jax live? What were his reasons for doing so and were they morally 

correct?  
 
12. Given all that's transpired, can Michael and Elena be truly happy together? 
 
13. If you've read some or all of John Hart's earlier books, how do you see Iron House in relation to 

them?  
 
14. How do you feel about the resolution of Iron House?  
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