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“Magical . . . McDermott’s gorgeous novel is laced with . . . provocative 
insights into the enigma of sexual desire, the mutability of art, death’s 
haunting presence, our need for fantasies, and the endless struggle to 
keep love pure.” —Donna Seaman, Booklist (starred review)

About This Guide
The questions and discussion topics that follow are intended to augment 
your group’s reading of Alice McDermott’s stunning new novel, Child 
of My Heart. Steeped in fantasy, love, and clever humor, Child of My Heart explores a torrent of emotions 
through the innocent eyes of the young and the weathered hearts of the aging. We hope this guide will help 
your group improve its understanding and appreciation of this exquisite story. 

Introduction
“I had in my care that summer four dogs, three cats, the Moran kids, Daisy, my eight-year-old cousin, and 
Flora, the toddler child of a local artist. There was also, for a while, a litter of wild rabbits, three of them, 
that had been left under our back steps” (p. 3). So begins Alice McDermott’s bittersweet tale of one telling 
summer, when Theresa, a swanlike fifteen-year-old beauty, faces sadness and surprise as she leaves her 
fantasylike childhood behind and enters the shocking realm of maturity.  

Theresa is the most sought-after baby-sitter and dog-walker in all of East Hampton, where her working-
class Irish Catholic parents moved to expose her to wealthy potential husbands. Uncannily adored by chil-
dren and animals alike, Theresa spends each summer day, with Daisy in tow, splendidly enchanting her be-
draggled neighbors, the Moran kids; Flora, the angelic toddler of the local artist; Red Rover, Dr. Kaufman’s 
half-witted golden retriever; and Rupert and Angus, Mr. and Mrs. Richardson’s prim Scottish pups. Theresa 
creates a dream- like haven for the children and pets where lollipops grow on trees, friendly ghosts visit in 
the night, and magical pink shoes banish bruises from poor Daisy’s feet. Theresa’s own dream sequence is 
interrupted, though, as she discovers her sexual desires, the impending death of her favorite cousin, and the 
neglected longings for love of the deprived children for whom she cares. 
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Questions for Discussion
1. How old is Theresa as she narrates her memoir? In what time period is the novel set? How were you able 
to figure this out?  

2. Discuss McDermott’s writing style. Why doesn’t she separate the novel into chapters? Would you de-
scribe her language as poetic? Is it easy to understand?  

3. Theresa describes herself as “pretty, intelligent, mature in speech although undeveloped physically (an-
other plus), well immersed in my parents’ old-fashioned Irish Catholic manners (inherited from their par-
ents, who had spent their careers in service to this very breed of American rich), and, best of all, beloved 
by children and pets” (p. 14). Describe Theresa’s other characteristics. How does her personality develop 
throughout the novel? 

4. “He might well have been a genius, a famous artist, a man whose signature and doodles were valuable, 
but I was fifteen and pretty and I didn’t doubt for a moment that I was the one with the advantage here” (p. 
22). How does Theresa use her good looks to manipulate people? Does she do it intentionally?  

5. Theresa acknowledges that her parents are “wary . . . of what they must have believed was the fast-
approaching time of my fulfillment of their dream for me—of my absorption into that world they had taken 
so much trouble to place me on the threshold of” (p. 33). Describe Theresa’s parents. Do you find them su-
perficial or genuine? Are they good parents? How do they compare to the other parents in the novel? What 
does Theresa think of her parents? 

6. How does Theresa’s childhood compare to Daisy’s, the Morans’, the Kaufmans’, and Flora’s? 

7. “I would have thought the housekeeper was too old to be included in such talk, just as, a few minutes 
ago, I might have presumed I was too young and Flora’s mother too elegant to speak such a word” (pp. 
64–65). What does Theresa think of adults? Does she consider herself one? Would you describe this book 
as a coming-of-age novel? 

8. The name Theresa is prevalent in Catholic religious history. Do you think McDermott is making a refer-
ence to Saint Thérèse of Lisieux, a beautiful child of doting parents who entered the convent with special 
permission from the Vatican at age fifteen; or to Saint Teresa of Ávila, who partially recovered from a seri-
ous illness through the intercession of Saint Joseph; or to Mother Teresa, renowned caregiver of the sick 
and dying? McDermott references another saint as well—Saint Joseph, chaste husband of the Virgin Mary. 
Is McDermott refer- ring to the artist with irony? 

9. Does Theresa consider herself better than Ana and the cook even though they are all employees of the 
house? 

10. “It was this watching that disturbed me, because in it I saw his belief that he could penetrate with his 
amused eyes the person I thought I was and find some- thing more to his liking at the core” (p. 170). Theresa 
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is acknowledging that the artist makes her feel as if she is no longer merely a pretty child, but a sexual being 
and a woman. Is Theresa afraid of growing up? Is she nervous about the sexual urgings developing between 
her and the artist? What does the artist find at her “core”?      

11. Do you find the love scene between the artist and Theresa disturbing?  

12. Bill, the young writer who visits Flora’s father, asks Theresa, “Are you too young to know what’s going 
on here? I mean, what the arrangement is” (p. 187). Is she too young? What is the arrangement?  

13. McDermott draws a number of secondary characters into the story. Why are Petey, Bernadette, Dr. Kauf-
man, Mrs. Richardson, and all of the others so im- portant? Do you relate to any one character the best? 

14. How important is location to the novel? Are you able to visualize East Hampton? Can you imagine this 
novel set in any other location? 

15. Why does Theresa keep Daisy’s ailing health a secret? How does this make you feel?  

16. “I wanted them scribbled over, torn up. Start over again. Draw a world where it simply doesn’t happen, a 
world of only color, no form. Out of my head and more to my liking: a kingdom by the sea, eternal summer, 
a brush of fairy wings and all dark things banished, age, cruelty, pain, poor dogs, dead cats, harried parents, 
lonely children, all the coming griefs, all the sentimental, maudlin tales fashioned out of the death of chil-
dren” (p. 180). Describe the emotions in this statement.  Why does Theresa incorporate so much magic and 
fantasy into her life and the lives of the suffering children who surround her? 

17. What is Theresa’s vision of love? 

18. Children are at the forefront of this novel. Why are McDermott’s juvenile characters so captivating? 
Does she depict childhood realistically?  

19. At the close of the novel, we’ve lost the two central characters—Daisy to death, and Theresa to adult-
hood. How do these two forms of loss differ? 

ALICE MCDERMOTT is the author of four previous novels: Charming Billy, winner of the National Book 
Award in 1998; At Weddings and Wakes, a New York Times bestseller; That Night; and A Bigamist’s Daugh-
ter. She lives with her family outside Washington, D.C. 


