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ALAYA DAWN JOHNSON has been recognized for her short fiction and YA 
novels, winning the 2015 Nebula Award for Best Novelette for “A Guide to 
the Fruits of Hawai’i,” which also appears in The Best American Science Fiction 
and Fantasy (2015), guest edited by Joe Hill. Her debut YA novel, The Summer 
Prince, was longlisted for the National Book Award for Young People’s Literature. 
Her follow up YA novel, Love Is the Drug, won the Andre Norton Award in 2015. 
Trouble the Saints is her newest adult novel. A native of Washington, D.C., 
Johnson is currently based in Mexico City, where she received a master’s 
degree in Mesoamerican studies and sings in a blues band.

1. What do you like best about each of the 
protagonists? How do you think their strengths 
are shaped, and weaknesses too, by the powers 
that they’ve inherited?

2. Numerous secondary characters are 
integral to each of the three storylines; 
is there someone you most identify with? 
Think about why that might be—and how 
characters like Gloria, Mae, and even Miriam, 
complicate perception of family and underline 
the important themes of this book.

3. What parallels do you see in this story set 
nearly seven decades ago and our own lives 
today? How has power manifested itself, in 
American history, in the years since—and how 
have underprivileged people pushed back against 
it? Can any kind of large-scale transfer of power, 
like that wielded by Mayor Bell and Victor, occur 
without violence? What about smaller-scale ways 
of rebalancing the scales? List examples. 
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12. What do you think of the role the ancestors 
play in the novel? What do you think of the 
relationship of the voices of the past to the actions 
of the present? 

7. In the second section, what does the novel 
suggest about the differences between the 
childhoods of marginalized people and those of 
white people? How is Bobby Jr. juxtaposed with 
Alvin? What does it mean to be given a gift to fight 
injustice at such a young age? It’s suggested by 
Tamara’s visions that Pea and Dev’s child might be a 
new start—what do you think Durga’s life will be like? 

8. What do you think about the lives of people 
of color who are adjacent to the “saint’s hands” 
but don’t have them? What about Sonny’s 
relationship to the hands that run in his family? 
Do you think Tamara’s own power is diminished or 
strengthened by not having “the hands” herself, 
despite the violence she was a witness to? 

9. There are numerous references to art and 
artistry throughout the novel. Discuss the 
importance of creation in the lives of each of the 
protagonists and what value art has outside of 
the usual monetary sense.

10. Each section of the novel has its own 
particular style and theme; varying between 
Noir, Gothic, and Pastoral. In what ways does each 
narrative setting enhance our understanding of 
character and their particular arc in the overall 
story?

11. What do you think is the message of the last 
chapter and particularly Pea’s last fight? Do you 
agree with Dev’s worry, that the hands might be a 
cosmic joke, or do you believe in Pea’s fervent desire 
for a chance to make things right?
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5. How do magic and reality, and historic fact 
woven with fiction, change your perception of 
this story? Do you think the settings—New York City, 
the small, fictional sundown town upstate, and the 
memories of Tamara’s youth in Virginia—make a 
difference to the experience of reading about racism? 
Does it change the sound and texture of the language 
to be set in such a specific time and place—and how?

6. The Pelican Club is full of secrets and 
performances and threats, but every character 
we meet has ultimately lied to themselves or 
the person they love most. Think of a time where 
you might have performed for yourself, or for 
someone you loved—and what the positive or 
negative consequences have been.

4. Which character or which power did you feel 
most drawn to, and why? Did Dev’s perspective on 
the story change your view of Phyllis? Did Tamara’s 
perspective change your view of Phyllis or Dev? Did 
you switch allegiances or notice a shift in how you 
identified with characters as they were depicted and 
exchanged throughout the three parts of the novel?


