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ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 
As you read and annotate the book, keep these three big questions in mind. Look for quotes or short 
passages that answer these questions – then mark those sections of the book!  
★​ In what ways do personal and cultural histories influence our sense of belonging? 
★​ How can fear be used as a tool to control individuals and societies? 
★​ What does it mean to resist, and what forms can resistance take in an unjust world?  

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

1.​ There are two epigraphs that open the book – one (real) poem by Anna Akhmatova, and 
one (fictional) excerpt from PACT literature. How does their juxtaposition set up the 
invitation to compare reality and imagination, and see our present moment through a 
historical lens as well as the one devised by Ng for the novel? 

 
2.​ The connection between literature and protest is powerful in the novel, from the 

proliferation and censorship of Margaret’s poetry to the network of librarians caring for 
the relocated. Why do you think this form of communication is so resilient against forces 
and events as big as the Crisis and PACT? How does it inspire individuals and groups in 
the novel to act? 

 
3.​ Ethan is originally hired at the university as a linguistics professor, and his obsession 

with words seeps into his daily habits, such as reading from the dictionary. How does 
sharing this love of language help Bird in his quest, and ultimately reconnect their family, 
albeit indirectly, by the end of the novel? 

 
4.​ Both Bird and Sadie struggle with missing parents, yet their approach to seeking a 

deeper understanding of their past is vastly different. What about their personalities 
guide their respective strategies, and why do you think their friendship is so strong? 

 
5.​ Margaret and Domi’s parting during the Crisis is devastating to them both. Why are they 

able to restore their friendship once Margaret returns seeking help? What do each of 
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them gain by working together on Margaret’s plan, even beyond the emotional healing of 
their split? 

 
6.​ Discuss Margaret’s transformation when she becomes a mother. How is she able to 

adapt to so many different circumstances, from her rebellious and resourceful youth to 
the comfort of her life with Ethan to the purpose driving her life and survival when she 
goes into hiding? What about Bird’s existence makes her willing to sacrifice it all for the 
children she tries to honor in her final act? 

 
7.​ Although Bird dislikes the name his father gives him, Noah, how does it relate to his 

mother and father’s names, which have etymological roots in plants and the natural 
world? What does it mean for him to reclaim the name his mother called him? 

 
8.​ Discuss the chain of events – political, economic, and social – that accumulate in the 

Crisis and lead to the eventual formation of PACT. What events, from history close and 
farther in the past, resemble this trajectory, in the United States and abroad? What is 
common among those chains of events, real and fictional, that reveal tendencies of 
human psychology, the need for power and blame, and the fear of the unknown or 
unfamiliar?  

 
9.​ We see several events in the novel – such as the moment when Margaret leaves the 

family home – from two perspectives, Bird’s and his mother’s. How do these two 
perspectives shape your understanding of the family dynamic, as well as each of their 
motives to find each other?  

 
10.​Which form of storytelling resonated with you most in the novel, or in life in general: 

written or oral? How are they each used in ways to preserve the truth of lived experience 
when history or other dominant powers tried to erase them, such as the missing children, 
and Margaret herself?  


