


1. The characters’ conflicting agendas for the week-

end drive much of the novel’s tension. What 

exactly are these agendas? How do the children 

reconcile their different agendas by the end of 

the novel?

2. How have Daniel and Lillian’s deaths affected 

each of the siblings? What have they done to 

compensate—consciously or subconsciously—

for the sudden loss?

3. How was Lillian influenced by the feminism of 

the ’60s, ’70s, and early ’80s?

4. What personal feelings do you think underlie Lil-

lian’s story, “Whose Business Is It, Anyway?” Do 

you think she wrote it to express a wish that she 

herself had gone into public office? Or does the 

story reflect a sense of resentment? Should read-

ers of fiction strive to discern an author’s intent 

on matters such as this?

5. Lizzie’s act of pouring water on Gavin’s laptop—

and scalding his hand—sets the novel in motion. 

Do you think she overreacted, or was her re- 

action justified? Can an act of revenge be satisfy-

ing in its own right?

6. Ruth leafs through The Fannie Farmer Cookbook 

and grimaces at some of the old recipes. What 

recipes from your childhood do you remember 

with fondness? Which ones cause you to wince?

7. Gavin gets the family talking about subjects they 

have long avoided. Do you see this as admirable, 

or intrusive? Is he acting in the family’s best in-

terest, or his own?

8. Ruth, as a teenager, zings her mother by saying, 

“No offense, Mom, but I don’t want to be just a 

housewife, like you.” Years later, she still regrets 

this. What things have you said to your parents 

that you now regret? How do you make amends 

when the person you hurt is no longer with you?

9. Murray simply wants all his children to get along 

during the weekend. How do they let him down? 

Should they have tried harder to “put a lid on” 

their underlying resentments?

10. Murray says he has no regrets about his decision 

to tamper with the evidence of Lillian’s blood 

alcohol level the night of the accident. Was he 

justified in doing this?

11. How does Ruth manage to forgive her mother for 

driving while intoxicated? Could it really be as 

simple as “screaming it to the stars?”

12. In what ways is George the family peace-

keeper? When is he willing to confront a bad 

situation? Why do you think he chose nursing 

as a profession?

Discussion 
Questions



        hen I was nineteen, and trying to figure 

          out what I wanted to do with my life, I took 

    a look around at the women I knew, and 

tried to imagine myself in their shoes. This was in 

1972. There were the English teachers, the nurses, the 

somewhat less common doctors and lawyers and busi-

nesswomen. There were all the secretaries. And then 

there was my mother. While raising four daughters 

and running a household, she also pursued her pas-

sion as an artisan, focusing on silver jewelry and early 

American crafts such as stenciling and tinsel painting.

But all I could see was the nonprofessional role. “No 

offense, Mom,” I told her lightly one morning over 

coffee, “but I don’t want to be a housewife like you.”

Those cruel words have haunted me for decades. 

Later in my life, I apologized profusely, but even on 

her deathbed my mother—with a wry smile on her 

face—still liked to remind me of them. And they are © Joan Simon

 

 

 

 

 

And then there was my mother.”

“This was in 1972. There were the 

English teachers, the nurses, the 

somewhat less common doctors 

and lawyers and businesswomen. 

There were all the secretaries. 

In Her
Own
Words 
Elisabeth Hyde
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“Revenge is 

never pretty, 

and it’s never 

as satisfying 

as you hope 

it will be; but 

sometimes it’s 

the only thing 

that will do.”

the basis for Ruth’s dig in Go Ask Fannie, when Lillian is trying to teach 

her how to make popovers. Ruth, who eventually becomes a lawyer, balks 

at the cooking assignment and echoes my own statement, making things 

even worse with the addition of one critical four-letter word: “I don’t want 

to be just a housewife, like you.” Lillian is stung, as I’m sure my mother 

was stung, but she has enough of a sense of humor to respond with a bit 

of sarcasm. “Excuse me, I need to mop the floor and iron your father’s 

underwear in the meantime.”

Actually, Lillian as a character was born without a lot of depth; she was 

originally in the story as the spouse of a man running for public office. But 

while on a visit back to New Hampshire to see my father, who is ninety-

seven and lives alone in the White Mountains (like Murray, yes, but let me 

say very openly that my father would never have run for public office!), 

I was looking through my mother’s old cookbooks, and came across her 

1945 edition of Fannie Farmer—its spine falling apart, its pages splattered 

and grease-stained. There were no notes in it, but suddenly Lillian started 

to become more three-dimensional as I pictured her using this cookbook. 

At the same time I imagined her writing short stories, and there she was, 

very clearly on the page now, a busy mother of four, scribbling notes for 

her stories in the margins of this cookbook, ideas that she would turn into 

fiction when she wasn’t fixing dinner for six.

Once I knew that Lillian was a writer, I thought a lot about her and my 

mother—and myself as well—defining our roles as writers and artists in 

the context of working at home. Let’s be honest: women still do more 

housework than men, and getting away from this housework to pursue 

one’s passion—be it writing, painting, or whatever—requires that prover-

bial “room of one’s own,” in terms of both time and space. For my mother, 

that meant getting out her stencils and paints during the day, when we 

kids were at school; it meant giving jewelry lessons in the evenings when 

we were upstairs in bed or doing homework. For Lillian, it translated into 

fixing up a third-story bedroom for her writing—even stringing up a rope 

across the stairs to keep little Lizzie from coming up and bothering her. 

(Once, Lizzie broke through that rope and surprised her mother, who was 

in a kind of writing trance with a cigarette dangling from between her lips. 

“Don’t scare me like that!” Lillian exclaimed.) And for me, it meant carving 

out time to write by getting a babysitter and sequestering myself in a dark 

basement office colonized by large brown spiders. I didn’t care. It was my 

space, my time, when I wasn’t thinking about laundry or dinner or soccer 

or strep. There was no vacuum cleaner to haul out if writer’s block struck; 

I had to just keep my butt in the chair and wait it out. And if I put in my 

three hours a day, I was a happy lady. If I didn’t, I was a witch.



As for the political angle of the novel, 

I grew up surrounded by Eisenhower 

Republicans, but quickly realized 

my own liberal tendencies as soon 

as I  was old enough to read, basi-

cally. I wanted Murray to go against 

the conservative grain in New Hamp-

shire, which is how I came to make 

him a Democratic congressional candidate. My first 

job after graduating from college, in fact, was working 

on presidential primary campaigns, first for Senator 

Birch Bayh and then Congressman Mo Udall. Lillian, 

as the wife of a candidate, finds herself in the position 

of not being able to keep her mouth shut on certain 

critical issues, like abortion. Her college escapade of 

spray-painting a mural of Fidel Castro on the wall of 

the Chamber of Commerce comes back to haunt her, 

and again she has to ask herself: Who am I? What 

defines me, as a woman? As a mother? As a writer?

Given the backstory of Lillian’s short life, I couldn’t 

help using a present-day family reunion as a structural 

framework. It was sheer pleasure creating the three 

Blaire siblings: Ruth the responsible elder, George the 

middle arbitrator, and Lizzie the impetuous youngster, 

catalyzing the central crisis by seeking revenge on her 

ex-boyfriend. I mean, the teakettle was just sitting 

there, and if someone ruined your deceased mother’s 

cookbook—in essence, her diary—wouldn’t you pour 

boiling water on his laptop? Wouldn’t you feel a cer-

tain satisfaction sending him to the hospital with sec-

ond-degree burns? Revenge is never pretty, and it’s 

never as satisfying as you hope it will be; but some-

times it’s the only thing that will do.

For Lizzie, anyway. I’m not sure Lillian would have 

bought this notion, though. If she’d been around, she 

probably would have stubbed out her cigarette and 

told Lizzie to stop being so self-righteous about her 

need for revenge and to go make amends. She would 

have said, You broke it, you  fix it.

And then she would have gone upstairs and turned it 

into a short story.

“Who am I? 

What defines me, as a woman? 

As a mother? As a writer?”



INGREDIENTS:

4 large apples, peeled and sliced

about 4 cups 

¼ cup boiling water 

1 tsp. cinnamon 

½ cup flour 

½ cup oatmeal 

¾ cup brown sugar 

½ tsp. salt 

4-5 tbsp. cold butter

INSTRUCTIONS:

1. Preheat oven to 350º degrees.

2. Place the apples in a 8 µ 8 inch casserole dish 

(or bread pan) and pour the boiling water 

over them.

3. Combine cinnamon, flour, oatmeal, brown sugar, 

and salt, then work in butter with your fingers. 

Pack mixture firmly over apples.

4. Bake 30 minutes, or until apples are soft.

Bring a favorite family 
recipe to your book club

Adapted from Fannie Farmer, 

1945 edition

Ruth’s 
Apple 

Crunch


