
​Henderson House:​​Book Club Discussion Guide​

​When Love and Responsibility Pull Us in Different Directions​

​Welcome to the world of​​Henderson House​​—a place where​​family, love, duty, faith, fear, and​
​hope collide. At the heart of the novel is a difficult question:​

​When we believe we are protecting the people we love, how do we know when protection​
​has become control?​

​Bessie, Florence, Mrs. Henderson, Frank, and Johnny each have their own ideas about what it​
​means to care for someone. Their choices raise questions that don't have easy answers: When​
​should we support the people we love, even when we disagree with them? When does​
​responsibility become an obligation we can no longer carry? And how much of what we do for​
​others is truly about their well-being—and how much is about our own fears?​

​Use the questions below as conversation starters rather than questions with right or wrong​
​answers. The most interesting discussions may be the ones in which readers disagree.​

​Opening Questions​

​●​ ​What stayed with you after you finished​​Henderson​​House​​? Was there a character,​
​relationship, scene, or question you kept thinking about?​

​●​ ​If you had to describe the novel in three words, what would they be—and why?​
​●​ ​The pitch for our discussion centers on “When Love and Responsibility Pull Us in​

​Different Directions.” Do you think that captures the heart of the story? Why or why not?​
​●​ ​Which character did you understand most easily? Which character took you the longest​

​to understand?​

​The Sisters: Bessie and Florence​

​●​ ​Bessie and Florence love one another, but they don't necessarily agree about what love​
​requires. Their different experiences have given them very different ideas about security,​
​sacrifice, independence, and family.​

​●​ ​Bessie has built her life around her work, faith, and responsibilities within the household.​
​What do you think she has gained from that life? What might she have given up?​
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​●​ ​How do you think Bessie sees herself? How is that different from the way Florence sees​
​her?​

​●​ ​Florence's ambitions are closely connected to Johnny's future. How does being a mother​
​shape the decisions she makes?​

​●​ ​Florence wants more for Johnny than she had growing up. How can our desire to give​
​someone we love “a better life” become both a source of strength and a source of​
​pressure?​

​●​ ​Do you believe Florence is primarily motivated by love, fear, jealousy, responsibility—or​
​some combination of all four?​

​●​ ​At what point, if any, did your feelings about Florence change?​
​●​ ​Does Florence have the right to interfere in Bessie's relationship? What responsibilities,​

​if any, do family members have to protect one another from choices they believe will end​
​badly?​

​●​ ​Can you understand Florence's actions without agreeing with them?​
​●​ ​Are there people in your own families that remind you of Bessie and Florence?​

​Love, Fear, and Control​

​When developing Bessie and Florence, I researched the adult behavior of children of alcoholics.​
​Some, like Florence, become overly controlling—those actions stemming from fear and survival​
​instincts—while others, like Bessie, seek to serve others needs over their own. One of the​
​novel's central tensions is the blurry line between caring for someone and trying to control their​
​choices.​

​●​ ​When do you think protection becomes control?​
​●​ ​Have you ever seen a situation in which someone used “I'm only trying to help” as a​

​justification for making decisions that weren't really theirs to make?​
​●​ ​Does loving someone give us any special right to interfere in their life? If so, where​

​should that right end?​
​●​ ​Which is harder: watching someone you love make a mistake, or accepting that what​

​you consider a mistake may actually be the life they want?​
​●​ ​Do you think Florence is more afraid of something happening to Bessie—or afraid of​

​what might happen to herself if Bessie changes her life?​
​●​ ​Is there a difference between protecting someone from danger and protecting them from​

​change?​

​Bessie and Frank​

​Frank Davis challenges Bessie's assumptions about what her life should look like.​

​●​ ​What does Frank see in Bessie that she may not be able—or willing—to see in herself?​
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​●​ ​What makes the possibility of love later in life especially meaningful in​​Henderson​
​House​​?​

​●​ ​Does Bessie owe her family continued sacrifice because of the role she has played for​
​so long?​

​●​ ​How does the possibility of Bessie's new relationship threaten the balance that has​
​existed within the family?​

​●​ ​Do you think Bessie is afraid of love itself—or afraid of what choosing love might require​
​her to change?​

​●​ ​What does the novel suggest about the possibility of beginning again?​

​Florence, Johnny, and the Future​

​Florence's hopes for Johnny are bigger than a desire for material success. She wants to change​
​the trajectory of his life.​

​●​ ​What does “a better life” mean to Florence?​
​●​ ​How much of Florence's vision for Johnny belongs to Johnny—and how much belongs to​

​Florence?​
​●​ ​Parents and caregivers often have to make decisions for the people who depend on​

​them. Where should that responsibility end as a child grows older?​
​●​ ​Do you think Florence is trying to give Johnny freedom, or is she trying to make sure he​

​never experiences the hardships she experienced?​
​●​ ​How do our own difficult experiences shape the way we imagine someone else's future?​

​The Secret​

​The sisters' darkest secret changes the emotional stakes of the story.​

​●​ ​How does knowing the secret affect the way you interpret the sisters' behavior?​
​●​ ​Does knowing someone's history make their actions more understandable—or can it​

​sometimes make them harder to forgive?​
​●​ ​When a family shares a secret, who has the right to decide whether it remains private?​
​●​ ​Was Florence justified in exposing the secret? Why or why not?​
​●​ ​Is there such a thing as a loving betrayal?​
​●​ ​Which matters more when judging Florence's decision: what she intended to accomplish​

​or what her actions actually caused?​
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​Henderson House as a Character​

​Mrs. Henderson's boardinghouse is more than a setting. It is a gathering place—a home shaped​
​by the people who pass through it, and potentially a character unto itself.​

​●​ ​What does Henderson House represent to the people who live there?​
​●​ ​Why do you think Mrs. Henderson is able to understand the emotional lives of the people​

​around her so well?​
​●​ ​Is Mrs. Henderson primarily a caretaker, a witness, a mother figure, or something else?​
​●​ ​How does the house create a sense of family among people who aren't necessarily​

​related by blood?​
​●​ ​What do you think the novel would lose if Henderson House were simply an ordinary​

​private home rather than a boardinghouse?​
​●​ ​The house holds people's histories, disappointments, hopes, and secrets. What does it​

​mean for a place to become part of a family's story?​
​●​ ​What do you make of Mrs. Henderson’s extra sensory perception and her ability to hear​

​the house?​

​Strong Women in Our Own Family Stories​

​The women in​​Henderson House​​carry more than their individual stories. They carry​
​expectations, responsibilities, sacrifices, hopes, and lessons handed down through generations.​

​Many of us have women in our own families who faced difficult choices—women who had to​
​make decisions about marriage, motherhood, work, money, caregiving, family expectations, or​
​simply how to build a life when their choices were limited.​

​This part of the conversation invites us to think about those women and the choices they made.​

​Who is a strong woman in your family history whose story has stayed with you?​

​What made her strong? Was it something she chose, something she endured, or both?​

​If you could sit down with her today and ask her one question about a difficult decision​
​she made, what would you ask?​

​Sometimes understanding a woman's strength means understanding what choices she actually​
​had, what she was carrying, whom she was trying to protect, and what she may have quietly​
​given up along the way.​
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