
Book Discussion Questions  
1. Carol's friendship with Giles begins with a 

letter. She continues her correspondence 
with him throughout their friendship. How 
do these letters help them grow together 
as friends? What do they each gain by 
writing and receiving the letters? Do you 
write letters? Can writing down your 
feelings, worries, news, and so on be 
therapeutic? How is writing a letter to 
someone different from-or similar to-
keeping a diary or journal?Aristotle refers 
to a "friendship of virtue," in which self-
seeking finds no place. Have Carol and 
Giles attained this level of friendship? If so, 
when does this happen? 

2. Carol plays the role of both patient and 
caretaker. How does each of these roles 
change her? How does her role of 
caretaker for her parents affect her role as 
patient? 

3. Carol did not learn until adulthood that the 
radiation treatment she received as a girl 
could cause cancer later in life. How would 



you deal with finding out such news? Do 
we, as adults, have a right to blame our 
parents for mistakes they may have made 
while raising us? 

4. From the beginning, Carol finds Bienta a 
bit distant. In fact, Carol worries that she 
may have done something to offend her. 
She eventually learns that Bienta 
considers her one of her truest, closest 
friends. Why is Bienta unable to show this? 
Why does Carol's friendship matter so 
much to Bienta? 

5. Is our Western culture too focused on 
romantic love, and does this focus make 
some friendships difficult to pursue? Can 
you give an example from the story? 

6.  Carol makes it clear at the beginning of 
the book that she is inept at and 
uninterested in gardening. Yet Giles opens 
her mind-and her heart. Discuss her 
evolution as she becomes a true gardener. 
How do you think her newfound interest in 
gardening helps her through the toughest 
times in her life? What parallels can you 



find between the improvements in Carol's 
garden and her spirit? Why does Carol 
become so interested in gardening? What 
is it about gardening that gives people 
such joy? What other hobbies facilitate a 
sense of renewal and rebirth? 

7. We do not learn the real reason behind the 
decline in Giles's health until the end of the 
book. Were you surprised to find out that 
he had HIV/AIDS? Or did you suspect that 
he had a devastating illness? At the 
beginning of the AIDS epidemic, not only 
was the diagnosis a death sentence, it was 
extremely stigmatizing. Consider how the 
stigma associated with this illness could 
cause trouble for Giles's family. Why does 
he never tell Carol about it, even though 
she has shared so much of her own 
personal life with him? How have-or 
haven't-times changed over the past three 
decades? 

 8. Carol and Dick often talk about how they 
have so much to lose. What is Carol most 



worried about? What would you be most 
concerned about losing in your own life? 
9. Symbols of Giles's and Carol's friendship 

and love for their families appear 
throughout the book. For instance, the rose 
signifies a kind of warmth in human 
interactions. Point to a time in the book 
when the rose helps convey the story's 
deeper meaning. 

10. When Carol finds Dick's garment bag 
with a woman's dress inside, she accuses 
him of having an affair. Once the truth is 
made clear, she apologizes and confesses 
that she feels like a crazy person. Has 
Carol actually lost trust in her husband? Or 
is her overreaction due to something else? 
In what ways is Carol's reality turned 
upside down as a result of her cancer 
diagnosis? 

11. Giles shares much wisdom from his 
native culture. Which of his words of 
wisdom was most striking to you? 

12. Carol and Giles are very different 
people from very different backgrounds, 



and they navigate life's difficult challenges 
very differently. Yet they are kindred spirits 
and find that they have more in common 
as they learn more about each other. What 
are some of the things-both shared and 
dissimilar-that brought them close 
together? Why might their friendship seem 
so unlikely at the start? How does illness 
affect their friendship? How will Carol be 
changed in the life she lives without Giles? 


