


R E A D I N G  G R O U P  G U I D E

1.	 Virginia frequently finds herself caught up in reflections on the 
past. Do you think her relationship to the past is healthy? How 
have you dealt with difficult memories?

2.	 What were your impressions of Virginia’s defense attorneys? 
Do you think she should have testified?

3.	 Lady Franklin chooses Virginia to lead the expedition partly 
because of Virginia’s experience leading groups of people. How 
does she demonstrate this leadership? Is it enough for the jour-
ney at hand?

4.	 What is the source of Ebba’s regard for Virginia? Why does she 
decide to follow her after essentially being told to stay home?

5.	 Virginia wonders several times which group is luckier: the ones 
who came back or the ones who didn’t. In her place, would you 
struggle to decide? Who do you think the lucky ones are?

6.	 Which of the varied crew did you find the most interesting? 
Who did you think presented the greatest danger to the mis-
sion as a whole?
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7.	 How did you feel about Virginia and Caprice’s early interac-
tions? Did you agree with Virginia’s decisions to let things slide, 
expecting Caprice to eventually fall in line? How would the 
story have changed if she pursued the conflicts sooner or more 
thoroughly?

8.	 What do you see as the final danger the expedition encoun-
tered? Which roadblock ensured that they would never, as 
a whole, come back safe and sound? Were there any missed 
opportunities that could have prevented disaster?

9.	 When the women’s party divided, whose choice made the most 
sense to you? Who surprised you the most? Did you think any 
of them chose wrong?

10.	 In her musings, Virginia makes a distinction between serving 
as a guide in unsettled land and being a “true explorer.” What 
challenges separate these two similar endeavors? Which would 
you rather do?

11.	 At the beginning of the story, would you have expected Caprice’s 
actions in the crevasse? What changed for her?

12.	 Virginia thinks, “They would go home failures, yes. But they 
would go home.” What do you think of this assessment? What 
does it mean to fail?
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A  C O N V E R S AT I O N  W I T H 
T H E  A U T H O R

Early in the book, Virginia seems determined to rid herself of the past. 
As a historical fiction writer, I doubt you share that attitude. How do 
you consider your relationship to the past?

Well, I don’t have a past nearly as traumatic as Virginia’s, for one 
thing! But I suppose I have reinvented myself a few times over the 
course of my life so far, so we do have that in common. In the broader 
sense, I do rely on the resonance of past history with current condi-
tions to give my readers one more way to think about modern society. 
How far have we come since the nineteenth century? Very far in some 
ways and not nearly as far as we’d like in others.

For such a formidable journey, the women’s party seems initially 
scarce on adventurers. What motivated that distribution?

The exact makeup of the party was one of the hardest things to 
get right in the early going. What finally unlocked it for me was to 
make sure that each woman had a real-life counterpart, an inspiration 
from the mid-nineteenth century I could point to and draw from. 
And some of those women were doing startling things, like climbing 
mountains or saving soldiers’ lives on a battlefield, but others were 
setting themselves apart in different ways, like drawing plants no one 
else had drawn before.

How much research do you do before you begin writing a book? If you 
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come up against a fact you don’t know while writing, do you leave a 
placeholder or take a research break?

I definitely prefer to do as much research as possible before diving 
into the serious drafting of a book, but for various reasons, that didn’t 
happen on this one. So I was still researching while I was writing, 
which I definitely don’t recommend! But there was just so much to 
learn about the Arctic, what the women were up against, what the 
conditions would be in all these locations, that was the only way I 
could get it done. When I was writing The Magician’s Lie, my first his-
torical novel, I used to stop writing in order to find a fact; that book 
took me five years to finish. I don’t do that anymore. Placeholders are 
the only way I can keep forward momentum.

You develop a tense interplay between the courtroom scenes and the 
scenes of the expedition. Did you write both narratives simultane-
ously as they appear in the final book, or did you interweave them 
after they were both complete? How did that shape the story overall?

That was easier than I thought it would be, actually! To refer-
ence The Magician’s Lie again, which also unfolded in two timelines, I 
really struggled with fitting together all the puzzle pieces to form one 
cohesive narrative for the reader—Arden’s story. But this time around, 
as I was writing both the murder trial timeline and the expedition 
timeline simultaneously, they just sort of fell into place. My somewhat 
outrageous decision to include one chapter from the point of view of 
each woman on the expedition actually helped dictate a lot of that 
structure—once I knew who died when, obviously her chapter had 
to come before that point, and I locked in the whole jigsaw before I 
was done writing the first draft. And it didn’t change during revision, 
which is kind of remarkable.

Which of the women from the expedition would you most want to 
meet in real life? What would you talk to her about?
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Oh, I’ve got a real soft spot for Caprice, insufferable as she can be. 
I’d let her tell all the stories she wanted to tell about climbing half the 
mountains in Europe. I don’t think I’d even have to ask questions—
she would just monologue freely until her tea went cold, then she’d 
ring for more and keep talking.

Each time the expedition loses another member, you somehow intro-
duce a new kind of sorrow. Which was the hardest to write? Was there 
anyone you were tempted to save?

The hardest was Ann, because she’s the only one who completely 
chooses her fate, and she does it for this noble, painful reason that no 
one else but her would choose. She was also the only one who I had 
to kill twice. I’d written a different death scene for her early on, but 
as I got deeper into the first draft, I realized it was way too similar to 
what I ended up writing for Caprice. I briefly thought about letting 
Ann off the hook, but I knew how I wanted the numbers to come out, 
so she still had to go. And it turned out to be, I think, one of the most 
moving scenes.

Virginia traces the course of her fate squarely back to the newspaper 
article about her career as a trail guide. Do you believe there’s always 
one fateful choice in life that can be treated as the source of everything 
afterwards? How does that shape your life?

I do think we have turning points in our lives that we look back on 
and recognize as significant. The what if of it all. I don’t think there’s 
just one, and I think that you can make a thousand different choices 
at a thousand different points in your life and still turn out basically 
the same. But without question, there are forks in the road, and tak-
ing the left side of the fork means you’ll never know what would have 
happened if you’d taken the right.

The trial takes a hard turn when Virginia’s past is revealed. How do 
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you think we’re all shaped by the ways we describe the past? Would 
Virginia’s life be different, for example, if she stopped thinking of the 
Donner expedition as the Very Bad Thing from her past? Are those 
stories more important to us individually or to the people around us?

I think if Virginia hadn’t been running away from that past she would 
never have made the choice to go to the Arctic, for better or worse. If 
she’d been honest with herself about how deeply it scarred her to see 
civilization fall apart in that way, she would have run farther away from 
adventure, not toward it. The real-life Virginia Reed, from the accounts 
I’ve read, settled down into a more traditional family life, got married, 
had children. Was she making peace with her past or avoiding it? I have 
no idea. But how our pasts affect how other people see us, yes. That’s 
a big part of what I wanted to address. On the expedition, if Virginia’s 
past had been common knowledge, I think her fellow adventurers defi-
nitely would have treated her differently. But by the time the survivors 
were there to support her during her trial, that revelation didn’t change 
anything. They already knew everything they needed to know.

What have you learned about writing, now that you’re publishing your 
fourth novel? How has your process changed since The Magician’s Lie? 
What has stayed the same?

As I mentioned before, I’ve learned a lot about not letting the 
forward momentum of your writing grind to a halt in order to do 
your research! And it’s funny, after The Magician’s Lie, I told myself  
I’d stick to writing books told only in straightforward chronological 
order—so Girl in Disguise was that way, but the first half of Woman 
99 has all these in-depth flashbacks that form an earlier timeline, and 
then in this book, I’m just flinging timelines and POVs all over the 
place. Whatever serves the story, that’s what I’m going to do.

What’s next on your to-read list? Anything that might hint at your 
next project?
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I’m always reading three or four different books at once, so some 
might be more relevant than others! I can say that I’m in the early 
stages of deciding what my next work of historical fiction will focus 
on, and I may have checked out a few library books on nineteenth-
century New Orleans.
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