
Thoughtful Questions – Book 4 

 

Chapter 37 

In many ways, V handles her loss of G better than he handled the loss of her at the end of Book 2.  What 
elements in her personality and her situation help her to handle things better?  - - How do we handle our 
emotional upsets – more like V or more like G?  What can we do about it?  Is there anything we can do to 
make our sufferings easier on ourselves? 

Similarly to how Tant le Desiree had become a sort of living tomb to G after his mother passed, now the 
new apartment that he provided for V stifles her and expands her unhappiness.  - - Have we ever felt 
that our surroundings have gone from being our home, being supportive to us, sheltering us, to 
becoming an added source of misery?  Have we felt it in our work lives – the job we once took in the 
belief that it would build us up has us aching with expectation of agony every Sunday night?  What can 
we do when our environment “turns against us”? 

V hides her brokenness at work by resolutely hiding what misery awaits her at home.  Once merely an 
agony of back-breaking labor, her job becomes a source of solace to her.  Does this happen often, that 
people seek to compensate for perceived failure in one sphere of life by doubling down on another?  - - 
Has this ever happened to us or to someone we know?  Is it possible to eke out enough happiness in one 
sphere of life to be able to entirely compensate for dire deficiency in another? 

A huge amplifier of V’s misery is that she cannot contact G and explain herself or plead for forgiveness 
or bring their abrupt end to any kind of more merciful resolution.  She behaved foolishly, but does she 
really not deserve a chance to put things better if not right?  Is it his unkindness that keeps her from this 
chance or is that just how life sometimes is?  - - Have we ever been in a situation, due to an abrupt break 
in a relationship or perhaps due to someone’s death, that we did not get to have the resolution that we 
would have wanted?  How did it feel?  What did we do about it?  Did it perhaps make us realize that the 
resolutions that life does give to us are rare gifts? 

Vivien thinks “you spoiled me for anyone else”.  Is this, in some sense, literally true?  - - How might our 
own dreams and fantasies hurt us by spoiling us for the real world? 

There seems to be no life problem that V’s mother does not think marriage is at least a partial answer 
to.  Historically, this was a view that many women had, hoping that the men they married would lift 
some of their burden of unhappiness.  But is this the purpose of marriage?  - - Is it realistic to expect 
another person to soothe all of our hurts?  What if they fail?  Will it be their fault or will it, at some 
deeper level, also be our own?  Through what experiences and lessons has life taught us emotional 
independence? 

Praise from her former employer overpowers V’s senses.  Her long unhappiness has made her self-
doubtful in a way that she never was before, and to hear someone praise is almost unbearable.  How 
different is this V from the girl that she was or even from the young woman that she was when she first 
arrived in NYC?  - - Have we ever found ourselves at a point of self-doubt and had someone encourage us 
but found it hard to believe?  What massive mountain of insecurity must we have piled up unawares that 



encouraging words reached us with such difficulty?  Have we ever hidden our emotions at finding 
ourselves loved and supported? 

When hearing of how a co-worker is planning her new married life, V thinks that, rather than similarly 
reaching for her own happiness when she was younger, “a sense of duty and timidity has shaded all of 
my thinking.”  Is this really true?  What errors did her youthful self make in refusing G and accepting a 
rogue like Chip?  Were her choices really only of duty and timidity, or was there also stubbornness and 
an immature attraction to the surface shine of things?  - - What life decisions of our first decades did we 
make with immaturity?  How did things work out for us?  How much of life is what we choose and how 
much is what we make of it?  How do we balance our own pursuit of happiness against our sense of 
duty? 

The dramatic standoff between V and Sophie over Gregory brings out an almost unbelievably unsavory 
side of V, showing the lengths she would go to to protect her past fantasies and not lose the last 
imaginary bit of G that she feels she has left.  V’s tortured insistence to find out if she is still the one G 
loves is an echo of Christian’s death in the play Cyrano, just after Christian insists that the two men 
break their unwise pact and tell Roxane the truth so that she could justly choose between them. - - Have 
we done things in jealousy and in emotional suffering that we then regretted?  In the play, Cyrano takes 
the high road and refuses to besmirch Christian’s memory after Christian’s death; here, V takes the low 
road and threatens her only child with disowning her.  Which road did we end up taking in our own 
situation? 

 

Chapter 38 

G is fighting the losing fight in trying to preserve his physical property from the ravages of time.  Is it the 
stuff that he feels so strongly about, or is the stuff just the outward sign of a more complex fight?  - - 
Everyone must come to terms with the passage of time and having things constantly change.  What was 
a time when change was easy for us?  When was a time when it was hard at first but we eventually 
adapted ourselves to the change?  Have there been changes that we have never been able to adapt 
ourselves to?  Does growing older make us more flexible or more rigid when it comes to accepting 
change – or does it make us a bit more of both? 

G’s travels in Europe and to the near-arctic seem to open his heart in a new way, but after an initial 
fogginess and confusion upon his return to NY, the only resulting action is that he moves to a beachfront 
community of retirees and hangs up a hammock between two trees.  What happened within him to 
squander this start of a new opportunity at a more vibrant life?  - - Have we been in situations where we 
have been recovering from a time of hard fortune, and we have similarly passed up opportunities for 
more bold improvements in our mindset and circumstances?  What can we do in future to better 
recognize, weigh, and then take fuller advantage of new opportunities?  

When asked by his neighbor what brought him to Key Biscayne, G answers in what is an echo of a line 
from the film Casablanca.  Like G, the hero of that film has parted from the woman he loves only to find 
himself bitter, washed up, and exhausted of living.  In what ways are the two men alike?  How are they 
different?  - - How does the path back to love end up being exactly the same as the path back to 



usefulness, right thinking, a selfless spirit, and faith for the points beyond the horizon where we cannot 
see what still lies ahead? 

G’s brief journey to Tibet is the beginning of a much longer journey for him toward wholeness.  In Wolf’s 
long-sought book, G finds unexpected inspiration and a quickening of his latent curiosity.  - - Have there 
been times when we have been brought unexpectedly to exciting new thoughts and questions?  What did 
it feel like?  Is it possible to increase the occurrence of such moments of inspiration in one’s life?  How 
might it be done?  What could we do with more curiosity and inspiration in our lives?  What inward 
journeys is life inviting us to consider? 

True to his emotional temper, G looks back on his love with V as the one thing he can really be proud of 
because it had involved the use of his full emotional capacity, making it more “real” than any other 
experience in his life.  Should this be the yardstick of what our finest and most valuable moments in this 
life have been?  Or should other perhaps less selfish considerations be the yardstick?  - - What do we 
look back on as times when we were most proud of ourselves?  What times were our best times, when 
we felt the most alive?  Where does selfishness end and a most complete application of ourselves to a 
worldly task begin? 

 

Chapter 39 

When Sophie announces her intention to marry Edwin, V probes as to whether Sophie really cares for 
him.  What has V learned from her own marriage, and what might V’s mother have learned from her 
own relationship with V’s father to have once asked V similar questions before her wedding to Chip?  - - 
In what experiences of life have we learned and then tried to help those younger than us facing similar 
situations?  Do our efforts help or hinder those coming after us to make their decisions – or do our efforts 
have no effect because everyone must ultimately learn from his or her own mistakes? 

Nadine’s marriage with Frank contrasts markedly with V’s two failed relationships.  She never got the 
fairy tale romance that she wanted but she did find happiness.  What in her nature made her able to 
shift from what was not realistic to expect, to something real and good that was?  And how has V, in 
comparison, lost some of the steady bedrock of her practical personality in order to love G?  In what 
ways have the two girls turned out the same or differently from what might have been expected from 
their childhood?  - - Do we find ourselves living the life that we or our families imagined in our childhood 
that we would have?  What has surprised us about ourselves, upon growing up? 

Was it right of G to have stored up and then shared all of his memories of his time with V, including the 
painful times or times when he blamed her for his sufferings?  Was it only selfishness and a longing for 
attention that made him do it, or was it also an overwhelming desire to be emotionally understood?  
How should someone like V be expected to react to such an all-encompassing demand for emotional 
intimacy?  - - What do we do to get attention on our emotional needs?  Do we disguise them as other 
kinds of needs?  Do we smother others in an effort to get our own needy hearts to go quiet?  Do we 
become quarrelsome and demanding?  Do we give in to addictions? 

The fairy tale landscape of G’s Thibodaux countryside has vanished and V finds a new suburban 
subdivision in its place.  How does she now feel about the past, and might her deeper understanding not 
make her a more compatible partner for G than when she was younger?  - - Does nostalgia catch up with 



all of us eventually?  Nostalgia is both sweetness and irrationality; how can we harvest its wisdom and 
keep it from being a harm? 

V has made the shift from setting up her own life to focusing on getting her daughter set up in hers, and 
now she is ready to let the up and coming generation take over the wheel.  For the first time, V can put 
herself first and decide how she wants to spend the decades that remain to her.  - - What do we want to 
do with the time we have on this earth?  Are we at a point where we think we can freely choose?  Why or 
why not?  What is on our “bucket list” to achieve before we die, and what regrets do we want to be sure 
to avoid?  After pondering this, is there any action that is required of us to make our ideas for ourselves 
become reality? 

The fortune teller is a fictionalized personification of faith.  She can see G around V although V cannot.  
She trusts that V will get the house she wants, although V is not sure.  How powerful of a life force is 
faith?  - - What could our lives be like if we had the unshakable vision and faith of the fortune teller?  If 
we cannot have such a superpower, how could acting as if we had such optimistic certainty be the next 
best thing? 

V discovers that the necklace that G once gave her has a much higher value than she ever suspected.  
The hero or heroine who sits unsuspecting on a pile of treasure is a familiar fairy tale element.  - - In a 
spiritual sense, how might we all be living atop a buried treasure that we were once given by the One 
who loves us more than we can hope to know?  What steps can we take to discover our own buried 
treasures or talents? 

V prepared herself as carefully as possible for her move out to the country, but it was still a significant 
risk.  Was she foolish to take it?  Would she have been foolish not to take it?  - - In our own lives, can we 
see with clarity what risks we should take and when we should take them?  What can be done to help 
strengthen our decision-making faculties?  How do we have to be prepared to react when risks we take 
don’t work out?  Is there a way that we can build that resilience and flexibility into our thinking upfront? 

 

Chapter 40 

In his hurried departure from Key Biscayne to avoid Hurricane Betsy, Gregory is so concerned what 
other people think of him that he overrides the warning gut feeling rising up in him and rather risks 
losing his precious belongings than looking ridiculous.  Perhaps it is more accurate to say that when he 
weighs the risk of losing his things or looking foolish, he thinks that it is far more likely Ferdinand will 
ridicule him.  - - When are times that we have worried what other people might think of us only to then 
regret the actions we took?  How bad would it have to be for us to learn the lesson and worry less what 
others might think of us?  Could we just work on our mindset now, without any crisis to precipitate it?  

G does not take the loss of his material possessions very well.  What in his circumstance and his 
personality has made this loss harder for him?  How might the loss of some of his past actually be 
helpful for his path into the future?  - - What are the losses we have borne that ultimately turned out to 
free us and put us onto a new and better path?  How can we keep this potential silver lining in mind 
when future losses come to us? 



G’s trip out West is one of increasing disintegration, and unlike on his earlier trip to Europe with his 
friends, no one is there to see him hit rock bottom.  Increasing physical infirmity is his signal that he has 
fallen over the edge.  - - Has it happened to us that overwork, stress, emotional pressures, or other 
circumstances have eventually turned into physical symptoms for us?  Might it be the case that those 
stressors went to work on us for a long time before we noticed the destruction?  How can our physical 
weaknesses help us to correct our life’s path? 

Passing into a new supernatural life phase, G loses his ability to sleep.  - - Can we imagine a world 
without sleep?  It seems like it would be a great benefit, but might there also be downsides?  How would 
we need to rethink our lives and to keep ourselves disciplined so that loss of sleep would not unravel us? 

G’s friendship with Vincent Serafino is an unexpected occurrence that even G manages to recognize as a 
blessing.  What does the friendship mean to G and what does it mean to Vincent?  What makes them 
compatible and what adds tension?  How do mutual personal revelations solidify their connection?  - - 
Have we ever found ourselves unexpectedly thrown together with someone that we feel comfortable 
unburdening ourselves to?  Does the fact that the person is a stranger and likely to leave again soon 
make it easier to open up?   

G admits that he has bungled his love life entirely and says “who am I to tell anyone else how to arrange 
their private affairs?”  Is this humility? Resignation? Wisdom?  - - Some people make an argument 
similar to G’s and others make an argument in favor of rules based on social structure and the needs of 
families and children.  Which view do we find ourselves leaning toward?  Have we always held that view 
or have our opinions on this topic evolved as we have grown older?  What do we think the future will 
look like? 

G has never given a serious thought to matters of race, nor has he followed public conversation on the 
topic.  How has this made him a shallower and less compassionate person than he might otherwise have 
become?  - - What travels and studies might we undertake to open up our own minds?  What can we 
build into our daily life that could help us grow empathy? 

G says that his greatest burden is not being able to tell anyone about himself, and that therefore no one 
can understand him.  How had telling V the story of his past helped them to connect?  How had it 
helped G to better carry the lonesome burden of his own existence?  - - What are the secrets that we 
are burdened with?  Do we ever think that others cannot understand us at all?  Is that true? 

Baby is as different a person from Vincent Serafino as G could hope to meet in his travels.  Why does she 
take him under her wing and agree to help him?  How does he know that he can trust her?  - - Who are 
the unexpected helpers that life has set onto our path?  Are we ready to accept their help with these 
characters appear, or do we have to be at a certain level of vulnerability or desperation before we can 
accept their aid? 

 

Chapter 41 

What unrealistic biases about aging has Vivien acquired by living and working in a city where youth was 
so prized?  How will it make her life more difficult for her now?  - - What are our own views on aging?  



Do we think it is different for women than for men?  Do we think it is different for single people than it is 
for married people?  Is society’s view of aging evolving?  In what way? 

Vivien has never really had anything in her life that she has been the manager of.  How does she take to 
managing her store, and what latent skills does she bring to her business?  Is this the kind of chance that 
Gregory would ever take?  Why does she work so hard, and does she really need to?  - - What are the 
initiatives that we might want to try that would bring out our own latent skills and talents?  Would it be 
fun to be the owner and manager of something?  Would it be intimidating?  Would we be tempted to 
overdo it? 

The Topsmead Garden Club is a caricature sketch emphasizing some of the less noble and more 
humorous aspects of all-women’s organizations.  What are the strengths that are accumulated when a 
large group of women work together?  To what extent are the short-comings also real?  What are the 
strengths and shortcomings, in contrast, for all-male organizations?  - - How do men help balance 
women out, and might it help to make large organizations stronger than single-gender organizations?   

Vivien releases a small piece of the burden of carrying Gregory’s secret for all those years by telling it to 
John Mackey.  Does Mr. Mackey believe in Vivien’s story of the unchanging man?  Why is he willing to 
pass over the issue so lightly?  - - What have our friends confided to us that we have doubted, but that 
we were willing to overlook?  How does it build relationships when we confide something to another 
person and we have at least their passive acceptance? 

 

Chapter 42 

Gregory’s path back from homelessness and despair takes some time.  How does his social isolation and 
his self-critical mindset make this raw, slowly healing time more difficult?  What would help him to pass 
through this phase more smoothly?  - - How do we treat ourselves when we are fighting back from an 
injury?  What do we do to allow ourselves to heal? 

Gregory finds himself living through societal changes as well as a kind of supernatural menopause, when 
his physical reality begins to change.  How good is Gregory at handling change?  Is he any better at it 
than he was during the 1930s?  - - Will change be easier or harder to bear, do we imagine, as we get 
older?  Is it possible that change may become more and more pronounced, but yet at the same time 
come to matter less over time? 

The reunion with Wolf reveals Wolf’s deep emotional attachment to his friend.  New attachments have 
also been formed since Gregory left.  Is Gregory perhaps a bit jealous to not have all of Wolf’s attention 
and care anymore?  - - How do we feel towards our parents?  Do we always understand their need for 
their friends and partners, or do we sometimes begrudge them that they are not always there to care for 
us in the same immediate way as they did when we were younger?  How long does it truly take to 
establish full emotional independence of our parents, and to understand that we are profoundly 
responsible for ourselves? 

Gregory is both interested and afraid of learning about meditation.  He is intrigued, but he also holds 
many prejudices about orientalism and foreigners, and suspicions about other religions.  How is his 
attitude toward new things one that we might also understand?  - - How open-minded have we been 



able to be about other philosophies and religions beyond the one(s) we were raised with?  What benefits 
would we experience from more open-mindedness?  How might we cultivate it?  If we open our minds to 
other worldviews and ideas, will we of necessity put at risk our current beliefs?  What do we fear we will 
lose? 

Atah’s story is exactly the kind of romantic, poetic, and spiritual tale that Gregory relishes.  To what 
parts of Atah’s story is Gregory particularly drawn?  What is he not really hearing that Atah is telling him 
about immature versus more mature longings and ideals?  How, after so many years, has Gregory still 
not outgrown his original childish preferences for fairy tales?  - - Where do we fall on the maturity 
spectrum?  Have we really put fairy tales aside, or does a part of us still long for our own lives to become 
like our favorite fairy tales?  Does this longing make us more poignant and sensitive, or just likely to be 
disappointed by reality? 

 

Chapter 43 

How is Vivien’s meeting Tim Welles different from when she met Gregory?  What about Tim makes him 
potentially a compatible partner for Vivien?  What indicates fairly early on that it will not be enough?  - - 
How much of adult relationships are convenience-driven versus compatibility-driven?  As we get older, 
does the balance between convenience and compatibility shift?  Have we moderated our expectations 
for compatibility, as compared to the hopes and expectations of our youth?  When we are very honest 
with ourselves, have we been the kind of partner to others who invests in growing compatibility, or have 
we become comfortable in our ways and let convenience take over? 

The garden symbolizes the joint project that Tim and Vivien have achieved together.  Absent their 
relationship working out, what is the value that remains in the garden?  Are either of them bitter to 
have worked on it together, or wish to have their wasted time returned to them?  - - What have we 
worked on with others that bore fruit despite the fact that the relationship eventually ended?  Do we 
look at the outcome of that project and only see in it the vivid reminder of a past disappointment, or can 
we also see the blessing?  How long does it take us after the bitterness to be able to consistently see just 
the blessing? 

Is it Vivien’s fault – and loss – that she cannot accept Tim as he is, or is it beyond her control to induce in 
herself more love-filled emotions towards him?  How much can she help it, and how much can she not 
really help it?  How does the arrival of a grandchild in her life give her something to move on to, perhaps 
making the decision to leave Tim an easier one?  - - Have there been situations in our own lives when we 
have wanted to love someone out of convenience or duty, but have found it difficult to direct our hearts 
toward them?  Have others perhaps also felt similarly about us?  What does incompatibility in 
relationships teach us?  Might it make us more compassionate? 

 

Chapter 44 

No thoughtful questions are given for this chapter.  As it is a chapter focused on philosophy and 
spirituality, it should not come as any challenge to be able to find material in it for contemplation. 

 


