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About the Book

Five siblings in West Virginia unearth long-buried secrets
when the supernatural bargain entwining their fate with
their ancestral land is suddenly ruptured

Since time immemorial, the Haddesley family has tended
the cranberry bog. In exchange, the bog sustains them.
The staunch seasons of their lives are governed by a strict
covenant that is renewed each generation with the ritual
sacrifice of their patriarch, and in return, the bog produces
a “bog-wife.” Brought to life from vegetation, this woman
is meant to carry on the family line. But when the bog
fails—or refuses—to honor the bargain, the Haddesleys, a
group of discordant siblings still grieving the mother who
mysteriously disappeared years earlier, face an unknown
future.

Middle child Wenna, summoned back to the dilapidated
family manor just as her marriage is collapsing, believes
the Haddesleys must abandon their patrimony. Her
siblings are not so easily persuaded. Eldest daughter Eda,
de facto head of the household, seeks to salvage the compact by desecrating it. Younger son
Percy retreats into the wilderness in a dangerous bid to summon his own bog-wife. And as
youngest daughter Nora takes desperate measures to keep her warring siblings together,
fledgling patriarch Charlie uncovers a disturbing secret that casts doubt over everything the
family has ever believed about itself.

About the Author

Kay Chronister is the author of Thin Places and Desert Creatures. Her short fiction has
appeared in Strange Horizons, Clarkesworld, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, The Dark, and
elsewhere, and has been nominated for the Shirley Jackson and World Fantasy awards. She
lives outside of Philadelphia.

“An immersive, haunting, and compelling tale of a family being
crushed by the weight of their secrets and held hostage by their
traditions. It's a lush and uneasy tale that leaves both characters

and readers at the mercy of the land itself.”
—Booklist
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Discussion Questions
1. The novel opens with Nora’s decision to hide the “trespasser” mushrooms that she sees in
the bog from her brother Percy. Why does Nora make this decision, and how does it set the
stage for conflicts between Nora and her siblings later on?

2. What roles do Eda, Charlie, Percy, and Nora play in the family at the beginning of the novel,
and how do their dynamics change through the course of the story?

3. Much of the Haddesley family believes that Charlie is not up to the job of being the bog’s
custodian. Do you agree? Why or why not? What does being the bog’s custodian seem to
involve, and what do you think it should involve?

4. On page [54], Wenna recalls a conversation with her husband Michael where he accuses her
of fearing everything sacred. She answers, “how is it sacred if you’re not afraid of it?” Why do
you think Wenna feels this way? How are fear and worship intertwined for the Haddesley
family?

5. What does Nora’s decision to open and read Wenna’s mail tell us about her character and
motivation? What do you think of the action she takes next? What would you have done, in
Nora’s position?

6. What might the hemlock tree embedded in the roof of the house symbolize? What feelings
does its removal bring up for each of the Haddesley siblings, and how do those feelings reflect
their different perspectives on their home?

7. Discuss the story of Charles Maturin, the first “Haddesley,” which Charlie learns on page
[195-198]. How does this story change your perspective on the Haddesleys? Does it matter
whether the Haddesley traditions are only a century old or two millennia?

8. On page [211], Eda thinks to herself that “she never really let her siblings have the
punishment they deserved… she needed them too much, and what if they no longer loved her
afterwards?” Were you surprised to hear Eda express that she needed her siblings? How might
this sense of dependence explain her behavior throughout the novel?

9. Why do you think Percy and Charlie react so differently to the discovery of their mother than
their sisters do? What was your own reaction?
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10. Ritual plays an important role in the lives of the Haddesleys, from the exchange of
patriarch for bog-wife to the yearly peat-cutting. Eda even thinks of conceiving a baby and
giving birth as rituals. What sets apart a ritual from a normal action or experience? Why do you
think ritual is so important to the Haddesleys, and especially to Eda?

11. Discuss the bog-wife’s story of the compact between the bog and the Haddesley family on
pages [275-276]. How does her history of the bog contrast with the Haddesley mythology that
we learn earlier in the novel? What might be the significance of these two different stories?

12. In the final chapters of the novel, each of the Haddesley siblings makes a choice about how
to move forward. Which of these choices most surprised you? Did you wish that any of these
characters had made a different choice?

13. Do you think the birth novel’s conclusion represents a new beginning for the family – or the
restarting of an old cycle? What do you imagine might happen to each character after the end
of the novel?

14. The Bog Wife draws from a tradition of fairy tales about men who marry magical
non-human women, such as selkie stories. What does the novel suggest are the consequences
of this kind of marriage? How does the marriage between Charles Haddesley and the bog-wife
seem to affect their children’s views on marriage, love, and sexuality?

15. For much of the novel, the Haddesleys fear the bog is dying and try to save it – only to
learn that it is actually going through a healthy process of change that they have been holding
back. What does this misunderstanding suggest about the relationship between humans and
the natural world? What responsibilities do you think the Haddesleys have to the bog? Is it best
taken care of, or left alone?


