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Discussion Guide for  

Within Arm's Reach by Ann Napolitano 

 

1. How does Napolitano portray the complexities of family relationships in 

"Within Arm's Reach"? Which relationships did you find most compelling 

and why? 

2. The novel explores the idea of familial bonds that persist despite emotional 

distance. How do the characters' interactions reflect this theme? 

3. Gracie finds a "strange comfort" in the story of her grandfather carrying his 

stillborn twins past his children. Why do you think this traumatic event 

brings her solace? How does this shape her relationship with her 

grandmother, despite the story focusing on her grandfather? 

4. Discuss the different perspectives provided by the multiple narrators. How 

do their unique voices contribute to your understanding of the family 

dynamics? 

5. Which character did you relate to the most, and why? Did your perspective 

on any character change as the story progressed? 

6. Catharine felt she had to sacrifice her entire life to prove her respect for her 

mother. Why do you think she believed such drastic measures were 

necessary? Does she ever come to terms with her perceived failure? How does 

the encounter during Catharine’s stroke change their relationship? 

7. How do the experiences of the older generation (like Gram) compare to 

those of the younger characters (like Lila and Gracie)? What does this say 

about the evolution of family roles and expectations? 

8. Gracie, a columnist, loves finding the "right answer," but her pregnancy 

causes her to lose this skill, leading her boss to rewrite her columns. What 

does this change symbolize? Do you see it as a loss of control or a gain in 

some other aspect of her life? 

9. In what ways do the past experiences of the older generation influence the 

lives and choices of the younger family members? 

10. Catherine and her mother have a complex relationship. How does this 

relationship evolve throughout the novel, and what key moments signify 

changes in their dynamic? 

11. Sibling relationships are central to the story. How do the interactions 

between the sisters, particularly Lila and Grace, reflect both rivalry and 

support? 

12. Louis describes feeling weighed down by something immovable inside 

him, beyond just his depression over Eddie's death and his troubled 

marriage. What do you think this "something" represents? How, if at all, does 

Louis manage to overcome this by the end of the novel? 



2 
 

 Copyright © Wrote a Book  

13. How does the McLaughlin family's Irish American Catholic background 

shape their attitudes and behaviors? Are there specific traditions or beliefs 

that stand out in the narrative?  

14. Gracie feels most alive under the gaze of strangers at a bar, recognizing 

herself only in their interest. Does she ever overcome this need for external 

validation? How does her relationship with Grayson influence her self-

perception? 

15. Ann Napolitano doesn't shy away from showing the flaws of her 

characters. Discuss how these flaws make the characters more realistic. Were 

there any characters you found difficult to like, but still found yourself 

rooting for? 

16. Lila finds solace in reading about chronic illnesses that dull personality 

and drive. What is she trying to escape from in her life? Does her relationship 

with Weber signal a healthy change or a continuation of her desire for 

oblivion? 

17. Discuss how the novel addresses issues of sexuality and pregnancy out of 

wedlock. How do these issues create tension within the family and reflect 

broader societal expectations? 

18. If you have read Ann Napolitano’s other novels, such as "Dear Edward" or 

"Hello Beautiful," how does "Within Arm’s Reach" compare? Are there any 

recurring themes or narrative techniques that you recognize? 

19. Catharine believes her visions are a gift from her deceased son Patrick, 

but finds them terrifying. What do the Ballen children tied to a tree 

symbolize? Does Catharine manage to "untie" them in a metaphorical sense 

by the novel’s conclusion? 

20. Each character in the novel has a unique relationship with death. How 

does the author use death to develop these characters and set the stage for 

the impending birth? Can you give examples of how death influences key 

decisions or changes in the characters? 

21. Catharine’s mother accuses her of instilling unrealistic self-reliance in her 

children, leading them to feel like failures. Is this criticism fair? How do 

Catharine and her mother eventually reconcile their different approaches to 

parenting? 

22. Catharine wonders if children and parents truly want to know each other. 

By the end of the novel, have characters like Gracie, Lila, Kelly, or Catharine 

come closer to understanding their mothers? Have Kelly and Catharine 

gained any new insights into their children? 

23. Considering this is Napolitano’s debut novel, how does it reflect her 

growth as a writer in her subsequent works? What elements of her style or 

themes have evolved? 


