Lady Tremaine

Rachel Hochhauser
BOOK CLUB DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

START HERE: THE VILLAIN QUESTION

1. Before you read this book, what was your mental image of Lady Tremaine? Did the novel changeit,
complicateit, or just add detail to something you already suspected?

2. Hochhauser does not redeem Ethel exactly, she contextualises her. There is a difference. Did you find
yourself rooting for Ethel, understanding her, or just watching her with akind of grim recognition? Is
it possible to do all three at once?

3. The novel argues that the 'wicked stepmother’ label is a story told by people who only had part of the
picture. Do you think that is a generous reading of afairy tale, or doesit feel true to how women have
historically been written about?

ON ETHEL HERSELF

4. Ethel grew up without a mother, surrounded by brothers, taught to perform femininity rather than inherit
it naturally. How much does that origin shape the kind of mother she becomes, both to her daughters
and to Elin?

5. Sheis simultaneously the most capabl e person in the room and the most constrained by its rules. Does
that make her more sympathetic, more dangerous, or both?

6. The crumbling manor that looks fine from the outside is a deliberate metaphor for Ethel'slife. Did it feel
heavy-handed, or did it earn its weight by the end?

7. One of the most striking things about Ethel is how little she allows herself to want things for herself.
What does she actually want, when she is honest? Does she even know?

ON MOTHERHOOD, FIERCE AND OTHERWISE

8. The book presents motherhood not as gentle self-sacrifice but as something closer to warfare, requiring
ruthlessness and cal culation as much as love. Did that ring true? |'s there something in that version of
motherhood that is never said out loud but should be?

9. Ethel's love for her daughters Matilda and Rosamund is fierce and obvious. Her relationship with Elinis
amost the inverse. The novel gives reasons for that distance, but are they enough?
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10. Sheraises her daughters to be practical, self-sufficient, and unsentimental, qualities she considers
protective. Did you see that as a gift or aloss? What does it cost them?

11. By the end, when Ethel chooses between the security she has spent her whole life chasing and the
wellbeing of the stepdaughter who has never warmed to her, what does her choice reveal about who
sheredly is?

ON THE WORLD THE BOOK BUILDS

12. The kingdom has no name, the time period is vague, and there is no magic. What does stripping out the
fantasy elements do to a Cinderella story? Does it make it feel more or less like afairy tale?

13. The social system, where awoman's survival istied ailmost entirely to marriage and male protection, is
presented as historical but feels uncomfortably familiar. Where did you feel that friction most?

14. Theroyal family's secret changes everything once it surfaces. Did you feel the book earned that darker
turn, or did it feel like adifferent novel had started?

ON CINDERELLA AND THE STORIES WE INHERIT

15. Elin, this novel's Cinderella, is not quite what you expect. How does Hochhauser rewrite her, and what
does that do to your reading of the original story?

16. The Cinderella story has been told in ailmost every culture on earth. Why do we keep returning to it?
And what does it mean that the character we collectively made the villain is the one woman in the
story who is a mother, not agirl?

17. Wicked by Gregory Maguireis often cited as the original villain-gets-a-voice novel. If you have read
it, how does Lady Tremaine compare as an exercise in narrative sympathy?

THE QUESTIONS THAT WILL START ARGUMENTS

18. Is Ethel agood person? Not a sympathetic one, not ajustified one, but genuinely good? Does the book
want you to answer yes?

19. The novel has been compared to Bridgerton (for its romance and period setting) and to Circe by
Madeline Miller (for its feminist reclamation of a maligned woman). Which comparison felt more
accurate to you?

20. Rachel Hochhauser is also the co-founder of a puzzle company. One reviewer described this novel as
feeling like 'a completed Rubik's cube,' where everything slots into place. Did the ending feel
complete, or did something feel unresolved?

21. If someone made afilm of this, which would you be most afraid of seeing: the Disney faithful or the
gritty literary adaptation? And who do you cast as Ethel?
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