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Discussion Questions:
1. In the opening lockdown scene, Zach repeatedly focuses on external sensations—the smell of
Miss Russell’s breath, the stuffiness in the closet, the popping sounds coming from the hallway. What
does this tell us about how Zach perceives the world? What insight does it give us into who he is as a
child, and as a narrator?

2. After overcoming her shock, Zach’s mom campaigns against the parents of the shooter in an
attempt to hold them accountable for their son’s actions. Do you agree with her, or do you think she is
out of line?

3. Reading the Magic Tree House books aloud “to Andy” helps Zach cope with his grief. Which books
have helped you through difficult times in your life?

4. In their review of Only Child, Kirkus Reviews said of the Magic Tree House series, “Seems like a lot
of people, and not just the ones in this novel, need to reread those books.” What are the “secrets to
happiness”? Do you try to live by these rules? How do you think you could incorporate them into your
daily life?

5. Zach uses colors to help him understand his emotions better. What do you think about Zach’s
justifications for his choices? Which colors would use to represent your emotions? Do you think colors
have an impact on your mood?

6. On page 114, Zach says, “People start to forget about you after you die and they can’t see you all
the time anymore. It was already happening with Andy. I started to notice that at his funeral that was
on the day after the wake. Everyone was talking about Andy, but they talked about him like they only
remembered some parts of him, not all the parts. . . . It was like they weren’t really talking about Andy
or they were starting to forget about what he was like.” Do we do a disservice to our loved ones when
we only remember them at their best?

7. Do you think Zach should have returned to school earlier, or that he was sent back before he was
ready? What role does Miss Russell play in helping Zach heal? Do you think Zach learns to trust
school as a safe place again?

8. Zach suffers from survivor’s guilt after Andy’s death, feeling that everyone might have been happier
if he’d died instead. How does Aunt Mary help Zach work through these feelings? What does she
teach him about family?

9. Zach’s TV interview is traumatic for him. If you were in his mom’s position, would you have put
Zach on camera? Why did she insist, and why didn’t any of the other adults intervene?

10. What do you make of Zach’s perceived betrayal by Dexter? Did Dexter fail Zach when he needed
a friend most, or was he just doing his job? Do you think Zach sees the situation more or less clearly
because he’s a child?

11. If you had to trade places with any of the characters, who would it be? Why? Who would you least
like to trade places with?

12. If you could give Zach one piece of advice to help guide him as he grows up, what would it be?

