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A Note from the Author

Early one morning in September 2001, I drove out to my local 
gym in Fayetteville, Arkansas, to exercise. I parked in my usual 
space and ran in the door and up the stairs to see if a treadmill 
would be free at this popular time of the day. Rather than ex-
ercising, everyone in the gym was standing around watching a 
line of television sets. As I joined them, the second plane flew 
into the World Trade Center. 

A young woman who was my Pilates instructor was sur-
rounded by the other trainers. Her husband, along with sev-
eral colleagues, was at that moment in the World Trade Center 
for an early morning business meeting. He had called her that 
morning and told her about the towers, how beautiful they 
were, how impressive, and how excited he was about the busi-
ness he was conducting. Now, we all watched as this young 
woman’s long vigil began. We watched as the world we knew 
came apart on the line of television sets, and we watched a 
wonderful young woman we loved wait to see if it would also 
be the end of her personal happiness. 

This particular story had a happy ending. Her husband was 
able to escape the building and make his way home during the 
next two days. He and a colleague had done daring things to 
achieve their safety, and their journey home culminated with a 
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seventy-five-year-old physician, the man’s father, driving from 
Fayetteville to Atlanta to meet them. In the midst of our dis-
may over the events in New York and Washington and Pennsyl-
vania, we took comfort in the courage and bravery of the folks 
from Fayetteville. 

This story haunted me as the months rolled on. I became 
obsessed with news about Al-Qaeda and about weaponized 
smallpox and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. I watched news 
programs by the hour and read hundreds of newspaper and 
magazine articles. I was torn between sets of ideas and felt that 
there was information I needed that I did not have. Unlike dur-
ing most crises in the United States, I did not call senators and 
representatives and the White House and tell them what to 
do. I didn’t know what to suggest. I fell back on believing that 
the president and Congress had more information than I did. I 
became a follower of Thomas Friedman of the New York Times. 
I felt he knew the Middle East and was telling me all he knew 
as well as he could. 

I kept wondering how reporters and editors must have felt 
as they strove to report the unclear and incomplete news from 
around the world concerning the threats against the United 
States. How did they keep their emotions from taking over? 

During this time I began to write a series of stories about a 
group of women cousins in my fictional Hand-Manning fam-
ily from North Carolina. These cousins were all nieces of an 
earlier character, Anna Hand. 

So the novel began to weave itself in my mind. I believe that 
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poetry and literature help us understand our lives. As I have 
grown older, I have found that writing fiction helps me under-
stand the world in which I live now, especially the quiet, lonely 
place where each human has to make his peace with the power-
ful forces that play upon our lives, and over which we have very 
little real control. 

Olivia, Jessie, Tallulah, Winifred, Susan, and Louise are the 
cousins who live in this novel. Perhaps their stories are all a 
drama I invented to help me believe that good can come of evil, 
that life can triumph over death, that the seas will calm and the 
vessel will right itself. It has meant a great deal to me to write 
this book, and my hope is that readers will come away from it 
with a new understanding of how our lives have been forever 
changed.





Questions for Discussion

1. In A Dangerous Age, as in her previous novels and story collec-
tions, Ellen Gilchrist writes about Southern women who are 
struggling with issues of class, feminism, and identity. What 
issues do you feel resonate most strongly in this novel, and how 
are they best exemplified?

2. The novel deals almost exclusively with women of the Hand 
family, one that Gilchrist has written about in previous books. 
Do you feel that the relationships these women have with one 
another mirror those of real-life families? Why or why not?

3. In a review of A Dangerous Age, one critic wrote that in her 
examination of how the world changed on 9/11, Gilchrist “aims 
to show readers that Americans have a resilience that won’t al-
low us to simply sulk and blame.” Do you feel that the author 
succeeded in this aim? Why or why not?

4. Though A Dangerous Age is not specifically about the horrors 
of 9/11, that cataclysmic event seems to echo through the lives 
of the women in the novel. How does that event influence the 
choices these women make? How do you think you would have 
reacted under the same circumstances?
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5. What elements in the novel speak to its status as a “Southern” 
novel? When you hear a book described as being “Southern,” or 
reflecting a “Southern” sensibility, what aspects of that cultural 
heritage do you expect to see included in the story? Does this 
novel uphold or subvert your expectations?

6. The principal character in the novel, Olivia Hand, is by 
birth part Cherokee. Does that explain some of the life choices 
that she makes? What part of that heritage, shown mainly 
through the wedding ceremony (page 85), did you find most  
intriguing?

7. In reflecting on the political stance the author takes in the 
novel, do you view her leanings as being liberal or conservative 
or centrist? Did the political point of view in the novel make it 
more effective or less effective for you as a reader?

8. Though dealing with many deeply serious themes, Gilchrist 
manages to instill a sense of humor in her story. How does this 
humor work in the novel? Can you cite some examples? Does it 
give the story more or less impact, and why?

9. Though it could be classified as an antiwar novel, do you feel 
that A Dangerous Age transcends the limits of that categorization? 
If so, what do you think is the novel’s true message?



Ellen Gilchrist, winner of the National Book Award for 
Victory Over Japan, is the author of more than twenty 
books, including novels, short stories, poetry, and a 
memoir. She lives in Arkansas. 
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