
Book Club Notes

Some topics to consider while reading Family 
Skeleton:

•	 Storytelling
•	 Family dynamics
•	 History
•	 Secrets 

From inside her Toorak mansion, Margaret, 
matriarch, widow of Edmund Rice O’Day of O’Day 
Funerals, secretly surveys her family in the garden. 
Everyone, including Margaret herself, is oblivious 
to the secrets that threaten to be uncovered by a 
visiting American relative who is determined to 
excavate the O’Day’s family history. How far will 
Margaret go in order to bury the truth? 

Family Skeleton examines a family that has for 
generations been engaged in dark business. You 
can’t dig a grave without disturbing the smooth 
surface of the ground.

Deftly woven with elegant wit and with compassion, 
this dark comedy is about what you might unearth 
if you dig deep enough.
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1 The Skeleton in the closet speaks directly to the reader, commenting on the behaviour of the characters, and 
also telling the reader where to look, what not to bother about. What effect does this narrative device have 
on the telling of the story?

2 Margaret’s life story is mostly revealed in her journal. Does this intimate view of Margaret help you empathise 
with her?

3 Lillian is different from the other characters in many ways; she is the central location of goodness in a messy, 
wicked world. In what ways is she different?

4 The Second World War fractured the twentieth century. How did it affect Margaret? How did it reach into the 
lives of the O’Days of Toorak?

5 Doria is ‘the stranger who rides into town’. What effect did she have on the lives of the other characters?

6 Margaret thinks the past should remain in the past. Most of the other characters seem to want to explore and 
expose the past. Who do you think is right?

7 The subject matter of the novel is dramatic and serious, yet much of the style of the writing is comic. How do 
you think these two elements work together? Does the comedy make the drama more memorable?

8 The chapters are headed by a short quotation from Edmund. What effect do these sayings have on your 
reading of the novel?

9 The	novel	ends	in	such	a	way	that	the	reader	is	invited	to	complete	the	picture.	Do	you	find	this	satisfactory,	
or would you prefer to be told what actually happened?

10  What does the Skeleton want the reader to notice in the advertisement on page six?

11  The secret was bound to come out when Ophelia died. But without the presence of Doria, would Margaret  
have been able to bury that secret forever?

12 	The	Skeleton	says	to	take	no	notice	of	such	things	as	the	butterflies	in	the	story.	He	says	they	are	meaningless.	
What do you think?
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