
Book Club Notes

Some topics to consider while reading Unaccountable Hours:

•	 Living ethically, and ethical dilemmas

•	 Environmental conservation

•	 The transformative power of music

•	 Dedication and devotion to one’s passions and beliefs

•	 The power of the human spirit

•	 The Australian landscape

‘For me, Bea is unavoidable, pivotal, vital. It never occurs to me 
that I might be to her too.’ – Like Water

Set in and defined by the Australian landscape, Unaccountable 
Hours is a collection of three novellas that bring the reader 
into the intimate spaces of a craftsman and maker of musical 
instruments (The Luthier), a biologist facing the ultimate ethical 
test (Ethical Man), and two unlikely soul-mates, born generations 
apart (Like Water), as each devotes their unaccountable hours to 
the passions, beliefs, and loves of their lives. 

UNACCOUNTABLE HOURS
three novellas
 
by Stephen Scourfield
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Discussion questions for The Luthier

1 Consider Dale and Ellen’s reactions to their talented son rejecting an academic career path. Were 
Alton’s reasons for leaving the world of academia for a practical-based musical career justified?  

2 ‘There is something indefinable that the human hand adds. There is something unearthly – some power, 
some spirit, some life.’ Do you agree that objects created by hand obtain some of the essence of their 
maker? What then is the implication of producing musical instruments en masse?

3 Alton Freeman asserts that he never understood Bach’s music as clearly as when he experienced the 
loss of his father. Do you find that you are more able to relate more to a song or a piece of music when 
you understand or experience the emotions that the musician is expressing through their music? 

4 Discuss the Cremonese luthiers’ generations-old tradition of instrument making. Is the passing down of 
trades to younger generations something that is slowly disappearing from contemporary society?

5 Dr John’s personal philosophy is ‘…to stay in one place and get to know it very well.’ What does Dr John 
mean by this?

6 Throughout the story, the characters listen to music on record players and cassette tapes. In this 
digital age, record players are considered ‘retro’ and are more often being purchased as an objet d’art. 
Is there a piece of technology that you wished was still in fashion or one that you might still use regularly?

7 Discuss Alton Freeman’s meeting with his idol, Monica Erica Grenbaum. Did this meeting live up to 
Alton’s expectations? 

8 Monica Erica Grenbaum becomes crippled in later life as a result of her dedication to playing the violin. 
In your opinion, is life still worth living if you can no longer do what you most enjoy?
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Discussion questions for Like Water

1 Compare Matthew’s two lives, in Rome and in Perth. How does the landscape shape who we are, and 
do we change depending on where we are?

2 ‘I promised myself I’d just skim stones, but sandcastles came as they do.’ What is Matthew referring to 
when he talks about sandcastles?  

3 Did Matthew intentionally pursue Beatrice or was their meeting an act of fate?

4 ‘I pass through here only to tap briefly into an ancient root system and in transit to landscape.’ 
Matthew is referring to more than his biological roots in this sentence. Discuss how the author portrays 
the Australian landscape throughout this story.  

5 ‘Between the two of us there is the low rub of recognition and attraction, mixed like honey and lemon, 
coating what it touches.’ Do you believe that attraction can transcend age difference?

6 Is Catherine solely responsible for creating her own problems, or is she simply unlucky in love? 

7 Why is Mrs S envious of Beatrice? Would you confront an elderly neighbour if you noticed that they had 
an unusual houseguest? 

8 ‘We are of different eras, different generations, from different times, different orbits that have 
overlapped…’ Discuss Matthew and Beatrice’s relationship and whether you believe that age matters 
when it comes to love? Would your opinion change if the characters were an older man and a younger woman?

9 Do you relate to any of the characters in this story? Explain.
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Discussion questions for Ethical Man

1 Part of Milner’s Ethic is described as being, ‘not a specific sensitivity to an individual culture, more 
a general acceptance that we should accommodate the beliefs of others – be they theological, 
theosophical, cultural, scientific, or artistic...’ Do you agree/disagree with this belief, and is 
Bartholomew justified in his reasoning to not step on or survey part of the land that the traditional 
owners hold sacred, even for the purposes of scientific advancement?

2 ‘The desert is like that. It can open your mind, set your attitudes straight…It’s a hard place to live and a 
harder place to leave.’ Discuss the significance of the Australian desert and savannah in Ethical Man.   

3 John Snookes writes in his reply to Bartholomew’s letter, ‘I have never heard, but I hope you have family 
and children of your own these days, to enjoy this wonderful human side of you.’ In your opinion, did 
Bartholomew waste his life by pursuing his work and beliefs, and turning his back on those he loved?

4 In his final letter, Bartholomew describes himself as having had ‘Too much arrogance, not enough 
humility.’ In order to effect or instigate change, is it better to be humble and live as an example 
for other people on how to live ethically, or is it more effective to target the masses by publicly 
campaigning one’s case?

5 Bartholomew experiences a kind of catharsis from having written the letters to those closest to him, 
and the letters provide him with a sense of closure: ‘Thinking that, perhaps, the writing, not the sending 
is the point, and the kindest thing.’ Do you agree that it is the writing and not the sending of a letter 
that is the most important part of obtaining closure with people in your past?

6 Does Bartholomew Milner abide by his ‘Milner’s Ethic’ throughout the whole story, and will he ultimately 
be remembered for what is contained within his letters, for his life’s work, or for his ethics?

7 ‘Where do we draw the line in the sand? ’ Discuss Bartholomew’s final ethical dilemma. What would you 
have done if you were in his position?
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