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ABOUT THE BOOK

Putting up a front and hiding her mental illness from her classmates is 
going to be the hardest thing high schooler Natalie Cordova has ever 
done. It’s her senior year, and she’s just been selected to present her 
artwork at a prestigious show. With the stress of performing on her 
shoulders, it doesn’t help when Natalie notices a boy who makes her 
heart leap. And then there’s fellow student Ella, who confronts Natalie 
about her summer car “accident” and pressures her into caring for the 
world’s ugliest dog. Now Natalie finds herself juggling all kinds of feels 
and responsibilities. 

• The Cordova family is plagued by secrets. Why is 
Maggie Cordova determined to keep the truth about 
Natalie’s accident a secret? She also doesn’t want 
anyone to know about her daughter’s mental illness. 
What precautions do they take to keep this a secret?  

• Why does Maggie care so much about appearances? 
How is this revealed in the Christmas letter that she 
sends each year? 

• How do the kids at school react to Natalie when they 
see her for the first time after the accident? Explain 
why their comments and questions are insensitive. 
Discuss whether their reaction would have been 
different had they known the truth.  

• Who is Ella? What is bizarre about the first conver-
sation Natalie has with Ella? Why does Natalie think 
that Ella is blackmailing her?

• Discuss Maggie’s reaction when she learns that 
Ella saw the accident. At what point does Natalie 
develop a friendship with Ella? What do they have 
in common?

• Describe Cecily and Brynn, Natalie’s best friends. 
How does Brynn play the role of “insider” and 
“grieving friend” (p. 7)? How has Natalie kept her 
panic attacks from her friends? Would it be a relief 
to Natalie if she shared her secret with her friends?

• At what point does Natalie tell Cecily and Brynn 
that she has bipolar disorder? Discuss how the 
conversation becomes a “runaway train” (p. 109). 
How do they treat Natalie?  

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

High schooler Natalie Cordova has just been diagnosed with bipolar 
disorder. Her mom insists she keep it a secret.
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• Natalie, an excellent artist, wants to attend Kendall 
College of Art, but Maggie wants her to go to a 
traditional college. Why does her mom push this 
matter so much? Discuss whether there is a reason 
other than wanting Natalie to have a reliable career. 
What causes her mother to change her mind? 

• In what ways does Maggie embrace Natalie’s dream 
of becoming an artist? 

• Discuss Natalie’s decision to throw away her 
medicine. What is significant about the scene where 
she destroys her landscape paintings? Why does 
she go to Ty’s house? How does this turn out to be 
a positive step toward her healing? What does she 
learn about Ty that she didn’t know?  

• Discuss Natalie’s thinking when she learns from her 
aunts that her dad was schizophrenic.  Explain why 
her aunts’ words give her nightmares. How does this 
affect the way she sees her own mental illness? 

• None of these mental illnesses are curable, but they 
can be managed if the patient stays on medication. 
Debate whether Natalie realizes the importance of 
her medication by the end of the novel. 

• What is the biggest secret that Natalie’s mom keeps? 
How does she justify this secret? Brent, Natalie’s 
older brother, doesn’t believe his sister when she tells 
him their dad is alive. How does his reaction make 
Natalie determined to find their father? 

• Trace Natalie’s journey to locate her dad. Describe 
the scene when she tells her mom that she has visited 
her dad. 

• Dad comes to Natalie’s art exhibit. What happens 
when he makes eye contact with Maggie Cordova? 
When he leaves, he says, “See you around, Maggie?” 
(p. 338). 

• Discuss why Natalie thinks, “Those four words have 
paragraphs of guilt and hope folded into them”  
(p. 338). What is the guilt? What is the hope? 
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