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The Accidentals by Minrose Gwin 

 

In the fall of 1957, Olivia McAlister is living in Opelika, Mississippi, caring 
for her two girls, Grace and June, and her husband. She dreams of living a much 
larger life--seeing Paris and returning to her wartime job at a landing boat factory 
in New Orleans. As she watches over the birds in her yard, Olivia feels like an 
"accidental"--a migratory bird blown off course. 

When Olivia becomes pregnant again, she makes a fateful decision that 
reverberates throughout Grace's and June's lives. Grace, caught up in an 
unconventional love affair, becomes one of the "girls who went away" to have a 
baby in secret. June, guilt-ridden for her part in exposing Grace's pregnancy, 
eventually makes an unhappy marriage. Meanwhile Ed Mae Johnson, an African 
American care worker in a New Orleans orphanage, is drastically impacted by 
Grace's choices. 

As the years go by, their lives intersect in ways that reflect the unpredictable 
flights of birds diverted from their expected journey--and the consolations of 
imperfect return. 

ISBN 9780062471758 

Discussion Questions: 

1. In her essay “How I Came to Write The Accidentals,” Minrose Gwin cites a 
photograph of the first Sputnik dog, the doomed little mutt named Laika, as 
the spark that fired the novel. Where do images of Laika or allusions to her 
surface in the book and in what contexts? In those contexts, what is their 
immediate effect and purpose? 

 
2. The first part of the novel explores the stark contrast between the expansive 

era of the 1950s and 1960s and the constricted lives of women and girls, 
especially regarding sex and reproduction. Where is that constriction most 
visible and troubling and what are its long-term effects in the novel? How is 
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that constriction policed? What are the most powerful images of constriction 
in the book? 

 
3. Laika is certainly not the only animal in The Accidentals. There are reticulated 

giraffes, multiple dogs, a revelatory cat, a rapacious sparrow, and an extinct 
parakeet—just to name few of the creatures that inhabit these pages. How do 
animals enrich our understanding of the characters in the book? What other 
functions do animals serve? 

 
4. The Accidentals is an episodic story, told by seven characters in the first 

person. Why did Gwin use so many narrators’ perspectives to tell the story? 
How do those perspectives intertwine with one another and to what effect? 
How would the book be different if only one character or an omniscient third-
person narrator told the story? 

 
5. The time line of the novel covers more than sixty years, from 1957 to 2008. 

What’s the effect of this sweeping time line and the important historical events 
that occur over the course of it, such as the first man on the moon and the 
Cuban Missile Crisis? How do these events shape the characters? How does 
Gwin move through time in the novel? Given the broad time span, how does 
she prevent the novel from becoming too diffuse and vague?  

 
6. This is a book about the effect of a central tragedy, which occurs in the first 

chapter and is narrated by Olivia, the mother of June and Grace and the wife 
of Holly. Olivia disappears physically from the novel after that initial 
appearance, but her presence hovers over and haunts her daughters’ lives 
throughout the rest of the novel. Where in the novel is Olivia’s presence felt 
most powerfully? How do you think she affects her daughters’ lives and 
decisions? 

 
7. The women in The Accidentals make different choices regarding unwanted 

pregnancies. What are those choices and how do they affect their lives? What 
does this book have to say about the limitations of such choices in the 1950s 
and 1960s South? How does The Accidentals resonate with current debates 
around women’s reproductive issues? 

 
8. As children, the two sisters, Grace and June, are extremely close, but they 

become estranged through an act that Grace perceives as her sister’s betrayal. 
Afterward, as their lives propel them in different directions, the sisters remain 
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distant. However, there are several key moments tucked into the book when 
the spark of sisterhood rekindles between them, sometimes only briefly and 
sometimes just in the mind of one of the two sisters. Where are those moments 
and how do they prepare the reader for the book’s ending? 

 
9. At the end of the novel, Ed Mae Johnson, the visionary of the novel, observes: 

“There’s a dark energy pushing things along, stellar explosions and 
supernovae, black holes, dormant and active. We all burn, shapely and bright, 
in space and time.” In the context of the book, what is that “dark energy” and 
where is it most strongly felt? 

 
10. Why do you think Gwin entitled her novel The Accidentals? How is the 

concept of being an accidental—that is, being blown off track into new, 
unfamiliar terrain—central to understanding these characters’ challenges? Is 
anyone in this novel not an “accidental”? 

 

Review or Comment about this book: 

Help others with their decision to read this book by simply leaving your comments 
and reviews online at https://www.booksamillion.com/p/ 9780062471758 

Recommendations: 

 If you liked The Accidentals, you might like Before We Were Yours 
 

 You might also enjoy The Book Woman of Troublesome Creek 


