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About the Book 
 
It’s a dream come true. Darcy Patel drafted a paranormal romance, sent it to an agent, and got a 
two-book contract for $300,000. The eighteen-year-old now has a year to rewrite Afterworlds. 
What better place to do it than in Manhattan with its restaurants, romance, and other YA writers? 
As Darcy navigates this new world, alternating chapters plunge readers into her novel where 
Lizzie, seventeen, barely escapes being killed by terrorists. She’s saved by Yamaraj, a guide to 
the worlds of the dead where Lizzie, too, finds romance. But entry to the afterworlds also brings 
Lizzie dark and dangerous powers. Will it end happily for her, as Darcy’s editor wants? Or will 
the darkness prevail?  
  
Prereading Questions 
 
How do stories and memories enrich our lives? What would a world without stories be like? 
What effect can writing stories have on the writer? 
 
Discussion Questions: 
 
The following questions in this section particularly address the Common Core State Standards 
for Reading Literature: (RL.9–12.1, 2, 3, 4, 5) 

 
1. This is a book within a book yet it has the same title for both stories. Analyze why the author 
chose this title for the book Darcy is writing. What are the afterworlds? Where are they? What do 
they look like? Discuss the ways in which this is a good title for the parts of the book that are 
about Darcy.  
 
2. The book has two epigraphs, the first from Joan Didion: “We tell ourselves stories in order to 
live.” Lizzie also says, “We’re all made of stories.” Discuss what both quotes mean. In what 
ways does storytelling help Darcy and other writers live? How do stories help readers live?  

 
3. Consider the epigraph from Mark Twain. How is it reflected in the book? Which characters go 
from “cocky ignorance to miserable uncertainty?” Give examples that show this or a similar 
change that happens.  
 
4. Darcy’s agent emphasizes the importance of first chapters, which she calls killer openings: 
“She says the buyers from the big chains only have time to read one chapter.” Reread the first 
chapter about Darcy and the first chapter about Lizzie. Are they killer openings?  Explain what 
makes them effective, or not, in terms of grabbing a reader’s attention. How does each first 
chapter foreshadow the rest of that story?  
 



5. Darcy agonizes over the ending of her novel. Explain why it’s such a problem, and describe 
the endings she considers. Kiralee calls the ending we read “suitably brutal.” What do you think 
she means by that? Do you agree? Darcy’s agent and editor pressure her for a happy ending. 
What aspects of the ending, if any, are happy? How about the ending of the story about Darcy?  
 
6. Darcy reflects that writing consists of “nothing but decisions.” One decision novelists make is 
about narrative point of view. Westerfeld chose a limited omniscient third-person point of view 
for the story about Darcy, which reveals her thoughts but no one else’s. He has Darcy use a first-
person narrative for Lizzie’s story. Discuss those choices. What are the advantages and 
disadvantages to each point of view? Give specific examples from each story.  

 
7. Westerfeld also chose to tell the novel and novel-within-a-novel in alternating chapters. What 
is the effect of switching fairly often from one story to the other? How would it have been 
different if the author told the two stories in larger sections, switching after a group of chapters?  
 
8. Darcy received a time line from the copy editor for Afterworlds, a document she finds useful. 
How do the time lines of her story and Lizzie’s story compare? Why do you think the author 
made one story take place more quickly than the other? Find places where the author indicates 
passage of time in each of the stories.   
 
9. The two stories have many parallels, starting with the fact that the main characters are teenage 
girls. Compare Darcy and Lizzie. How are their personalities alike? How are they different? 
What is similar and different about their families and their living situations?  

 
10. Both Darcy and Yamaraj have younger sisters. Describe each of them and the roles they play 
in the plot. In what ways is Yami modeled after Nisha? How are they different? What do their 
relationships with their sisters show about Darcy and Yamaraj?   

 
11. Yamaraj explains to Lizzie that he and she are psychopomps. What do psychopomps do in 
this book? What are the differences among the psychopomps who appear? Yama also uses soul 
guides and reapers. Mr. Hamlyn calls Lizzie a valkyrie, a “chooser of the slain,” and Lizzie 
learns the term shine from a paramedic. Discuss the differences among the terms and which one 
best describes what Lizzie does.  

  
12. “I was becoming something else. Something powerful and dangerous,” Lizzie thinks on the 
first day of school. How does Lizzie change throughout the book? In what ways does she 
become more powerful and dangerous? Does Darcy change in similar or different ways? Give 
examples of how each girl grows through her experiences.  
 
13. Both of the main characters fall in love. Compare the two romances, how they begin, their 
ups and downs, and what their futures seem to be. What parts of Lizzie’s romance are drawn 
from Darcy and Imogen’s relationship? How do their romantic relationships change how Darcy 
and Lizzie look at themselves?   

 



14. Imogen and Darcy are both fairly young for writers. What traits do they share that helped 
them get book contracts? In what other ways are they similar? How are they different? How do 
the similarities and differences affect their relationship?  

 
15. Trust is a major issue for Darcy in her relationship with Imogen. Why does Darcy have 
trouble trusting Imogen? Describe how she shows her lack of trust and the consequences of it. 
What role does trust place in Lizzie’s relationship with her mother and her friendship with 
Jamie?  

 
16. Trusting herself is also hard for Darcy. Give examples of Darcy’s lack of trust in herself as a 
person and a writer. Discuss her conversation with Imogen about the impostor syndrome. Why 
does Imogen say that every writer has impostor syndrome?   

 
17. In her novel, Darcy writes about the importance of memories. What functions do they serve 
in the afterworlds? How does Mr. Hamlyn use memories? How does the role of memories in the 
afterworlds relate to the act of writing in Darcy’s world?   

 
18. Yamaraj and Imogen act as guides for Lizzie and Darcy to worlds that are new to them. How 
does Yamaraj help Lizzie understand the afterworlds? How does Imogen help Darcy learn about 
New York City and the YA publishing world? Are there ways in which the two worlds are alike?   

 
19. The phrase, “Kill your darlings,” comes up in conversations about rewriting and elsewhere.  
What does it mean? What is “the spring-cleaning stage” of rewriting that Imogen mentions? 
Explain the process of rewriting, how the editor is involved, and why rewriting is so important. 
Give specific ways in which Darcy’s and Imogen’s rewriting affects them and their relationship. 

 
20. Darcy, Kiralee, and Imogen talk about the ethics of incorporating cultural and religious 
material into their books. What mythology has Kiralee put in her books? How about Darcy? Why 
are they concerned about it? Explain the relationship between Darcy’s Indian-American 
background and her use of Hindu mythology and aspects of Bollywood movies.  

 
21. Darcy thinks that “Maybe she wasn’t so much a writer as a thief.” Discuss that comment and 
why Darcy’s worried about using other people’s stories in her novel. Why hasn’t she talked to 
her mother about the murder of her mother’s childhood friend? How does that issue get 
resolved? What else does she feel she stole?  

 
22. The story about Darcy offers an insider’s view of the YA publishing world. Describe what 
Darcy learns about agents, editors, fellow writers, and book publicity. How do these factors help 
shape her book?  

 
23. At times, the author pokes fun at YA books and their writers. Discuss the Drinks Night 
conversation about paranormal romances in Chapter 7.What are they mocking? How does the 
discussion relate to Darcy’s book? Consider, too, the description of YA heaven in Chapter 27. 
What parts of it reflect Darcy and Imogen’s experiences and hopes as writers? 



Guide written by Kathleen Odean, a former school librarian and Chair of the 2002 Newbery 
Award Committee. She gives professional development workshops on books for young people 
and is the author of Great Books for Girls and Great Books about Things Kids Love. 
 
This guide, written to align with the Common Core State Standards (www.corestandards.org) has 
been provided by Simon & Schuster for classroom, library, and reading group use. It may be 
reproduced in its entirety or excerpted for these purposes. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 


