Book Club Kit

Suggested Discussion Questions
The novel is titled Three Ways to Disappear. What do you think are the
three ways being referenced? Can you think of more?
This novel is filled with mothers, human and otherwise. Who are the
mothers in this story, and how do they try to protect their children? Do
they succeed or fail?
Ranthambore National Park was set aside as a reserve for the protection
of tigers and other species. Yet during the water crisis, villagers storm
the park so their livestock can drink. What do you make of the conflict
between the needs of local villagers and the needs of the tigers? What can
be done to resolve their conflicting needs?
Do you think tigers in the wild can be saved from extinction? Why or why
not? And what effect would their absence have on humans? On nature?
What does it mean to successfully raise the next generation, for humans?
For wild animals? Is success tied to carrying on the bloodline? If so, what
does that mean for Lakshmi and Sanjay, who have no children? What
does it mean for the tigers of Ranthambore?
Near the end of the novel, Quinn wrestles with the question of what she
believes happens after death. What does she conclude? What do you
think of her conclusion?
What do you think happens to Quinn and her family after the end of the
book? What do you think happens to Sanjay? To the women’s collective?

Q&A with Katy Yocom
Q: How did you come up with the idea
for the book?
A: A few years ago, a tigress at the Louisville Zoo
(our local, AZA-accredited zoo) had a litter of cubs.
I immediately fell in love with them and became
maybe a little obsessed. I visited them weekly,
but I always felt my tiger obsession was slightly
embarrassing. At the same time, I was hungering
to write a novel. I kept thinking, “Katy, you can’t
write a novel about tigers” … until one day a friend
told me: “You know, actually, you can.”
Two days later, I was on my deck, planting impatiens,
and the first line of the novel came to me. I kept
planting. And then the second line came, and I set
down my gardening spade and raced inside to my
computer. An hour later, I had a beginning and a
good idea of the arc of the entire novel. Although
the story evolved as I wrote succeeding drafts, I
always knew I wanted to tell the story of a woman
who travels to India wanting to do good in the
world and discovering the realities that complicate
that seemingly simple desire.

Q: How long did it take you to write
THREE WAYS TO DISAPPEAR? Did you have a
special routine or place in which you
wrote?
A: It took me about a year and a half from first idea
to write a complete draft of the story. I finished
that first draft at a writing residency at the Kimmel
Harding Nelson Center for the Arts in Nebraska
City, Nebraska—an organization to which I owe
huge thanks.

Over the years I spent drafting and then revising
this book, I spent more writing days than I can
count at Hopscotch House, a retreat center
run by the Kentucky Foundation for Women. I
took retreats everywhere I could. Of course, life
demanded that I hold down a job, and I couldn’t
spend all my vacation time on writing retreats. So,
many days, I got up before dawn so I could spend
an hour or two writing before work. To be honest,
I think the daily writing—tiring though it was—
was its own kind of magic. When you’re writing
every day, your imagination keeps working on the
story even when you’re not consciously aware of
it. When that happens, great leaps of progress are
possible.

Q: What research did you do in order to
write this book?
A: After I had the initial idea, I quickly realized
there was no way I could write this novel without
traveling to India. I spent three weeks there visiting
tiger preserves, including a week at Ranthambore,
where the novel is set, and another week at Kanha.
I even traveled into the Sundarbans, where tiger
sightings are extremely rare, and managed to see
two wild tigers there! It was a stunning experience—
truly the trip of a lifetime.
I never imagined I’d be lucky enough to see tigers
living in the wild in some of the most beautiful
spots on earth. One of the best things about that
trip is that my mother came with me for the first
ten days, including the Ranthambore part of the
journey. Mom initially was reluctant to make the
trip, but once we got there, the natural beauty of
the national parks won her over.

Q&A with Katy Yocom
Q: How does the theme of family
permeate the story, both for humans
and animals?
A: I wanted to show family relationships through
the lens of two sisters and their family of origin, but
also through Quinn’s own husband and children,
and through Sarah’s relationships and how they
might or might not approach the intimacy of true
family. And then, of course, there’s the tiger family
in the book—a mother and her two cubs, and even
the father.
In tiger families, it’s generally understood that the
father is not involved, but that’s not necessarily 100
percent true. By showing the lives of the tigers in
counterpoint to the lives of the humans, I hoped to
highlight some of the truly universal themes of filial
love and care as it plays out between generations
in a family.

Q: What did you find when you started
researching tigers and conservation?
A: I learned so much! Sadly, I learned about the
bloody history of human-tiger interactions and
the grave danger that the tiger is in due to human
population growth, poaching, and habitat loss. I
also learned about the important work being done
by governments, NGOs, scientists, and heroic
individuals who’ve dedicated their lives to this
cause.
Although tiger numbers are rebounding now, at
the time I began my research, things looked very
grim indeed. Just a few decades ago, there was

serious speculation that tigers in the wild might be
extinct by the end of the millennium. Fortunately,
that’s not the case, but the current good news is
unfortunately not a reason to relax. The numbers
are on the rise now precisely because people are
paying attention and dedicating resources to the
cause. If that goes away, we’re right back to a
downward spiral.

Q: What is the significance of the title?
A: Three Ways to Disappear is a reference to the
three siblings at the heart of the book—Sarah,
her twin brother, Marcus, and their older sister,
Quinn—American children whose parents raised
them in India. Marcus’s sudden death at age seven
is one disappearance, a loss that informs his sisters’
lives forever. The other two “ways to disappear” can
be taken to reference the ways Sarah and Quinn
each cope, as adults, with the legacy of the tragedy.
But disappearance is also a theme because tigers,
an endangered species, play a central role in the
story.

In Ranthambore National Park, Machli
lies in the forest, relaxed but alert, while
her subadult cubs rest nearby.

My mother and I visited the Taj Mahal at dawn,
watching its colors change from misty gray to
glowing ivory. There is something haunting
about the way the Taj changes with the light.

Sawai Madhopur is a city in Rajasthan state,
India. Ranthambore National Park is a vast
wildlife reserve near the town of Sawai Madhopur
in Rajasthan, northern India.
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This artwork, painted on a wall in
Ranthambore National Park, seems to
suggest the artist’s affection for tigers.

Two sisters at Kanha National Park rest in the shade
after a meal. The one in the back appears a bit annoyed
at her sister, who grooms herself, seemingly oblivious.

To learn more…
Organizations such as WWF-India, the Indian arm of the World Wildlife Fund,
have led the effort to protect tiger populations for decades. You can read more
about the efforts of WWF-India at www.wwfindia.org/about_wwf/priority_species,
or visit the World Wildlife Fund’s U.S. website, which maintains a tiger page at
www.worldwildlife.org/species/tiger. The U.S.- based organization Panthera focuses
on saving wild cats of all types; its tiger page is at www.panthera.org/cat/tiger.

Praise for Three Ways to Disappear
“ ... immersive and multi-layered ... informative [and] refreshingly
complex ... ” — Foreword Reviews
“Katy Yocom has created a wonderful piece of environmental
fiction. She weaves together a tale about the past, about family,
about forgiveness, about the ties that bind people to their culture,
and about a magnificent endangered species.” — New York Times
bestselling author Elizabeth George
“Three Ways to Disappear begins with a focused lens on the
endangered Bengal tiger then expands its reach with every page to
reveal the interconnectedness of the natural world and fragility of
all life. Weaving together the worn threads of ecological balance,
this ambitious and moving novel addresses scarcity, climate change,
family dynamics, cultural conflict, human accountability, women’s
economic autonomy, and most of all, love, in all its wondrous
forms. This is a story not just about saving the tigers, but ourselves.”
— JoeAnn Hart, author of Addled and Float
“Sensual and sensory, lush with longing, Three Ways to Disappear is an assured and
lovely debut novel. You’ll find yourself luxuriating in its language and carried away by its
complex and endearing characters. There isn’t one wasted word, and I loved them all.”
— Silas House, author of Southernmost
“Set partly in India, in a tiger preserve, and partly in the middle-class America of Louisville, Katy
Yocom’s courageous novel Three Ways to Disappear brings us closer to our ancient kinship with the
environment … Yocom offers an exciting and suspenseful, high-stakes narrative in language both
rich and precise.” — Sena Jeter Naslund, author of Ahab’s Wife
“Tigers are at the center of this novel, which is both about conservation of the wild and the wild
human territory of the heart’s deepest need: to love and be loved. Beautifully written, original,
relevant to our times, this is a novel to read and hold for a long time.” — Elaine Neil Orr, author of
Swimming Between Worlds
“The characters—both human and tiger—are so alive they practically leap off the page. The
drama feels absolutely real. And the urgency of the book’s message has never been greater.” — Sy
Montgomery, author of The Soul of an Octopus and The Good Good Pig
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