
BOOK CLUB DISCUSSION GUIDE 
Welcome to the Club 

Thank you for choosing The Secret War for your group. This isn't a history textbook; it’s 
a story about three boys trying to survive in a world where the adults are keeping 
dangerous secrets. 

This guide is designed to help you talk about the book, not test you on it. There are no 
vocabulary lists here, and definitely no wrong answers. The best book club 
discussions happen when we disagree, notice different things, and ask questions 
that don’t have easy answers. 

Grab a snack, get comfortable, and let’s talk about what happened at the perimeter. 

ACT I: THE PERIMETER 
The Setup (Chapters 1–10) 

1.​ First Impressions: We meet three very different boys right away—Jamie (the 
observer), Billy (the soldier), and Ken (the ghost). Who did you connect with 
first? Did that change by the end of the Act? 

2.​ The "Ghost Engine": The book starts with Jamie seeing something he 
shouldn’t—a jet plane before jets officially existed. If you saw something that 
was "impossible," would you try to photograph it like Jamie or run away? 

3.​ The Rock: When Billy picks up the rock, he describes it as "warm" and feels like 
it gives him power. Why do you think he is so drawn to it? Is it just the rock, or is 
he looking for something else to make him feel strong? 

4.​ Adults in the Room: What do you make of Mr. Clark? He tells Billy he’s the "man 
of the house" now. Is he trying to help Billy, or is he manipulating him? 

5.​ Ken’s Silence: Ken practices Gaman—enduring with dignity. In the diner scene, 
and when he deals with the postal clerk, he stays quiet. Do you think his silence 
is a form of weakness or a form of strength? 

6.​ The Bully: Billy is pretty cruel to Ken in this first act (shoving him, calling him 
names). Knowing what we know about Billy’s fear for his brother Mike, does 
that change how you view his anger? Can you be a victim and a bully at the 
same time? 

7.​ Surveillance: Jamie feels like the "danger wasn't what he saw, but that 
someone saw him seeing it." Have you ever felt like you were being watched? 
How did it change how you acted? 

8.​ The Hissing Mud: Ken draws the environmental damage—the dead grass, the 



weird mud. Why do you think the adults in the town are ignoring these signs? Is 
it easier to look away than to ask scary questions? 

9.​ Predictions: At the end of Act I, Billy has the rock, Jamie has the photo, and Ken 
has his drawings. Who is in the most danger right now? 

 



ACT II: THE SICKNESS 
The Decline (Chapters 11–25) 

1.​ The "Flu": Everyone keeps saying Billy has the flu, even when his symptoms 
(hair loss, bleeding) clearly don't match. Why are the adults so quick to accept 
a lie? Is it just denial, or something else? 

2.​ Mike’s Telegram: The arrival of the telegram is a huge moment. How did the 
description of the Gold Star flag and the silence in the house affect you? Did it 
make Billy’s decision to keep the rock understandable, trying to hold onto the 
war because he lost his brother? 

3.​ Jamie’s Darkroom: Jamie tries to develop his photos, but they are "fogged" by 
radiation. He trusts his chemicals more than people. Do you think science is 
the only thing telling the truth in this town? 

4.​ The Brick: When the brick is thrown through Ken’s window, his mother cleans it 
up immediately and silently. How did that scene make you feel? Would you 
have reacted the same way? 

5.​ Isolation: All three boys are alone in this Act. Billy is in his room, Ken is by the 
creek, Jamie is in the dark. Why don’t they talk to each other sooner? What 
stops us from asking for help when we’re scared? 

6.​ The Transformation: Billy starts to look different—gray skin, thin hair. It’s almost 
like a horror movie. How did the author handle the mix of real medical 
symptoms and Billy’s fever dreams? 

7.​ Ken’s Visit: Ken is the one who goes to Billy’s house, even though Billy was 
mean to him. Why does he do that? Is it forgiveness, or just a need to know the 
truth? 

8.​ The Rock as a Battery: Billy thinks the rock is keeping him alive, charging him 
up. In reality, it’s killing him. Have you ever held onto something (a grudge, a 
secret, a habit) that you thought was helping you, but was actually hurting 
you? 

9.​ The Turning Point: At the end of the Act, they finally realize it’s the rock. How 
did the mood of the book change for you when the mystery was solved? 

 



ACT III: THE DIAGNOSIS 
The Discovery (Chapters 26–32) 

1.​ Library Detectives: Ken and Jamie go to the library to find the word "Radium." 
It’s a moment of pure research. Do you think libraries are still "dangerous" 
places for secrets today? 

2.​ The Hospital: Billy is finally out of his room. How does he seem different in the 
hospital? Did he seem more like a little kid again once the rock was gone? 

3.​ The Truth Bomb: Jamie and Ken have to tell Billy the hard truth: "The rock is 
poison." Why was it so hard for Billy to believe them? Why do we sometimes 
defend the things that hurt us? 

4.​ Mr. Clark’s Betrayal: We overhear Clark talking to the doctor about 
"acceptable risks." This confirms he knew the danger all along. Does this make 
him a villain, or just a soldier following orders? Is there a difference? 

5.​ The Heist: The boys decide to steal the rock back. It’s a bit of an adventure 
sequence. Did you feel relieved to see them working together as a team, 
finally? 

6.​ Handling the Danger: They use gloves and a box to move the rock. The object 
hasn't changed, but their respect for it has. How does knowledge change fear? 

7.​ The Plan: They decide to "intercept" the spy. Is this a brave plan or a stupid 
one? They are just kids, after all. 

8.​ The Parents: Where are the parents during all this? Do you think the boys could 
have told them, or was the gap between them too wide? 

 



ACT IV: THE INTERCEPTION 
The Climax (Chapters 33–41) 

1.​ The Diner: The showdown happens in a regular diner. Why is it more effective 
to have it there than on a battlefield? 

2.​ The Spy: When the contact shows up, he looks… normal. Were you expecting 
someone scarier? What does it say that the "bad guys" look just like us? 

3.​ The Intervention: The FBI/Authorities step in and take over. Did you feel 
satisfied that the adults finally did their job, or did it feel like the boys were 
robbed of their victory? 

4.​ Billy’s Fate: The book doesn't save Billy. He dies from the exposure. Was this 
ending necessary? How would the story have felt if he had miraculously 
recovered? 

5.​ Legacy: Jamie and Ken are the ones left behind. How do you think this summer 
changed them? Do you think they stayed friends? 

6.​ The Epilogue: The book ends with the news of the Atomic Bomb dropping on 
Japan. Suddenly, the "rock" and the "ghost engine" make sense in a global 
context. How did that connection hit you? 

7.​ Title Reflection: The book is called The Secret War. Obviously, there was the 
real war, but what other "secret wars" were being fought in this book? (Billy’s 
health? Ken’s fight for belonging? Jamie’s struggle to speak up?) 

8.​ Final Thoughts: If you could ask the author one question about what happens 
after the last page, what would it be? 

Optional: Final Reflection 

●​ This book deals with heavy themes—racism, war, death, and betrayal. But it’s 
also about friendship. If you had to describe this book to a friend in one 
sentence, what would you say? 

●​ Does this story make you look at history differently? Does it make you wonder 
about the "secret stories" in your own town? 
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