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DIS CUS S IO N GUIDE

Topics for Discussion:

A child that is born to the river shall
return to the river.
All her life, Moss has lived in the Tower of London
with her father, who serves as the executioner for
King Henry VIII. Prisoners condemned to death
must face Pa and his axe—and Moss, who holds the
basket that will catch their severed heads.

Twelve years you shall have. To love
her. To hold her.
With the king sending more enemies to the block
each day, Moss knows she can’t bear to be the
executioner’s daughter any longer. She’s desperate to
see the outside world, especially the River Thames,
which flows just beyond the Tower’s walls. Even the
chilling stories about the Riverwitch, who snatches
children from the shore, won’t stop her.

After that, the child belongs to me.
When Moss fi nally fi nds a way out of the Tower,
she discovers the river holds more dangers than she
imagined—including the Riverwitch’s curse. The
Riverwitch once helped Moss’s family in exchange
for a terrible bargain; now she expects Moss to pay
the debt.

1.

The beginning of the book describes the crowd at the executions. Moss later compares
the crowd at the Frost Fair to them. What is the same about these groups? What is
different?

2.

How does Moss’s father justify being an executioner? Why does he want to stay in
the Tower while she wants to leave so badly? What effect does this have on their
relationship?

3.

Moss’s father cautions her about the people who live in the Tower, warning her to not
get too close to them. Why does he do this?

4.

What is the significance of Nell’s story and song about the miller’s daughter? What
makes them so thrilling to Moss?

5.

What is different about the Abbot than the other prisoners or people in the Tower? Why
does Moss want to be with him? What changes about him and about their interaction
as his execution draws nearer?

6.

Aside from Moss escaping to it, what significance does the River Thames have to the
story? How does the atmosphere by and in the river change the tone of the story?

7.

Does Salter only save Moss so that he can steal her boots? How do you know?

8.

What does Moss’s father tell her in chapter 11 that changes Moss’s opinion of him?
What does this explain, and what does Moss do in response?

9.

What do Salter and Moss have in common? How does their friendship develop?

10. Salter has two sides; in chapter sixteen he’s described as someone who would “save
a person’s life one minute and rob them blind the next.” How does this factor into his
friendship with Moss?
11. What does the dragon and knight exhibition at the St. Valentine’s Day feast signify?
What effect does it have on Queen Anne?
12. What does Moss realize from her conversation with the Queen in the King’s garden?
How is she affected when she hears of Queen Anne’s execution?
13. Of all the things Moss has been through, why does visiting the old mill at Hampton
make her cry? What did she expect to find there?
14. Why do you think the author included Anne Boleyn—a real historical character—and
focused so much on her situation? How does her story affect Moss’s story?
15. In what ways did Moss’s journey surprise her? In what ways did she find what she was
looking for?
16. Throughout the book, Moss had issues with the morals of the people she encounters:
her father, Salter, the ragged man, the Riverwitch. How are their actions similar and
different, and how does Moss’s opinion of them change over time?

