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AUTHOR’S NOTE
My mother, Vera Frankel, was born in April 1927 in Budapest,
Hungary. Her mother, Alice, was one of eight children, and her
father, Lawrence, was an attorney with a practice in Budapest. Three
of my grandmother’s siblings died in concentration camps, and my
grandfather Lawrence spent four years in a forced-labor camp.
Miraculously, my mother and her parents survived the Holocaust.
Because of their experiences, I heard many stories about the war as
I grew up. My mother told me that in Budapest from 1944 until the end
of the war, Jewish children wore the standard yellow star and weren’t allowed
to attend school. Half a dozen families lived in one apartment and the most
basic necessities like toilet paper were almost impossible to find.
The brunt of the war came late to Hungary. In 1940, Germany pressured Hungary to join the Axis
powers, and for the next four years, Jews in Hungary led restricted lives. They lost their businesses, and
Jewish men were sent to labor camps, but they were not yet part of Hitler’s Final Solution. In late 1943
and dragging on into the early months of 1944, Hungarian Prime Minister Miklós Kállay secretly engaged
in negotiations with the United States and Great Britain. Hitler discovered the betrayal, and in March
1944, German troops invaded Hungary. Budapest was occupied and all Jews were moved into ghettos.
In the subsequent twelve months, a staggering 550,000 Hungarian Jews died at Auschwitz and other
concentration camps.
My mother and her best friend, Edith, escaped from the train that carried them and their mothers to
Auschwitz. From there, their desperate journey took them six years and across four continents. At times
their situation was so full of anguish and heartache, I couldn’t imagine how they found the strength and
willpower to survive. Armed with the knowledge of inconceivable atrocities, I began to ask questions. How
were the Jews in Hungary and all over Europe able to live through a time when human decency, respect
for individuals, and hope for a future had been shattered? What kinds of deprivations did they suffer, and
even more than that, how were those who survived able to put the past behind them?
When I started doing research for this book, I obtained the ship manifest with the details of my
mother and Edith’s arrival at Ellis Island. I found pictures of my mother from when she was young and
I learned all I could about the places she ended up. During my research, I discovered much more than facts.
I learned the historical significance of empathy, and that we all leave something of value behind.
I learned to cherish family and to believe true love perseveres. And mostly, I learned how during a time
of unfathomable evil, the strength of the human spirit prevailed.
In today’s challenging world, I hope my mother’s story
will help readers to believe in themselves, in love, and in the
goodness of life and humanity. When people talk about the
Holocaust, the phrase that recurs is to “never forget.” That
sentiment is more important than ever. In writing my mother’s
story, I hope to honor a whole generation of courageous
people. They didn’t have the luxury of simply turning away.
I hope that present and future generations show the same kind
of courage by never letting it happen again.

This reading group guide for The Light After the War
includes an introduction, discussion questions, ideas for
enhancing your book club, and a Q&A with author Anita
Abriel. The suggested questions are intended to help your
reading group find new and interesting angles and topics for
your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your
conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.

Introduction
The Light After the War is inspired by an incredible true story of two Jewish friends who
survived the Holocaust.
In 1946, Vera Frankel and her best friend, Edith Ban, arrive in Naples as refugees from
Hungary. They jumped from the train that carried their mothers to Auschwitz and
spent the rest of the war hiding on an Austrian farm. Now, the two young women are
determined to start new lives abroad. Armed with a letter of recommendation from an
American officer, Vera finds work at the American embassy, where she falls in love with
Captain Anton Wight.
But as Vera and Edith grapple with the aftermath of the war, so too does Anton, and when
he suddenly disappears, Vera is forced to change course. Their quest for a better life takes
Vera and Edith from Naples to Ellis Island to Caracas as they start careers, reunite with
loved ones, and rebuild their lives after unimaginable loss.

Topics & Questions for Discussion
1 | Chapter 1 ends with Vera saying to Edith, “We’re in a new country, and everything is before
us” (p. 12). Consider what these two girls must be thinking about as they embark on this new
journey together. How does this set the tone of the novel?
2 | When Marcus says that he believes “Women are goddesses; men are their servants” (p. 44), we
catch a glimpse of a much more traditional or rigid view of the relationship between a man and a
woman. Vera questions this to herself: “Wasn’t it better to find someone to share things with...?”
(p. 45). How do Vera and Edith challenge these deeply institutionalized beliefs about women?
3 | After Vera’s conversation with Captain Wight in which Vera reveals she is living with the guilt
of causing her parents’ deaths, Captain Wight tells her, “But you mustn’t blame yourself; five
hundred and fifty thousand Hungarian Jews were killed at concentration camps” (p. 37). Do you
think this gives her any consolation? How do you think surviving while her parents died impacts
the way she views her own mortality?
4 | Edith believes she will never truly love again after Stefan. Could her conviction over his death be
representative of a greater sense of loss? What does her inability to move on from him say about
Edith’s sense of loyalty and views on love?
5 | It’s a powerful scene when Vera reads the interview with Mr. Rothschild in which he says, “This
country was built on refugees with big dreams” (p. 107). Discuss the present-day importance of
that statement. How is it historically relevant across the globe?
6 | How has Vera changed since the sudden departure of Anton? What does this mean for her already
significantly diminished capacity for hope?
7 | We see on page 159 that one of Vera’s greatest fears is the prospect of her uncertain future:
“Ricardo had asked why they came to Caracas . . . But the truth was that they were afraid of
facing a future without the people they loved.” How has being thrust into adulthood at such a
young age already shaped Vera’s character and worldview?
8 | Vera’s life takes a shocking turn when Ricardo kills himself. Think back to the conversation
between Edith and Vera when we find out that his last relationship was ruined by his jealousy
(p. 208). How did this foreshadow Ricardo’s demise? Discuss how his death is representative of
the novel’s larger theme of ushering in the future.
9 | Revisit the scene where Vera first meets Ricardo’s parents. She gets into a conversation with
Ricardo’s mother, Alessandra, about values, and Alessandra tells her, “Do you know what the most
important human trait is? It is not piety, as our Catholic priests would wish; it’s not honesty or
even loyalty. It is empathy. If we don’t have empathy for others, we are finished” (p. 191). In what
ways does empathy, or the lack thereof, manifest itself in this novel?

10 | After Edith discovers Robert has been lying to her and ultimately left her bankrupt, she proclaims
that she’ll never allow a man to take advantage of her again (p. 234). Why is this a definitive
marking point in Edith’s coming of age? How has she changed since the beginning of the novel?
11 | Vera’s mother tells her there is “no bond greater than that between mothers and daughters” (p.
268). What are some similar character traits shared between Vera and her mother? What does
their dedication to each other even after all this time of uncertainty tell us about the motherdaughter bond?
12 | Vera takes a pivotal step in assuming control over her future when she replies to Anton’s marriage
proposal by telling him “Getting engaged and marrying you would be the best thing of all, but I
don’t want to rush. Is it all right if I wait a little while to accept the ring?” (p. 304). Why do you
think it took until that moment for her to gain this level of confidence?
13 | How did knowing that The Light After the War is based on a true story, and that it’s based on the
author’s family, influence your reading of the novel?
14 | Revisit the opening scene where Vera first meets Captain Anton Wight. He says, “I want to leave
Naples the way it was before Hitler got his hands on it” (p. 5). Throughout the story, characters
long for the past—e.g., Edith waiting for Stefan; Vera for prewar Budapest—but they ultimately
move on to pursue lives very different from what they had planned. How is this representative of
the world at that time?

Enhance Your Book Club
1 | One of the primary concepts that comes up throughout the novel is the existence of traditional
social constructs and expectations of women—and how those constructs were beginning to
break apart. We see this addressed several times, but most notably with Ricardo. At one point,
he goes on a small tirade about Venezuelan society in which he tells Vera, “Here it’s frowned
on for a woman to dine in public without a man. And a married woman would never go
out without her husband” (p. 180) and again later: “My mother understands her place in
Venezuelan society, and you will, too. Why should we change things?” (p. 255). Consider how
Vera and Edith challenge these conservative gender tropes throughout the novel. How do they
personify women’s empowerment and a more progressive belief in social norms?
2 | Consider other recent popular works of WWII fiction such as Martha Hall Kelly’s The Lilac
Girls, Kristin Hannah’s The Nightingale, and Anthony Doerr’s All the Light We Cannot See.
How was it a different experience reading a WWII novel that focused on the time period right
after the end of the war? How does looking at the postwar world through the eyes of characters
who lived through it make you think about its global impact? Does reading a story about real
people who survived the Holocaust provide a more hopeful or optimistic reading experience,
given that we’ve seen how the world has moved on since?

A Conversation
with Anita Abriel
Q:This is a uniquely personal story to tell. What was the
process of learning your mother’s story and transcribing it
into a book like? How did you choose to embody her voice?
snippets of stories about the Holocaust throughout my
childhood. They often spoke Hungarian to each other and ate
many traditional Hungarian foods, so those details were quite
natural for me to include in the book. But I got my first glimpse
of my mother’s story when I was eleven and I asked her why my grandmother kissed her on the neck
every night before bed. That’s how I learned about her being shot in Caracas. My mother’s voice came
naturally to me because even though she died ten years ago, I think about her every day.

Q:Does every character in the book have a real-world equivalent, or were some characters
fictionalized for the sake of the story? ?

A:I kept the names of most of the main characters—Vera, Edith, Alice, Lawrence—the same as
their real-world equivalents. Some characters like Ricardo and Anton I didn’t know as well, so
I fictionalized them, and there are others who I invented for the story.

Q:What was the most interesting thing you learned about your mother or the war while writing
The Light After the War?

Q:The most interesting thing I learned was what it must have been like to be young and lose
everything and have to create a new future far from what she had known. I learned her stories as a
child from the comfort of our home in Sydney. At the time, it didn’t occur to me how everything she
went through must have been so difficult. She was very brave and the hardships and tragedies she
experienced are almost impossible to imagine.

Q:The role of women and the expectations placed on them, whether by men or by society, are
prevalent in your novel. Why is this a subject you wanted to explore in such depth?

A:Growing up in Australia, it was still a very male-dominated society. And even in America today,
I see where women aren’t given the same advantages as their male counterparts. But my mother
taught me I could do anything I wanted if I worked hard enough. I have always kept that belief close
to my heart, and her words encouraged me to write about women and how they find their place in
the world.
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A:My grandparents lived with us until they died, so I heard

Q:Vera and Edith are inseparable until the end of the novel, when it becomes clear that what’s
best for each of them is no longer the same life path. Even in their act of separation, they are
empowering each other like they do throughout the novel. How important do you think it is for
women to empower other women?
 :Women empowering other women is crucial to a woman’s well-being. We get so much out of
A
female friendships: as young girls, in the workplace, and as mothers. No one can understand women
like other women.
I have the same best friend I have had since I was sixteen. Even though we go years between seeing
each other, we talk on the phone almost daily and our bond is as strong as it has always been.

Q:Why do you think it’s important to continue telling stories about the Holocaust—however
fictionalized they might be—even though it’s such an emotionally difficult part of history to revisit?

A:The Holocaust was a time of unprecedented horrors. Even though I was familiar with many of my
mother’s and grandparents’ stories growing up, looking at them from a larger historical scale made me
realize the importance of writing it all down. We must never forget what happened so that something
similar doesn’t happen again.

Q:Do you have a next project in mind? And, if so, what is it?
A:My next book is set on the French Riviera during the Holocaust. It explores the way Jewish
children were affected by the war and the terrible things that happened in such a beautiful place. I’m
very excited about it and look forward to readers discovering it!
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