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Blurb
The retreat at health and wellness resort Tranquillum House promises total
transformation. Nine stressed city dwellers are keen to drop their literal and mental
baggage, and absorb the meditative ambience while enjoying their hot stone massages.
Watching over them is the resort’s director, a woman on a mission to reinvigorate their
tired bodies and minds.
These nine perfect strangers have no idea what is about to hit them.
With her wit, compassion and uncanny understanding of human behaviour, Liane
Moriarty explores the depth of connection that can be formed when people are thrown
together in … unconventional circumstances.

The Author
Liane Moriarty is the Australian author of seven internationally bestselling novels,
including the number one New York Times bestsellers The Husband’s Secret, Big Little Lies
and Truly Madly Guilty. Her books have been read by more than fourteen million people
worldwide, including two million in Australia.
The Husband’s Secret has been translated into over forty languages. Big Little Lies and Truly
Madly Guilty reached number one on the New York Times bestseller list in their first week
of publication – the first time this has been achieved by an Australian.
Liane lives in Sydney with her husband, son and daughter.
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Plot Summary
Nine people come together for a health and wellness retreat at Tranquillum House, an
opulent resort in remote New South Wales, each hoping for transformation of one sort
or another. Their issues are very different, but Masha Dmitrichenko, the inimitable owner
and director of the resort, is convinced that her unconventional interventions – the
details of which the guests are largely unaware – will successfully cure them.
As the ten-day program progresses, Masha’s fanaticism ramps up and the guests become
increasingly uneasy about her methods. When it becomes clear that she has dosed them
with illegal drugs as part of their ‘therapy’, events take a more sinister turn. The nine
guests find themselves locked in a windowless room, unable to solve the puzzle that
should release them.
However, the unlikely scenario generates some unexpected benefits. Connections and
friendships are made, and insights gained, which few of the guests expected. When
Masha’s methods tip from unconventional to downright dangerous, the guests must band
together to find a way to escape – and they do, each taking away from the experience
much more than they bargained for.

Themes
1. Why do you think the book is titled Nine Perfect Strangers, given that some of the
characters know each other (or of each other)?
2. Two quotations comprise the epigraph for this book:
You suppose you are the trouble
But you are the cure
You suppose that you are the lock on the door
But you are the key that opens it
—Rumi
Just when I discovered the meaning of life, they changed it
—George Carlin
Why do you think Liane Moriarty chose to include these quotations? How do they
inform the novel?
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… Frances had struggled to explain that strangers were by definition interesting. It
was their strangeness. The not-knowing. Once you knew everything there was to know
about someone, you were generally ready to divorce them. (Page 69)
3. What is it about coming together with strangers that helps the characters in this
book? Do you agree with Frances about the attraction of strangers?
Wellness and mental health
Frances felt hope rise in the room like a delicate mist. Oh, to be transformed, to
be someone else, to be someone better. [And after Masha’s spiel about the supposedly
life-changing outcomes of the retreat:] What a load of crap, thought Frances, while
simultaneously thinking, Please let it be true. (Page 117)
4. What is it about the promises made by the health and wellness industry that
many people find so alluring? In what ways are these promises attainable or
unattainable?
It was at that moment Carmel Schneider gave herself to Masha with the same
voluptuous abandon that novice nuns once surrendered themselves to God. (Page 191)
5. What is Liane Moriarty suggesting about modern society’s struggle to achieve
sometimes unattainable standards? Why is Carmel particularly vulnerable to these
promises?
6. What are some of the more unusual things you have done to try to achieve better
health or a transformation of some kind? Were you successful?
Transcending reality
7. The idea of transcending reality is one of the main themes of the book. Masha
does so by taking drugs. What methods do some of the other characters deploy to
transcend or escape reality? Tony, for example? Or Frances?
8. After Masha microdoses the characters with drugs, many of them experience
alternate realities, including the suggestion of life after death. Do you think
these experiences were valid and/or valuable, or were they simply hallucinations
produced by the drugs?
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9. Frances sees Zach talking to his family in the cellar when they have been
drugged. Masha sees the birthmark on Yao’s head when she has her out-of-body
experience. Is there a plausible explanation for this? Do you believe in alternate
realities? Do you think Liane Moriarty does?
Human nature
[Lars] never ceased to be amazed by the obedience of people at these places.
(Page 148)
10. There are many examples in the book of people doing things they are not
comfortable with, and yet most of the time they submit (or intend to) to the
retreat’s requirements. Why, do you think? Does Lars himself conform to these
ideas?
[Frances] generally felt that the advice she offered was superior to the advice she
received. Other people’s problems were so simple; one’s own problems tended to be so
much more nuanced. (Page 202)
11. What point is Liane Moriarty making here?
‘It’s always there,’ said Gillian. ‘… This beauty. Just on the other side. You just have to
be quiet. Stay still. Stop talking. Stop wanting. Just be. You’ll hear it, or feel it. Close your
eyes and you’ll see it.’ (Page 274)
12. What do you think Frances’s subconscious is trying to tell her here? Why is it so
hard for many in modern society to ‘stay still. Stop talking. Stop wanting. Just be.’?
[Lars] began to sing ‘I Can See Clearly Now’ and Carmel joined in. She could sing
beautifully. What a surprise to hear her voice rise in the darkness like that, holding the
melody with such grace. How people could surprise you. (Page 386)
13. All the characters surprise the others at some point or other during the story
– discuss some other instances in which a character defied another character’s
expectations.
14. What is Liane Moriarty suggesting about the assumptions and presumptions we
make about other people? Which characters did you find the most surprising, or
make incorrect assumptions about?
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Women in Western society
It was cute that the bespectacled author imagined twenty-something girls ever
whispered ‘I want to fuck you so bad’ into the ears of fifty-something men. She would
give the author a consoling little pat on the shoulder next time she saw him at a festival.
(Page 141)
[Frances] remembered her first-ever boyfriend of over thirty years ago, who told her
he preferred smaller breasts than hers while his hands were on her breasts, as if she’d find
this interesting, as if women’s body parts were dishes on a menu and men were the goddamned
diners. (Page 175)
15. The novel gives us many examples of society’s opinions about, portrayals of and
expectations of women, ranging from positive to misogynistic. In what ways does
the novel call out the ways society holds unfair and unrealistic ideals, and in what
ways does it suggest these issues are being challenged or can be overcome?
Let’s talk about something other than men, Carmel, before we fail the Bechdel test.
(Frances, page 383)
16. The Bechdel test is a way of evaluating whether or not a work of fiction portrays
women in a way that is sexist or characterised by gender stereotyping. To pass the
Bechdel test a work must feature at least two women, these women must talk to
each other, and their conversation must concern something other than a man.
Nine Perfect Strangers certainly passes the Bechdel test, but what comment is Liane
Moriarty making about films and works of fiction in our times?
It looked like girls were controlled by their feelings but [Napoleon felt] the opposite
was true. Girls had excellent control of their feelings. They spun them around like batons:
Now I’m crying! Now I’m laughing! Who knows what I’ll do next! Not you! A boy’s emotions
were like baseball bats that blindsided him. (Page 388)
17. Women are often accused of being overly emotional or being led by their feelings,
in a way that suggests that this is an inherently negative characteristic. What do
you think about this? Is the accusation true or false, fair or unfair, relevant or
irrelevant, or none of the above? Do you agree with Napoleon?
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Body image
There are many references to body image, weight and appearance in Nine Perfect Strangers.
Some examples include:
They nearly all loathed their bodies. Women and their bodies! The most abusive
and toxic of relationships. Masha had seen women pinch at the flesh of their stomachs
with such brutal self-loathing they left bruises. Meanwhile their husbands fondly patted
their own much larger stomachs with rueful pride. (Pages 95–96)
Girls who wore fuck-me boots in the eighties were now wearing mother-of-thebride outfits with pretty bolero jackets to conceal their upper arms. (Page 114)
Frances had never bought into ‘everyone is beautiful’, a platitude only women
had to be sold, as men could be beautiful or not without feeling as though they weren’t
really men. (Page 116)
Men often used that phrase: ‘drop some weight’. They said it without shame or
emotion, as if the weight was an object they could easily put down when they chose.
Women said they needed to ‘lose weight’, with their eyes down, as if the extra weight
was part of them, a terrible sin they’d committed. (Page 218)
18. All the female characters in the novel, to different extents, have issues with body
image. Why is it so difficult for women to be free of these issues? How do the
female and male characters compare in this regard?
‘There’s not a damned thing wrong with your body. You are average-sized, you
deluded fool! You are an attractive, intelligent woman, you idiot! You should spend
January lying in a hammock and eating cheese,’ said Carmel’s sister Vanessa, who was
furious with Joel and the fat-shaming patriarchy.
Carmel let her breasts drop and put a hand to the curve of her stomach. Average
wasn’t good enough. Average was too big. Everyone knew that. There was an obesity
crisis in this country! She didn’t want to fat-shame other people, but she certainly
wanted to fat-shame herself because she deserved to be shamed. (Page 188)
19. Carmel is particularly pre-occupied with body image. Why? What ‘breakthroughs’
does she make during her time at Tranquillum House? And what prompts them: is
it Masha’s ‘treatment’, or something else (or both)?
20. Why do you think shame is so closely linked with body image, especially for
women?
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‘But I feel beautiful,’ said Jessica. ‘I feel like I was ugly before and now I’m beautiful.’
She stretched her arms above her head like a ballerina. ‘The question is: who gets to
decide if I’m beautiful or not? Me? You? The internet?’ (Page 300)
21. How would you answer this question from Jessica?
‘Why would you want to look like one of those dreadful Kardashians?’ [Jessica’s]
mother had once asked her.
Because Jessica thought those dreadful Kardashians were stunning. It was her
prerogative to think so. Before the money Ben had drooled over images of luxury
cars and Jessica had drooled over pictures of models and reality stars that were maybe
Photoshopped, but she didn’t care. He got his car, she got her body. Why was her new
body more superficial than his new car?’ (Page 408)
22. Do you agree with Jessica’s reasoning here? Is there a difference between buying
a car and buying a ‘new’ body? What do you think of Jessica’s decision to have
plastic surgery? Why do you think this might be seen as controversial?
Marriage and Divorce
Wasn’t it possible they both took each other for granted? Wasn’t it possible that
taking each other for granted was one of the benefits of marriage? (Tony, page 171)
23. What is Tony suggesting about the reasons why some marriages fail or,
alternatively, succeed? Is it possible, do you think, to have a ‘good’ separation and
divorce?
[Napoleon had] been too young and happy to know that love wasn’t enough; too
young to know all the ways that life could break you. (Page 226)
[Napoleon] could find hatred in his heart for her, too, if he went looking for it. The
secret of a happy marriage was not to go looking for it. (Page 230)
24. Napoleon and Heather are very different people with very different approaches
to life, and their marriage is on shaky ground after their son’s death. What were
their different coping mechanisms, and why do you think the events at the retreat
worked to bring them closer together?

8

nine perfect
strangers
‘The money,’ said Ben slowly, ‘is like a dog.’
‘Mmm,’ said Jessica.
‘A great big out-of-control pet dog.’
‘Yeah,’ said Jessica. ‘Yeah. That’s right.’ She paused. ‘Why is it like a dog?’
‘So, it’s like we got a dog, and it’s the dog we always wanted, we dreamed of this dog,
this dog is our dream dog, but it’s changed everything about our lives. It’s, like, really
distracting, it barks all through the night wanting our attention, it won’t let us sleep, we
can’t do anything without taking the dog into account. We have to walk it, and feed it,
and worry about it, and . . .’ He scrunched up his face, working it out. ‘See, the problem
with this dog is that it bites. It bites us, and it bites our friends and family; it’s got a really
vicious streak, this dog.’
‘But we still love it,’ said Jessica. ‘We love the dog.’
‘We do, but I think we should give the dog away,’ said Ben. ‘I think it’s not the right
dog for us.’ (Page 301)
25. How has the lottery win changed Ben and Jessica’s life and marriage? If it hadn’t
happened, do you think their relationship would have taken a different course?
Or was their marriage always doomed?

Characters
Frances
… it felt like she was hovering on a precipice, and on the other side of the precipice
was a howling abyss of despair unlike anything she’d ever experienced, even during those
times of true grief … (Pages 36–37)
26. Frances feels as though she is coming unhinged as she drives towards the health
and wellness retreat. What are the factors that have shaken her confidence in
herself, and why have they cut so close to the bone for Frances at this point in
her life?
‘No, no, I’m not a woman of age and circumstance! I’m me! You’re not seeing me!’ …
The shame she experienced was extraordinary. (Page 84)
27. Why is Frances so horrified that she had been successfully duped by ‘Paul
Drabble’?
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But then again, love is just a trick of the mind, isn’t it? (Page 87)
28. What might this opinion tell us about Frances’s three failed relationships to date:
her two failed marriages and the sham relationship with ‘Paul Drabble’?
Masha
29. In relation to microdosing her ‘guests’ with drugs, Masha quotes Rumi, a 13thcentury Persian Sunni Muslim poet, jurist, Islamic scholar, theologian, and Sufi
mystic: ‘Out beyond the idea of wrongdoing and right doing there is a field. I’ll meet you
there.’ (Page 374) What does she mean? Do you think she has a valid point? What
do you think of her decision to drug the participants at her retreat, and what does
this tell us about Masha herself?
[Masha’s ex-husband says:] She was a woman with the strength to move mountains.
She was a woman as weak as a child …
He wouldn’t give up. One day Masha would answer. One day she would weaken, or
find the strength, and she would answer. (Pages 489–490)
30. Why is it that Masha can be described as both strong and weak? What is it about
Masha, and her past, do you think, that makes her capable of such extraordinary
behaviour?
31. Is Masha a sympathetic character? Do you like her? Do you forgive her?
Yao
Sometimes your life changes so slowly and imperceptibly that you don’t notice it all
until one day you wake up and think: How did I get here? But other times life changes
in an instant, with a lightning stroke of good or bad luck, with glorious or tragic
consequences. You win the lottery. You step out onto a pedestrian crossing at the wrong
time. You get a phone call from a lost love at exactly the right time. And suddenly your
life takes a violent swerve in an entirely new direction. (Page 485)
32. How has Masha been a ‘violent swerve’ in Yao’s life? What might have happened if
he had not come across Masha? Would this have been a good or bad thing in his
life, do you think?
33. Yao’s statement above is true for Yao, but also for many of the other characters.
What are some of the events that happened before the retreat or at the retreat
itself that cause these ‘violent swerves’ in some characters’ lives? Can any of them
definitively be said to be a good or a bad thing to have happened?
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The other guests
‘Shame. Guilt. Loss. Grief. Privilege. Insecurity. Addiction. Identity. Love.’ (Book cover)
34. Nine qualities are quoted on the book’s back cover: which of these bests describes
each of the nine guests? What about Masha, Yao and Delilah – which words might
you choose to sum them up?
35. Which character did you like best, and why? Which character did you best relate
to, or identify with?

Setting
The main setting for Nine Perfect Strangers is a remote top-shelf health and wellness
retreat named Tranquillum House.
36. How does Liane Moriarty use the stereotypes often associated with health and
wellness retreats to inform us about character and plot? How do these features
disguise what is really going on?
37. Almost the entirety of the book takes place at or near Tranquillum House – we
barely see the characters in their ‘normal’ lives. How does this effect the reading
experience?

Writing
38. Nine Perfect Strangers is divided into chapters by character, and is written in the
third person, past tense. Why do you think Liane Moriarty chose this structure
and style for the book? Does it achieve its intended purpose?
39. This novel showcases Moriarty’s rich, precise use of language. How does she
alter this style to give voice to the novel’s many characters? What are some of the
devices she uses to create imagery, pace and tension, and to help the reader gain
insights into the characters?
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[Frances]’d even begun to notice it in the editing of her books. Pace! Jo had begun to
snap in her editorial comments, where once she would have written: Nice!
It seemed to Frances that readers once had more patience, they were content for
the story to take its time, for an occasional chapter to meander pleasurably through a
beautiful landscape without anything much happening, except perhaps the exchange of
some meaningful eye contact…
…Of course, Jo’s editing had probably taken on that frenetic tone in response to
Frances’s declining sales. No doubt Jo could see the writing on the wall and that accounted
for her increasingly feverish pleas: Add some intrigue to this chapter. Maybe a red herring to
throw the reader off the scent? (Page 163-164)
40. The above paragraphs from chapter seventeen contain some of Frances’ reflections
on writing. Read chapter seventeen again, particularly the end, and compare it
with the excerpt above: does one reflect the other?
‘Careful,’ said Masha. ‘That letter opener is as sharp as a dagger. You could murder
someone with that, Frances.’ (Page 204)
‘Oh my God, it’s so obvious,’ said Gillian. ‘Blind Freddy could pick it.’ She shouted at
the sky, ‘You knew it from day one, right?’
‘Gillian! Did you just try to break the fourth wall?’ Frances was shocked. (Page 270)
They were all so self-absorbed, and sometimes [Delilah] felt like she was a minor
character in a story about everyone except her. (Page 335)
41. Nine Perfect Strangers is actually full of ‘meta’ or self-referential moments, like the
one we identified in chapter seventeen, and the other examples listed above, be
it ‘red herrings’ or other sly winks to the reader reminding them that they are
reading a book containing literary tropes and conventions. Identify as many as
you can.
42. What effect do these moments have on the reading experience? For example, the
relationship between Frances and Tony is signposted quite early in the book and
repeatedly throughout: did this detract from or enhance your enjoyment of that
storyline?
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[Frances] dared to look up and the stars were a million darting eyes on the look
out for rule-breaking in her story: sexism, ageism, racism, tokenism, ableism, plagiarism,
cultural appropriation, fat-shaming, body-shaming, slut-shaming, vegetarian-shaming,
real-estate-agent-shaming. The voice of the Almighty Internet boomed from the sky:
Shame on you!
Frances hung her head. ‘It’s just a story,’ she whispered. (Page 271)
43. This sequence signposts potential areas of sensitivity for authors to be aware when
writing and publishing books today. Discuss the role, rights and responsibilities of
authors generally.

13

