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From the beloved New York Times bestselling author of The Language of 
Flowers comes her much-anticipated new novel about young love, hard 
choices, and hope against all odds.

How far would you go for your children?

Would you lie for them? Flee with them? Let someone else mother them if 
you thought they would do a better job?

As a single parent, Letty does everything for her two children - apart from 
raise them. Being a mother terrifies her more than she can admit, and 
so she’s always let her mother take that role. When Maria Elena ups and 
leaves, however, Letty has to confront her fears and become the parent 
she doesn’t think she can be.

Even as she tries to give her children a future, Letty’s teenage son, Alex, 
struggles to forgive his mother for choices she made in the past. But he 
and Letty are not so dissimilar, and both are prepared to risk everything 
for those they love.

Honest and compelling, We Never Asked for Wings is about family; it’s 
about the decisions we take, the mistakes we make, the people we trust 
and, above all, how – and where – we find love.

About We Never 
Asked For Wings
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Advance praise for We 
Never Asked for Wings

‘I was hooked from the first breathtaking pages of We Never Asked for 
Wings, caring about this exquisitely vulnerable family, hoping right along 
with them on every page that each heart-rending, impossible choice 
would lead them somewhere better together.’ 
— Lisa Genova, New York Times bestselling author of Still Alice

‘Vanessa Diffenbaugh’s We Never Asked for Wings propels us into 
a mother’s heart as she and her family travel down a rocky path to 
understanding and forgiveness. With breathtaking imagery and lyrical 
prose, Diffenbaugh makes Letty’s growth from a troubled young mother 
to a responsible woman who learns to put her children first, but also 
allows herself the possibility of love, entirely believable. Hers is a hard-won 
victory you will cheer even as you wish this graceful, moving book would 
never end. 
— Melanie Benjamin, New York Times bestselling author of  
The Aviator’s Wife
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‘[An] original and brilliant first novel . . . [Diffenbaugh is] a  
mesmerizing storyteller.’ 
— The Washington Post

‘Diffenbaugh effortlessly spins this enchanting tale, making even her prickly 
protagonist impossible not to love.’ 
— Entertainment Weekly

‘An extraordinary debut’ 
— Australian Women’s Weekly

‘Moving and beautifully written’ 
— Daily Telegraph

‘Fascinating . . . Diffenbaugh clearly knows both the human heart and her 
plants, and she keeps us rooting for the damaged Victoria.’ 
— O: The Oprah Magazine (book of the week)

‘Captivating . . . The Language of Flowers deftly weaves the sweetness of 
newfound love with the heartache of past mistakes.’ 
— Minneapolis Star Tribune

 

‘Compelling . . . immensely engaging . . . unabashedly romantic . . . an 
emotional arc of almost unbearable poignance.’ 
— The Boston Globe

Praise for Vanessa 
Diffenbaugh’s The 
Language of Flowers
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We Never Asked For 
Wings: Themes

Motherhood 
‘She’d left her children.’ 
‘She needed her mother.’

These two four-word sentences appear as standalone paragraphs in 
the prologue of the novel, introducing us to the protagonist, Letty, and 
throwing us into her world. The contrast between the instinctively maternal 
Maria Elena, Letty’s own mother, who longed for a large family but was 
only able to have one child, and the seemingly reluctant and distant Letty 
reveals the complexity and variety of the motherhood experience. 

QUESTIONS:

1. Does Letty’s lack of parental prowess make her seem any less of a 
sympathetic character?

2. In what ways are assumptions about motherhood and maternal instinct 
probed and challenged in this book?

3. Can you think of any other novels that question or challenge these 
assumptions?
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We Never Asked For 
Wings: Themes (cont’d)

Birds and flight 
Like Vanessa Diffenbaugh’s previous and debut novel, The Language of 
Flowers, the title of the book is indicative of one of its strongest themes. 
This is reinforced with the epigraph in the first pages, being an extract 
from a poem by Jennifer K. Sweeney: 

‘The Himalayan legend says  
there are beautiful white birds  
that live completely in flight.  
They are born in the air, 

must learn to fly before falling  
and die also in their flying.  
Maybe you have been born  
into such a life 

with the bottom dropping out.

—from “In Flight,” Jennifer K. Sweeney’

This theme is evident throughout the story, which also concludes with 
a reference to birds: ‘Like birds in flight, they were here, and they were 
home.’ (p294)

QUESTIONS:

1. What do the book’s title and epigraph foreshadow about the 
characters and plotline in We Never Asked for Wings?

2. Discuss why the author has chosen this theme as the prism through 
which to view or show the story.

3. What does this theme mean to you? Are birds noble, free-spirited 
creatures? Or are they simply flighty and unreliable?
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We Never Asked For 
Wings: Themes (cont’d)

The migrant experience
We Never Asked for Wings is a timely publication as the presidential 
campaigns in the US heat up. For Republican candidates like Jeb Bush 
and particularly Donald Trump, immigration reform is pivotal to their 
campaigns. They frame the conversation about migration, principally 
undocumented migration over the Mexican border into the United States, 
in terms of ‘otherness’. ‘We’ are being invaded by ‘them’. This novel shows 
the other side of migration – that of the migrant. 

Through three generations in the one family, we are given insight into 
the experience of people who have sought better opportunities or a 
safer life in America. Maria Elena and Enrique, the grandparents, are 
‘undocumented’ migrants from Mexico who live in California but still feel 
the pull of their Mexican home. Letty is their first-generation child, born 
in the US and therefore a legal citizen, caught between the world of her 
parents and the one she has always known. Alex and Luna are further 
removed, but as the children of a single parent raised primarily by their 
Mexican grandparents, they are also strongly influenced by this side of 
their heritage and live in dual worlds.

Early in the novel, Letty and her mother cross the US border into Mexico, 
searching for her father: 

‘Beside her, Maria Elena startled. Letty followed her mother’s gaze to a 
long, brightly painted fence, keeping nothing from nowhere on the side of 
the road. Casket-shaped boxes had been attached at intervals, numbers 
stenciled on the fronts in cheery colors—2002: 371, 2003: 390, all the way 
to the year 2012.

Border-crossing deaths.’ (p14)

It is difficult to be or remain unsympathetic to the plight of migrants when 
reading an excerpt that so plainly shows the risks people take in order to 
seek a better life. 

QUESTIONS

1. It is often said that reading fiction strengthens empathy. Do you agree? 
If so, how has We Never Asked for Wings influenced your empathy 
with immigrants?

2. What does this novel have to say politically and socially that is not only 
relevant to the US, but also to Australia?
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We Never Asked For 
Wings: Themes (cont’d)

Isolation and belonging
All of the key characters in We Never Asked for Wings feel isolated at 
times and long for belonging. As a self-doubting single mother, Letty 
feels isolated and clings to her parents for a sense of family. Maria Elena 
yearns for her husband when he goes missing. Alex feels out of place at 
school and even within his own family – ‘Alex was different from just about 
everyone he’d ever met.’ (p6)

QUESTIONS

1. What does the variety of experiences of loneliness tell us about  
human nature?

2. How does this tie in with the avian theme? Could there be parallels 
drawn between the human yearning for community and the need for 
birds to belong to a flock?
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The author

Vanessa Diffenbaugh was born and raised in northern California. After 
studying creative writing, she went on to teach art and technology to 
youth in low-income communities.

She and her husband, PK, have four children: Donovan, Tre’von, 
Graciela and Miles. Vanessa is also the co-founder of Camellia Network, 
whose mission is to create a nationwide movement to support youth 
transitioning from foster care. She and her family live in Monterey, 
California.

We Never Asked for Wings is her second novel. Her first, The Language 
of Flowers, was published in over forty countries, and was a New York 
Times bestseller.


