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Most of the group found this a very sad and thought - provoking  story.  We 
decided it is an unusual novel in that all the characters suffer,  with no 
satisfactory resolution for any of them. 
 
The story is set after WW1 in a remote part of western Australia. The main 
character, Tom,  who  is affected by his experiences during the war,  takes the 
job of lighthouse keeper  on an isolated rock (Janus) 100 miles  from a small 
town on the mainland. The author describes very vividly the solitary routine  of 
tending the light and living in seclusion.  
 
On a visit to shore Tom meets  and  then marries Isabel. They live very happily 
on Janus but remain childless after Isabel suffers 3 miscarriages.  One day 
they find  a baby washed up on shore in a boat with a dead man. Isabel,  who 
is desperate to have a child believes the baby has been sent to them by God 
and they should keep  it, pretending it to be their own. She eventually 
persuades Tom this is the right thing to do. Against his better judgement Tom 
does not record the event in the lighthouse log or report it to the necessary 
authorities.  He buries the dead man and they  proceed to raise  the baby, who 
they call Lucy, as their own child. 
 
However, a few years later  when visiting Isabel’s family on the mainland  Tom 
and Isabel meet Hannah, Lucy’s birth mother. Hannah is tormented by the loss 
of her daughter and husband (presumed drowned)  and  her grief has a major 
impact on Tom who is  still struggling with his conscience about the deception.  
We were all affected by the moral dilemma facing Tom who is  torn between 
the grief his wife will suffer on losing Lucy, and his sense of duty to return the 
child to her birth mother. He sets up a series of events which lead  to the truth  
about Lucy being discovered. Tom is  then arrested and Lucy is returned to 
her  birth mother with devastating consequences for all the characters. 
 
The locations, weather - events and characters in the book are all very well 
described and most of us found the story engrossing and  heart - wrenching. 
The key themes are the way in which grief can distort decision making, the 
effects of physical and emotional isolation, and the moral dilemma of needing 
to tell the truth when it can result in dire consequences for those one loves 
most. 
 
As a recommendation for a reading group we gave it 4.5 out of 5  and as a 
recommendation for a friend 3 out of 5. 



 

 

 
* The book was made into a film of the same name in 2016. 


