" he The Fourteenth of September

Fourteenth

of September . coMING OF CONSCIENCE NOVEL
\\%\A "t By Rita Dragonette

Category:

Rita Dragonette

On the hunt for the right character, plot or first line to spark your next group discussion?
This debut novelist breathes fire onto the pages with The Fourteenth of September,
spurring a rich dialogue on topics such as war/antiwar, mother/daughter, Coming of Age,
Coming of Conscience, generation gap, betrayal, girlfriends, first love and college,
history, boomers, and even more.
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About The Fourteenth of September

On September 14, 1969, Private First Class Judy Talton celebrates her nineteenth
birthday by secretly joining the campus anti-Vietnam War movement. In doing so,
she jeopardizes both the army scholarship that will secure her future and her
relationship with her military family. But Judy’s doubts have escalated with the
travesties of the war. Who is she if she stays in the army? What is she if she leaves?
When the first date pulled in the Draft Lottery turns up as her birthday, she realizes
that if she were a man, she’d have been Number One—off to Vietnam with an
under-fire life expectancy of six seconds. The stakes become clear, propelling her
toward a life-altering choice as fateful as that of any draftee. The Fourteenth of
September portrays a pivotal time at the peak of the Vietnam War through the rare
perspective of a young woman, tracing her path of self-discovery and a “coming of
conscience.” Judy’s story speaks to the poignant clash of young adulthood, early
feminism, and war, offering an ageless inquiry into the domestic politics of protest
when the world stops making sense.
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Questions for Discussion
Featuring questions by New York Times bestselling author Jacquelyn Mitchard

“Rita Dragonette has written a strong-hearted and authentic novel of about a naive young
girl and her struggle to reconcile the dissonance between the world she sees and the
world she was raised to believe in. Judy is truly a quiet hero; you won’t forget her.”

— Jacquelyn Mitchard, author of The Deep End of the Ocean (1% book ever chosen by
Oprah’s Book Club)

1. Women of a previous generation were not combat soldiers, but they were often in
harm’s way. So how is Judy’s situation, given the role she has agreed to play in
the Vietnam conflict, the same or different from the young men she knows who
are facing the draft?

2. Is David a true philosophical leader? Is his commitment to the anti-war movement
really more a way for him to express his own drama? Or is his nature explainable
by the fact of his being so young?

3. Discuss the character of Wil. Wil is fatalistic about his chances for survival. Is he
doomed by fate, like his chosen namesake, or by his own demons?

4. The issue of women’s friendship was a controversy during the Vietnam anti-war
movement, which preceded the women’s movement in United States history. It is
also a controversy in The Fourteenth of September. Does Judy form strong
women’s friendships, or is she, like so many women activists during the Vietnam
period, a handmaid to the political and social momentum created by the men in
her circle?

5. It’s said that the end of a novel is the beginning of the world that comes after the
story ends. What does the way that Rita Dragonette wrote the conclusion say
about the way Judy’s brief but intense involvement with the anti-war movement
will inform the rest of her life?

6. Veteran writers insist that every character in a novel has a secret. Talk about some
of the secrets kept by major and minor characters in The Fourteenth of September.
What is Michael’s secret? How about Lori? Does Vida, who seems so open, have
a secret as well?

7. How is the issue of morality in the United States’ involvement in Vietnam played
out in the novel? How is an understanding of the USA’s role in Vietnam relevant
to young American readers as they consider their country’s involvement in
international conflicts?
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8. Many young men who faced the draft for the Vietnam War had fathers who were
veterans of World War II or the Korean conflict. Judy’s situation is unusual in
that she’s a young woman in conflict with her mother, who is a veteran. How do
you think the mother’s character was shaped by her experience in what history
considers a “just war” as opposed to Judy’s experience as a protestor?

9. Is there a current conflict involving the United States that could end up “another
Vietnam?” Are stories about conflicts in which the United States did not play a
glorious role as important as those in which U.S. forces were heroes? Why?

10. In some respects, Judy is very much a girl when she heads for college,
inexperienced and naive. How do you think her involvement in the anti-war
movement contributes to the character’s maturity? How does it shape her future?
What other events in this critical year make Judy the woman she will become?

Bonus! Test your lit knowledge. Do you believe that there is a literature of anti-war
novels, just as there is a literature of combat novels? What are other novels that
are like The Fourteenth of September for other wars? Would you consider Doctor
Zhivagoto be an anti-war story? A Lake in the Woods by Tim
O’Brien? Slaughterhouse Five by Kurt Vonnegut? Hemingway’s 4 Farewell
to Arms?
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