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Jake’s grandfather, Billy, hears the talk of birds, is eighty-eight 
years old, and is going to live forever. Jake and Billy love 
taking walks around the family farm, and every day, Billy 
tells Jake just how much he misses his old sod house, where 
he lived before the wooden farmhouse was built. Billy asks 
Jake to build him a little sod house, but Jake is reluctant, for 
reasons even he doesn’t quite understand. 

But then Billy gets sick. If Jake builds Billy’s beloved sod 
house, maybe Billy will come home from the hospital and 
everything will go on always. Can Jake do this one special 
thing for his kindred soul?

ABOUT THE BOOK

1. Does Billy really communicate with the birds and other 
animals on his prairie farm? Why do you think he talks to 
them? Do you think animals understand human words  
and conversation? 

2. Why do Billy and Jake walk the farm every day? Walking the 
farm is what Jake calls “peaceful” and Billy calls “predictable” 
(p. 8). What do these words mean? What do you think is 
predictable in your life? What do you find peaceful?

3. Who is Lucy? Why does she arrive unpredictably and leave 
suddenly? What is an “angel dog”? Do you think animals play 
important roles in the lives of humans? Discuss this for young, 
old, and middle-aged people.

4. What is sod? How is a sod house made? Why were homes 
on the prairie made from sod? What are the advantages and 
disadvantages of a sod house? Why would Billy reminisce 
about his sod house and want another one?

5. Why must the Buffalo grass point toward the sky? What is 
whitewash (p. 90)? What is an outhouse (p. 109)? How do the 
customs and lifestyles of Jake and Billy differ from your own 
customs and lifestyle and those of people around the world 
today? 

6. Jake and Billy have a special bond. Billy says they are “kindred 
souls” (p. 29). What does this phrase mean? How do you 
recognize a kindred soul? Is there anyone with whom you 
share this special connection? 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



 7. Jake thinks Billy is going to live forever. Why does he 
think that? Is this possible or realistic? What “signs” or 
events in the story make Jake and you as a reader uneasy 
and suggest that something big will happen? 

 8. Initially, why doesn’t Jake want to build the sod house 
for his grandfather? Do you think he has more than one 
reason? Why does Jake, with family, finally help build the 
house? What does Jake hope to achieve? Do you think he 
is successful?

 9. Billy has a female doctor who he calls Chickie. Why does 
he call her that? Do you think she minds? Why does Dr. 
Miller eventually allow Lucy to come to the hospital?

10. Jesse refers to his grandfather as “that old coot” (p. 32). Do 
you think he is being disrespectful? Does your opinion 
of Jesse change as the story progresses? Does Jesse’s 
relationship with Jake change after Billy’s death?

11. What is a pact (chapter 9)? Who enters into one and 
why? What are the obligations and responsibilities of pact 
members? Have you ever formed a pact with friends or in 
a club? Do governments enter into pacts?

12. What is a gift (p. 108)? Is Jake sorry he gave the gift of a 
sod house to his grandfather? Why did Billy cry? How 
does the gift symbolize both happiness and sadness? Do 
you think the sod house was responsible for Billy’s death?

13. Life is cyclical: birth and death, coming and going. As you 
read the story, make a list of all the cyclical events that 
happen and discuss them with your classmates and family. 
Are some happier than others? What cyclical events have 
you experienced in your own life? Would it be possible to 
go through life and experience only happy events? Would 
you want to, if it were possible?

14. Why doesn’t Billy close the door to his sod house (p. 115), 
and why does Lucy leave?
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