
Book Club GuideBook Club GuideBook Club GuideBook Club Guide        
 

Blue Becomes You 
a novel by Bettina von Kampen 
 
The story takes place in the fictional Manitoba town of Norman, the 
week before Charlotte's retirement party from Olafson's Bakery. 
She has lived in this town and worked at this job her whole life and 
with the party looming large in her mind, she reflects on what she 
hopes has been a meaningful life. 
 
While preparations for the party are being made by Charlotte's 
sister, June, and her boss, Vi, Charlotte reflects on people and 
events in her life, most importantly relationships with her parents 

and her friends with whom she formed a jazz trio when she was young. Charlotte plays the 
bass still, though playing is not what it used to be. This perhaps is the broadest theme of 
the book. No matter how little change there seems to have been, things don't stay the 
same either. There are people who choose to embrace this trend and those who choose to 
fight it. Throughout the book characters struggle in one way or another with this conflict. At 
the very least people are dealing with the inevitable change that comes with aging and the 
fleeting nature of youth. The contrast between life in the city and life in a small town recurs 
throughout the story and underlines the theme of change versus stagnation encountered by 
certain characters. 
 
Jazz is the backdrop to most of the story, specifically Charlotte's daydreams of smoky clubs 
filled with beautiful people and sexy music. Music is still her chosen outlet. As Charlotte 
gives thought to her life past, her present situation finds her in the company of new friends 
and neighbours, people whose refreshing perspectives help her abandon the notion that 
after the Saturday night retirement dinner, there will be nothing but pale days to count until 
she vanishes forever. 
 
 

Critical Praise 
 
"...a subtle, contemplative portrait of a jazz artist torn between pursuing her talent and 
succumbing to her sense of duty. "      — Winnipeg Free Press 
 
"...a fine and accomplished book that never strikes a wrong note... Generous, wry, well-
observed: this book is a pure pleasure to read. " — Uptown Magazine 
 
"Blue Becomes You is a magnificent novel about quiet dignity and yearning. The potency of 
the heartbreak and passion contained within these tensions is exhilarating.”       
 — Kevin Patterson, author of Country of Cold and Water in Between 
 



About Bettina von Kampen 
 
I grew up in Winnipeg, Manitoba where I attended the 
University of Winnipeg and the University of Manitoba and 
received degrees in Art History, Physiotherapy and a 
Masters of Science. I have lived in Canada's east, west, 
north and south - most recently Rankin Inlet, Nunavut. One 
of the first things I do when I get somewhere new is find the 
library. My mom sewed me my first book bag and once a 
week she'd let me loose in the library where I always took 
out my limit. Harriet the Spy was and remains one of my 
favourite books ever. 
 
Every three years when we were growing up my mother took us to Germany to visit her 
family. These trips always included crossing the border into East Germany and experiencing 
the startling difference between east and west, starting with the thin, brown soup served in 
the Schoeneweide train station (my sister and I just wanted to see how gross it was) and 
paying the washroom attendant a few Pfennig for a square of coarse, gritty toilet paper. It 
was one way of learning just how good we Canadian kids had it. 
 
For now, I live in Burlington, Ontario with my partner. Burlington is a rest stop. Who knows 
where the next destination will be? Dreaming about it is a favourite past time. I seem to be 
happiest knowing the journey is not yet over and waiting for the next destination to present 
itself. 
 
The original idea for Blue Becomes You was to write about sisters living together in their 
senior years. My work in health care exposes me to so many people all with different 
backgrounds and life stories. Twice I encountered sisters living as June and Charlotte do, 
still in their childhood house and all. It was hard to imagine, sixty, seventy, eighty years in 
one house, with the same person. Something must have happened in all that time. What? 
 
 

Discussion Questions    
 
1. One theme throughout the book is change and the challenge the characters have in 
embracing (or resisting) change. More specifically June and Charlotte are faced with the 
inevitable changes that come with aging. How much does their life experience and 
watching their father through the aging process affect how they now approach this phase of 
their life? 
 
2. Charlotte is forced into retirement due to a bad heart. She faces her upcoming departure 
from work with fear and resentment. This raises questions about the nature of retirement in 
general. What rights do we have when it comes to working and retirement? How do we 
envision our own retirement, or, if we have already retired, is it what we had hoped it would 
be?  
 
3. Charlotte and June each have very different relationships with their parents. How much 
of what they do and the choices they make reflects their true selves? Are they trying to gain 
the approval of or please their parents? How much of an influence do parents really have in 
the lives of their grown children? 
 



4. Charlotte and her sister June have spent much of their lives caring for their emotionally 
unstable father. Eventually, they decide that they are unable to care for him any longer. 
What alternatives do we, as children, have when it comes to the care of our aging parents?  
 
5. Charlotte never gives up her music, even though her life did not turn out to be a dream 
life. The media bombards us with messages of “making it” and following your dreams. 
What defines a passion? Do you have to be successful on a grand scale or can a 
passion/talent remain largely unknown to the outside world? Does this diminish its power 
or significance? 
 
6. Doris dreams of acting. More than likely Doris will work at the bakery her whole life as 
Charlotte did, and yet presently her acting and the dream of “making it” keep her going. 
How important are dreams in what makes up our reality? How much do they shape the 
reality of what is to come? At what point do you let go, as Charlotte did her dream? 
 
7. Throughout the book Charlotte appears disconnected and aloof from the people around 
her, yet in the end, with Doris, Wade and Kuldip, she finds she has a deeper connection to 
them than she imagined. Why these people? And why at this stage in her life is Charlotte 
suddenly finding these connections with people when her whole life she has had the chance 
to do so? 
 
8. Many of the characters in the book are outsiders: Charlotte does not want to accept her 
role as the happy retiree; Wade is trying to hide his homosexuality in his home town while 
at the same time trying to fit into the gay lifestyle of the big city; and Kuldip is never truly 
accepted in the small community of Norman, Manitoba. In your experience, are we mostly 
insiders who feel comfortable in our communities, or are we mostly outsiders who never 
quite feel comfortable with who we are or how we fit in?  
 
9. All the characters live in Norman, even if they once lived in the city, and much of the 
book compares city life to country life. What are the main differences between these 
settings? 
 
10. The character Wade is trying to come to grips with his homosexuality within the 
confines of a small rural town. His attempt to flee the town to the larger centre of Winnipeg 
is unsuccessful. What are the challenges that homosexuals face in rural vs. urban centres?  
 
11. Charles asks Charlotte, "Do you want to be in the background, hard to detect but crucial 
to the pulse or showy up front?" Is this also a recipe for life? How does each of the 
characters live according to this statement? Is it working for them? 
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