Book-Group Discussion Prompts for Let the Dark Flower Blossom
1. The novel focuses on the observations and stories of three major characters: Eloise Schell; Eloise’s twin brother, Sheldon; and Eloise’s daughter, Susu. Did you find any one of these characters/storylines more compelling than the others? If so, which one(s) and why?

2. Aside from who murdered Roman Stone, what other mysteries does the novel explore? 
3. In its exploration of these mysteries, how does LtDFB differ from a traditional mystery novel? Think, for example, about how evidence and clues are presented; about the presence or absence of a trustworthy “detective” character; and about the presence or absence of clear resolutions or a clear sense of guilt or innocence.
4. Sheldon’s and Susu’s observations are in the first-person point of view, while Eloise’s are in the more distanced third person. What might explain these varying points of view? What effect(s) do they have?
5. The style and structure of the writing vary quite a bit from chapter to chapter and from section to section. For example, some parts of the novel, such as Chapter 2, are traditional in their structure, with a fairly straightforward narrative that is broken into regular paragraphs. The Susu chapters, however, are extended runs of text without paragraph breaks (see Chapter 1, pages 1-2, and Chapter 21, pages 340-346). In still other chapters, the text is broken up into brief numbered sections (see the majority of Chapter 18, pages 164-260) or presented line by line in a style that calls poetry to mind (see pages 263-265 and 269-280). To what extent does each style/structure suit character, action, observation, or narrative? What other effects or purposes might the author be trying to achieve with these textual variations?
6. Note the following observations by Eloise and Susu: “She liked stories in which the good were rewarded and the bad were punished” (Eloise on page 22), and “… I liked movies in which the good were rewarded and the bad were punished” (Susu on page 29). How are these beliefs relevant to both women’s lives? To what extent do—or don’t—each of them act on these beliefs? 
7. At several points in the novel, the author and characters call attention to the act of storytelling and to the structure of stories. On page 26, for instance, a character who seems to be Roman Stone asks this of Susu: “Do you like tragedy? or comedy? … Do you want to know the beginning of the story or hear the ending first?”  And on page 310, Sheldon says this of himself and Eloise: “We wrote stories./Each of us taking one sentence./Like a twist, and then a turn, down a hallway./Through a maze./Leading to some undeniable conclusion.” In sections like these, what does Labiner seem to be saying about storytelling and its power?

8. Sheldon has been told that the first rule of storytelling is, “Be true” (p. 20), and that the second is, “[N]ever kill off the main character” (p. 55). To what degree do Sheldon and other characters obey or break these rules?
9. Like storytelling, memory is a central concern of the book. On page 166, Louis Sarasine makes this remark in a speech: “We take the truth and turn it into a lie. This is how memory works.” Do the other parts of the novel support this contention? Do you agree or disagree with Sarasine’s statement?
10. At one point, Sheldon thinks, “[Dr. Lemon] could not remember the sins that I nightly confessed to him./And because the doctor could not remember that what I touched was subject to destruction; he asked me to possess his most beloved object” (page 161). Why might Sheldon be driven to make such confessions to Dr. Lemon? Also, what or who is Dr. Lemon’s “most beloved object”? 
11. The rock-paper-scissors game is referenced several times in the novel. On page 2, for example, a character who seems to be Roman Stone says, “The story begins with a rock and ends with a scissor.” Later, he says, “Fate is a girl with scissors” (page 38), and “Rock, paper, scissors me for the story” (page 272). What makes this game—and the images it suggests—particularly apt for the novel?
12. Boxes are also referenced repeatedly. For instance, Pandora’s box is suggested on pages 57-58. And Eloise’s and Sheldon’s father, a woodworker and casket maker, was said to be making “a box in which to lock all that was bad in the world” (page 162). On page 163, a character who seems to be Stone tells Susu about “a box that contained all the misery in the world.” She then observes, “I opened the box. His manuscript was tied with my ribbon.” What do these boxes and their contents seem to represent?
13. Food and drink—especially oranges and licorice—are also mentioned at many points in the novel. What emotions, moods, or sensations are associated with oranges and licorice specifically? What might be the reasons for giving food and drink such a strong presence in the book?
14. How did your impressions of who Benjamin Salt was and why he wanted to visit Sheldon change over the course of the book?
15. The title of the novel echoes this line from The Scarlet Letter, by Nathaniel Hawthorne: “Let the black flower blossom as it may!,” spoken by the fiendish and cuckolded Roger Chillingworth to his wife, Hester Prynne. With these words, Chillingworth suggests that Prynne’s adultery has set in motion a wave of misfortune that no one can stop. What connections do you see between this line from The Scarlet Letter and the characters or situations in LtDFB?
16. Reflecting on your experience of reading LtDFB, did you enjoy having to do a lot of the detective work yourself, or would you have liked more traditional and straightforward information about the nature of the crimes committed and about who was guilty and who was innocent? Why?

17. If given the opportunity, what questions would you ask the author about the novel or her process of writing it?

