Book-Group Discussion Prompts for This Close

The following prompts focus on two groups of related stories in the collection. The first group consists of “Lesson,” “First Sale,” “Double Take,” and “Night Class.” The second group consists of “The Stand-In,” “The Old Beginning,” and “Local Birds.” For excellent general advice on discussing story collections, see author Robin Black’s “Short Story Collections: A Guide for Book Groups” at robinblack.net.
Questions about Group 1

1. What are the “lessons” of the first story—the one Maryanne hopes to teach her son, Mike, and the one she learns? How does her perspective on the lesson vary from Mike’s, as presented in “Double Take” (see pages 64-65)?
2. In “First Sale,” how does Mike’s view of the sale differ from his mother’s? Why, at the end of the story, does she call him “My brave boy”?
3. In the story of the same name, Ben does a “double take” when he thinks he sees Mike in London, after Mike’s death. How else might “double take” be defined in the context of this story?
4. Later in the story, what do Maryanne and Ben seem to misunderstand about each other? Why, in the final scene in Seattle, do they seem unable to bridge the divide between them?
5. What does the brief, final story, “Night Class,” tell us about how Maryanne has changed or stayed the same? Is it important that this story doesn’t mention Mike directly? Why?
6. In the first story of this group, Mike is fifteen and in the second he is five. Why might the author have chosen this order? What might have been gained, or lost, by presenting the stories in chronological order? 
7. While “Double Take” is written in the past tense, “Lesson” and “First Sale,” which are set before “Double Take,” are written in the present tense. How does the use of the present tense in the earlier stories affect you as a reader? Would the past tense have been just as effective? Why or why not?
8. Aside from Maryanne’s presence, does any common thread seem to connect the four stories? If so, what might it be?

9. Which of the four stories did you find most engaging or memorable. Why?

Questions about Group 2 
1. The “stand-in” of the first story might refer to more than one person. Who? 
2. Review the exchange between John and Hannah on pages 147 and 148. Do you think John is being completely honest with Hannah here? If you hadn’t read the next two stories in the grouping, would you have guessed that John and Elizabeth would remain married for as long as they did?  Why or why not?
3. In “The Old Beginning,” do you think John is enabling Elizabeth or “simply taking care of” her (see page 158)? Why?
4. In “The Old Beginning,” why is the neighbor’s story about the little girl such a source of contention for John and Elizabeth (see pages 162-163)? What does this scene say about how the two of them handle conflict in general?
5. In “Local Birds,” Hannah doesn’t try to persuade her mother to stay at her father’s birthday party, as she might have done in the past. The story doesn’t explain the reason for this change, but do you have any thoughts about what might be behind it?
6. At the end of the story, as John prepares to leave the party, “he can’t shake the feeling that there is something out of place, or something he has forgotten” (see page 178). Aside from personal possessions, what might this “something” be?
7. Apart from the presence of John, Elizabeth, and Hannah, does any common thread seem to connect the three stories? If so, what might it be?

8. Which of the three stories did you find most engaging or memorable. Why?

