Book-Group Discussion Prompts for Inside Madeleine

For excellent general advice on discussing story collections, see author Robin Black’s “Short Story Collections: A Guide for Book Groups” at robinblack.net.

1. Both the opening story (“Eye Socket Girls”) and the closing one (“Inside Madeleine”) include characters who have anorexia. In “Eye Socket Girls,” the main character says that anorexics see “[l]ife as a battle of will. And we’re winners.” In the closing story, how might Madeleine respond to this statement during her own struggle with anorexia? (See pages 224-229.)
2. In “Reading to the Blind Girl” and “Cleveland Circle House,” what are the main characters’ motives for helping others? In what ways do their altruistic efforts enlighten or disappoint the main characters? Based on these stories and on your own experiences, what larger points could be made about the benefits and potential drawbacks of altruism? 

3. In “Outsiders,” consider Ruthie’s response to her instructor’s question about Richard III (see pages 69-70). In what specific ways is Ruthie, through this response, reflecting on her own situation at Lyndon Preparatory Academy and on that of her roommate, Alicia?
4. “Two Years” presents the point of view of one girl’s (Sonia’s) love interest, Curt, who is clearly a rake. How might you have regarded his character differently if the story had only presented Sonia’s perspective?
5. The title of “Inside Madeleine” has both literal and figurative meanings. What are they? What do they say about Madeleine and the changes she undergoes over the course of the story?
6. The author describes what seems to be a growing confidence in Madeleine after she’s had sex with multiple boys in high school: “She chewed gum loudly in class, she got great grades and she knew she could fuck whoever she wanted and knew she’d fuck them better than they’d ever been fucked before. So she fucked the ones she chose to fuck. She fucked the ones who deserved her shit” (page 170). But over the course of Madeleine’s relationship with Mark, who has genuine affection for her and who truly tries to please her, she seems to grow more insecure. What might explain this change in her?
7. Why do you think Madeleine’s appetite for sex and for food—and the size of her body—increases and decreases over the course of the story? What larger issues seem to be at play?

8. On page 204, we learn that Madeleine “was terrified and the only thing that subdued her fear while she was in that apartment was her ability to not eat.” Why might not eating lessen her fear?

9. On page 210, Mark says of Madeleine, “[S]he’s still a whore. She’ll always be one. That’s why I love her.” Is Mark being serious here? If so, what about Madeleine’s whorishness might be appealing to him?
10. Considering the collection as a whole, which stories did you find most engaging or memorable. Why?

11. If given the opportunity, what questions would you ask Paula Bomer about the collection or about the inspiration(s) for certain stories?

