Book-Group Discussion Prompts for The Seven Stages of Grief and Other Stories

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. In “Apricots,” boys who are among evacuees from a wildfire wreak destruction in a church where they and others are being sheltered. The narrator says of them, "Maybe they already knew, with a certainty I still cannot match, how the fire would change us" (page 5). How might the fire have changed the townspeople? 

2. In “Fauntleroy,” the narrator describes her relationship with a man from the same rural town she was raised in. Why do you suppose she “could not” marry him (page 8)? In a larger sense, what does this story say about the tensions between rural and urban life and between the narrator’s past and present?
3. Why, in “Zinc,” does the narrator seem to be disenchanted with her husband? What insights, if any, does she bring back from her brief flight from her marriage?
4. If you read “The House” as well as “Zinc,” you’ll notice that the same marriage features in both stories. In “The House,” what new understandings does the narrator come to about herself and her marriage? What does the house seem to represent to her?
5. Two additional connected stories are “Even After Fire, the Daylight Comes” and “The Car.” How does Jenny’s family history, portrayed in the first story, seem to affect her relationship with her husband and what she wants for her daughter, described in the second story? 
6. “The Seven Stages of Anger” uses a variety of metaphors from the physical and biological sciences. How do these metaphors comment on or connect the “stages” and help bring them to life?

7. In “Maps of the Americas,” what does the house (described on pages 44 and 45) represent to the daughter, other than just a place to live? How might the maps that she draws at school relate to the dissolution of her parents’ marriage and of the family household?
8. Consider this line from “Ten Penny” (page 56): “He couldn’t stop himself from lingering around the broken places.” What does this say about M., the narrator, and their relationship?
9. In “There and Back,” what might explain the father’s disappearance? What about his disappearance seems to make sense to the narrator? (You might take another look at her reflections on page 86.) 
10. At the end of “The Eggshells of Everything,” Mae thinks, “There is no god, only family.” What aspects of Mae’s experience might lead her to such a conclusion? 
11. Considering The Seven Stages of Grief as a whole, which stories did you find most engaging or memorable. Why?

12. If given the opportunity, what questions would you ask Wendy Fox about the collection or about the inspiration(s) for certain stories?

