READING GrOUP GUIDE
The Talker: Stories
by Mary Sojourner

Introduction
The stories in The Talker explore the complexities of love and lives
shaped by landscape. In this remarkable collection from beloved
author Mary Sojourner, a young girl grieving her dead father forms
an unexpected bond with a nursing home resident; a struggling
father watches jack rabbits with his son in the shadow of a gleaming
office building; a woman transfixed by slot machines suddenly sees
her husband in a new light; a blue-eyed stranger disrupts a tight-knit
commune of former down-and-outs, unraveling a Thanksgiving
basketball game along with everything they thought they knew about
one another.
From security guards and hummingbirds to bartenders and blue
herons, the desert-dwellers in The Talker surface with grit and grace
from dust-blown trailers and ancient Joshua trees. With her signature
down-to-earth storytelling style and uniquely empathetic eye,
Sojourner writes a vivid community seeking refuge, truth, and escape
within the desert glare of the Mojave.
"Sojourner (29, 2014, etc.) uses passion, high-energy storytelling, and unflinching empathy to break
the reader’s heart."
—KIRKUS REVIEWS
"Sojourner is a weaver of the heart. She adds perfect threads, creating lives and moments so
absolutely real and human you feel them in your own self, whether you want to or not. There is a
sting beneath everything she writes."
—CRAIG CHILDS
“If you ever wondered what life is like for the down and out, the remarkable Sojourner lays it out in
precise and unsparing prose in her latest collection of short stories. Throughout, Sojourner’s ability to
bring extraordinary characters to life and bring depth and heart to ordinary circumstances makes this
collection memorable.”
—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, starred review

The Talker:Stories
Conversation Starters
•

Did the author bring the Mojave Desert alive for you? How?

•

Mollie relates her experiences, both heartbreaking and exciting, to the environment around her.
Did you notice the environmental symbols, why do you think the author does this?

•

Throughout the book many characters endure difficult circumstances. Compare two different
characters and their reactions to their challenges. Why do you think both characters reacted the
way they did?

•

Did the author pull you in with their description of the environment in the novel? How?

•

Who was your favorite character? Describe a scene or detail about that character you enjoyed.

•

Can you pull an overall theme from the book? If so, what is it and why?

•

What issues does the book grapple with through each character and their relationship to the
environment?

About Mary Sojourner
MARY SOJOURNER is the author of 29: a Novel; the short story
collection Delicate; an essay collection, Bonelight: Ruin and
Grace in the New Southwest; and memoirs, Solace: Rituals of
Loss and Desire and She Bets Her Life. She is an occasional
commentator at her local NPR station and the author of many
essays, columns, and op-eds for High Country News, Writers on
the Range and other publications. A graduate of the University of
Rochester, Sojourner teaches writing in private circles, one-onone, at colleges and universities, writing conferences, and book
festivals. She believes in both the limitations and possibilities of
healing through writing—the most powerful tool she has found
for doing what is necessary to mend. She lives in Flagstaff,
Arizona.
breakthroughwriting.net
Mary is available to discuss The Talker with reading groups in person or via Skype. For
more information, email brooke@torreyhouse.com.

Torrey House Press
Voices for the Land
Torrey House Press is an independent nonprofit publisher promoting environmental conservation through literature. We believe that culture is changed through
conversation and that lively, contemporary literature is the cutting edge of social
change. We strive to identify exceptional writers, nurture their work, and engage
the widest possible audience; to publish diverse voices with transformative stories
that illuminate important facets of our ever-changing planet; to develop literary
resources for the conservation movement, educating and entertaining readers,
inspiring action.
www.torreyhouse.com

