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Shadow Baby

By Alison McGhee

Alison McGhee’s first novel, Rainlight, won the GLCA National Fiction Award, the 1999 Minnesota Book Award, was listed by Library Journal as one of the best first novels of 1998, and was a Borders Original Voices pick in both hardcover and paperback. 

Her second novel, Shadow Baby, won the 2001 Minnesota Book Award, was listed by Kirkus Reviews as one of the eight best novels of 2000, was a Borders Original Voices pick in both hardcover and paperback, a Booksense 76 pick, was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize in Literature, and was the August 2003 Today Show Book Club Pick #14. Her third novel, Was It Beautiful? was published in February 2003, and will appear in paperback in January 2004.

Alison has published dozens of short stories, poems, essays, and book reviews. Her first children’s book, Countdown to Kindergarten, came out in August 2002. Her first young adult novel, Snap, will be published in the spring of 2004, and her second picture book, Mrs. Watson Wants Your Teeth, will be published that fall, and her third, Some Witches Like Sprinkles, will appear in the fall of 2005. She is currently finishing her second young adult novel, and beginning a new novel, a comedy. 

Alison McGhee teaches creative writing at Metropolitan State University, where she is the coordinator of the creative writing program. She also teaches or has taught at Carleton College, Hamline University, Macalester College, the Loft, and in Vermont College’s MFA in Writing for Children and Young Adults program.

Shadow Baby

In Alison McGhee’s novel “Shadow Baby,” eleven-year-old Clara is struggling to find the truth about her missing father and grandfather and her twin sister, dead at birth, but her mother steadfastly refuses to talk about these people who are lost to her daughter. When Clara works with Georg Kominsky on a school biography project, she finds that he is equally reticent about his own concealed history. The journey of discovery that these two oddly matched people embark upon is at the heart of this beautiful story about friendship and communion, about discovering what matters most in life, and about the search to find the missing pieces of ourselves.

Borrowed from http://www.alisonmcghee.com
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Shadow Baby Discussion Questions

1.Clara is obsessed with pioneers, their stories of incredible hardship and triumph over adversity. Why is this so fascinating to her?

2. In what ways do Clara's fake book reports mirror her world? In what ways do they represent her inner psyche? Why does she burn them all up in the end? 











3. Shadow Baby opens with this line, "Now that the old man is gone, I think about him much of the time." Clara is twelve years old as she narrates the book, looking back on the past year of her life. Because she is still very young, she is not capable of having a long perspective of time, yet the book ends with this line, "But I was a child then." Think about other fictional child narrators, e.g., Holden Caulfield in A Catcher in the Rye and Laura Ingalls Wilder in the Little House books, and discuss the events behind their transition into adulthood. Compare and contrast to Clara's. 

4.What is the importance of Clara’s friendship the Georg?

5. Clara's mother Tamar practices weekly in a church choir. Yet Tamar never attends church, nor do the old man or Clara. Is there nonetheless some religious significance in the book? 

6. What is the significance of the title? 

7. While it is true that the mother-daughter relationship in the novel is difficult, did you find it believable and real? Why does Tamar refuse to answer Clara's questions? 

8. To Clara, "real life" is often indistinguishable from her fantasy life. What purpose does her wild imagination serve? 

9. The story of Clara's relationship with CJ Wilson is intertwined with the story of her chickens. How do the two stories both reflect and enlarge each other? 

11. Think about the opening scene of the book, in which Clara glimpses the old man hanging lanterns in the woods. Think about the ending scene, in which she is burning her fake book reports in the snow. How do these two scenes, which 'bookend' the novel, mirror each other? What do they tell us about how Clara has changed in the interim? 

12. Why do you think the author wrote this? What is its message?
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