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BOOK CLUB PACK 
!

All the ideas, food, drink and music you’ll need for a fun and  
provocative book-club meeting.  !

Warning: contains spoilers! !
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Discussion questions !
1. At the start of the novel Fred is drifting, rootless. What are his first attempts to put 
down some roots? !
2. Fred becomes obsessed with having children. When does this obsession begin? !
3. Fred has a prickly relationship with his mum. How does this affect his actions? !
4. Fred’s mum describes his dad as a ‘gutless wonder’ and wishes him dead. How do 
Fred’s ideas about his father affect his choices? Do you feel any sympathy for Fred’s 
father?  !
5. What do you think it means to be a parent? Is Fred right to think of himself as the 
children’s father? !
6. Why do you think it is important for Fred to write letters to his biological children? !
7. At what point do you think Fred’s behaviour crosses the line? Why? !
8. Do you think it’s a good thing that children conceived through sperm or egg 
donation can find out about their biological heritage?  !
9. Petra doesn’t want children and writes a novel expounding the virtues of a child-free 
life. Fred once felt that way too but has now changed his mind. Do you think Petra 
and Fred could ever be happy in a relationship together?  !
10. To the end, Fred remains hopeful that Sally will forgive him and want him back. 
Do you think these hopes are justified? Will Fred ever be able to move on? !!!
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A conversation with Paul Blaney !
Q: One of the main themes of Mister Spoonface is fatherhood. Fred Pooley, the novel’s 
protagonist, is desperate to be a father despite fears that he may be like his own 
wayward father. For much of the novel he is also convinced that genetics are a hugely 
important part of parenting. When did you first become aware that you wanted to 
write about paternity and why? !
A: The novel took ten years to write, and went through a number of drafts. I’d say I’ve 
been interested in paternity for as long as I can remember. It’s one of life’s great 
decisions: whether or not to have children (albeit there’s an element of reproductive 
chance). And, being a man, I thought it would be interesting to write about this from 
a male point of view, which is of course somewhat different from a woman’s. Then I 
got interested in the subject of artificial or assisted reproduction (sperm donors and in 
vitro fertilisation), which added a whole new level of bioethical complexity. So Mister 
Spoonface turned into a novel that explores the question of what it means to be a 
‘father’, what rights and responsibilities that entails, in the early years of the twenty-
first century. !
Q: Fred Pooley feels he has a gaping hole inside of him. He tries to fill this hole 
through connecting to his ‘children’, but it could be argued that what he really needs is 
emotional connection to adults. He shuns his mother. He enters into relationships 
only when the situation dictates. Were you conscious of his emotional passivity? !
A: Fred is a sort of wounded animal, although it takes him some time to realise that 
he’s been wounded. Like a wounded animal – or a little boy who’s cut his knee – his 
instinct is to shy away and to hide his hurt. That instinct, I think, turns him into a 
loner. My sense of Fred is that he fears to connect emotionally to adults – that would 
require exposing himself and his ‘hole’. The connection he develops with his ‘children’, 
while ultimately limited and unsatisfying, has the advantage of being less complex; he 
has (in his own mind) a clearly defined role, that of caretaker or protector. It’s not a 
relationship of equals, not a grown-up, two-way relationship. And Fred doesn’t feel the 
need to expose himself; he just needs to be the strong, loyal, devoted protector. !
Q: Though this is ostensibly a novel about parenthood, you could argue that Mister 
Spoonface is really about trying to find meaning in existence. Being creative, taking 
action in relationships, in parenthood, in writing, seems to be one of the novel’s 
answers to dealing with the bleak landscape of a godless world. What is your response 
to this line of interpretation? !
A: I think no decent novel is about just one element or role in life; they all touch on 
the broader questions of existence. Fred is successful in his career, a capable worker, 
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but he’s also sad and lonely. The reason he returns from Hong Kong, I’d say, or one 
reason at least, is to find out what he’s doing here (that’s to say on Earth). In my 
experience, these sort of existential, what’s the purpose/point questions tend to crop 
up in our thirties and forties, the middle years of life. And they’re often occasioned by 
a setback or period of suffering. For some people, the search leads to God or some 
form of spiritual practice; others change career or move to Portugal. !
Q: This isn’t your only book that touches on time spent in Hong Kong. Have any of 
your characters or situations been taken from life? !
A: Hong Kong, for me at least, demanded to be written about. The city makes such a 
vivid impact. For me as a Westerner, Hong Kong was also exotic – it intrigued me and 
challenged me as an expatriate resident to make sense of it. I’m not sure how far I 
succeeded in this. I think I know my limits, so most of my Hong Kong characters are 
expats. And mostly they’re encountering that scrambling of the moral compass that 
can arise with distance from home. White Mischief! What Happens in Vegas Stays in 
Vegas! !
I think almost all of my characters and situations are, on some level, taken from life, 
including my own life. Most of my fiction might fit under the heading of ‘thought 
experiments’ or what-ifs. I start from a situation or person I’ve known or can imagine, 
and then I extrapolate. In life, I’m quite a careful person (I come from a family that 
didn’t throw plates!), so I want to see what will happen if I send my character 
somewhere I wouldn’t go myself. Of course, that makes for more drama, too. !
Q: You have also published two novellas and many short stories. Have you noticed 
your work following any particular themes? Would you be surprised if it was suggested 
that you are drawn to characters who stand on the outside of normal life, looking in 
and questioning their part in it? !
A: I remember reading about a poet who realised that all her poems were really about 
her mother. So she took to cutting random words out of books and arranging them 
into poems – these were still about her mother. From which I take it that you can’t 
control your themes, the subjects you write about. For me, above all, I’d say the big 
theme is death and the struggle to come to terms with it. My fiction is ‘death-
haunted’, or has been to date. Of course, a death is also an unmistakable ending. And, 
as Hemingway noted, ‘All stories, continued far enough, end in death.’ !
Outsiders? Yes. I think most writers are outsiders and misfits, the sort of people who 
think too much. Otherwise, we’d just spend our time living, as opposed to trying to 
make sense of life through the medium of stories. !
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Q: Were you conscious of the number of meals that take place during emotional 
moments in the novel? Does food hold an emotional significance for you, or it is more 
about the enforced proximity of shared meals? !
A: I wasn’t conscious of this, but I do enjoy writing about food. And you’re right that 
meals require enforced proximity and so lend themselves to conflict/drama. In Mister 
Spoonface, it seems, the characters are forever eating or drinking. Have these people 
never heard of TV? Someone ought to tell them we’re in a golden age! !
Q: What are you working on now? !
A: I have a first draft of a novel about a young man who discovers a crown of thorns 
in the bathroom of the petrol station where he works. Let’s just say he runs with it! 
It’s a novel about sacrifice. !
Watch a conversation between Paul Blaney and fellow writer Rebekah 
Lattin-Rawstrone  !!
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Ideas for food to serve inspired by the novel !
With so many central scenes happening around the dining table, Mister Spoonface is 
full of cuisines from all over the world. You could go Chinese, Greek, Mexican, 
Spanish or English or take a little from everywhere. Whatever you choose to do, 
Starburst are a must.  !
Chinese 
Crispy aromatic duck 
Wonton soup 
Steamed fish (we suggest you refrain from tipping it into your guests’ laps) !
Greek 
Hummus 
Taramasalata 
Tsatsiki 
Black olives 
Dolmades 
Pitta bread 
Greek salad !
Spanish 
Mussels 
Squid 
Whitebait 
Melon cubes wrapped in ham 
Marinated chicken 
Prawn in garlic 
Spanish omelette 
Jaffa oranges !
Mexican 
Salsa 
Corn chips 
Fajitas !
English 
Shepherd’s pie (don’t argue and forget to eat it, though) 
Fish-finger toasties: grill three fish fingers, toast two slices of bread, butter, add tomato 
ketchup or tartare sauce, fit the slices around the fish fingers and press flat to make a 
sandwich  
Fish and chips 
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Marks & Spencer’s Mushroom Quiche and salad 
Carrot cake 
Starburst !
Ideas for drinks to serve inspired by the novel !
Coca-Cola (Tess’s favourite drink) 
Hot chocolate 
Cider (Fred drinks a lot of cider with Petra) 
San Miguel beer 
Tsingtao beer 
Guinness 
Smithwick’s ale with whiskey chasers 
Bloody Marys 
Vodka 
There’s talk of champagne but it never seems to get drunk. !
Need a soundtrack for your evening?  
The Mister Spoonface Spotify playlist  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Thanks to Red Button author, Rebekah Lattin-Rawstrone for conceiving and 
creating this book club pack
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