Discussion Guide to Martyn Pig 

Since the Spring of 2002, when his first novel Martyn Pig was published, Kevin Brooks has become an exciting new voice in young adult literature. His novels have been described as taut, fresh, edgy, and compellingly original. Kevin Brooks has an amazing ability to get inside the mind of his teenage protagonists and see the story vividly from their unique viewpoint. He says he can do this because he still feels closely in touch with the teenager in himself. However he does it, the result is books that are edge-of-your seat gripping and involving, that speak directly to teen readers in the “voice” of a teen. At the same time, the novels explore complex situations and themes in a thought-provoking way that makes them ideal for rich discussion and sharing of ideas.

Martyn Pig 
About the Book
“Gripping plot twists…fresh and edgy…will have tremendous teen appeal.” – School Library Journal, starred review

“A breathless read…the macabre details are as compelling as the edgy realism.” – Booklist, starred review 

Meet Martyn Pig, a boy with a terrible name, trapped in a terrible life. His mother has left him. His father is a belligerent, abusive alcoholic. It seems his life can’t get any worse. But then, the week before Christmas, it does.

In this roller coaster of a novel, Martyn narrates the happenings, introduces the people in his life, and espouses his philosophies. But there is so much is going on – so many surprises and reversals, secrets, and revelations – that we have little time to think about things as we are carried away by the fast pace. It is not until we have finished reading the novel that we have a chance to consider Martyn and his story – to raise questions and debate.

Discussion Questions
Story
1. Things don’t just happen, they have reasons. And the reasons have reasons.

Things don’t just happen, do they? They have effects. And the effects have effects. And the effects of the effects have effects. And then the effects of the things that happen make other things happen, so the effects of the effects become reasons. Nothing moves forward in a straight line, nothing is straightforward.

Talk about the events of the novel. Then trace them backward. What single thing happens that starts the chain of the subsequent effects? Does that thing have a reason? 

Examine the events in your life. Do you find reasons and effects working in this way? Do you agree with Martyn’s philosophy?

2. The trick with plans is that you have to take into account unforeseen circumstances. However well you work things out, there’s always a chance that something you hadn’t thought of will happen.

On Wednesday, when his dad dies, Martyn Pig doesn’t do anything. But, by Thursday, he’s come up with a plan, and throughout the novel he creates, and to some extent executes, a series of plans to cope with everything he has to accomplish.

Discuss the plans Martyn devises and the unforeseen circumstances that threaten their success. 

3. Ever since he was 10 or 11 and received a copy of The Complete Illustrated Sherlock Holmes, Martyn has loved mysteries. He describes the work of his favorite mystery writer:

In case you don’t know, Raymond Chandler is the best detective writer ever. Philip Marlow, that’s whom he writes about. Blackmail, murder, mystery, and suspense. And a plot with more twists than a snake with a bellyache.

In many ways, that description fits the novel Martyn Pig. Talk about the blackmail, murder, mystery, suspense, and plot twists in the book. Do you think Martyn would say Kevin’s Brooks’s novel holds up to Raymond Chandler’s works? Do you think the book works as a mystery? Compare it to other novels you have read in the same genre.

4. What is Martyn’s lowest point? Is it on Saturday, at the beach, when he thinks about death, perhaps suicide? Is it on Tuesday when he recognizes Alex’s betrayal? How does Martyn cope with his feelings? 

Characters
We meet all the characters in Martyn Pig through Martyn’s eyes. Everything we know about them has been filtered through his perception and opinions. Yet, as readers, we draw our own conclusions, based on clues in the novel and on our own experiences and ideas. Do you agree or disagree with Martyn about the main characters in the novel?

1. Aunty Jean

My Aunty Jean. Dad’s older sister. A terrible woman. Think of the worst person you know, then double it and you’ll be halfway to Aunty Jean.

Martyn’s most horrible fear is that he will have to move in with his aunt. Yet, when he does, he tells us:
“It’s not as bad as I thought it would be. Although that’s not to say it’s great or anything. There’s plenty of Aunty’s crap to deal with …”
What is it about Aunty Jean that Martyn dislikes so much? How does she feel about Martyn? What do you think of her based on her actions?

2. Dad

Did I hate him? He was a drunken slob and he treated me like dirt. What do you think? Of course I hated him. You would have hated him, too, if you’d ever met him. Yeah, I hated him. I hated every inch of him. From his broken-veined red-nosed face to his dirty, stinking feet. I hated his beery guts. 

But I never meant to kill him.

Whether you think that Martyn killed his dad or that his death was an accident, the question of whether he deserved to die is something that can be debated. Discuss what kind of man William Pig was. It’s clear he was an alcoholic. Does this explain all of his behavior, or is he indeed a horrible man through and through? Is there any evidence of a better relationship between father and son at some other point or in other circumstances?

3. Alex

From their first meeting, Martyn is crazy about Alex. Therefore we cannot trust him completely. In fact, it turns out, not only should we look beyond Alex’s words and actions, but Martyn should have, too. Alex is, perhaps, the most complicated character in the book. What do you think of her? When do you believe she came up with her own plan for the money? And do you believe her when she writes to Martyn justifying her actions by spouting his own words back at him?

Badness is a relative thing … something’s only wrong
if you think it’s wrong. If you think it’s right and others
think it’s wrong, then it’s only wrong if you get caught.

Do you think Alex buys this, or is she just rationalizing?

4. Martyn

Martyn Pig. Martyn with a Y, Pig with an I and one G. Martyn Pig.

Unless you’ve got an odd name yourself you wouldn’t know what it’s like. You wouldn’t understand. They say that sticks and stones may break your bones but words will never hurt you. Oh, yeah? Well, whoever thought that one up was an idiot. An idiot with an ordinary name, probably. Words hurt.

What was your initial reaction, your first impression of Martyn Pig? Did your opinion change over the course of the story? Does Martyn always tell us – and himself – the truth? 

Theme
Martyn tells us his philosophy of life in bits and pieces throughout the novel. He tackles the big questions and the small ones in his monologues. And he can be very persuasive. 

1. The thing about dreams, they don’t come from anywhere else but yourself. It’s not as if there’s some evil demon waiting around somewhere, waiting for you to sleep so he can sneak into your mind and show you all his crazy things. It’s you that does it. It’s your mind. Whatever demons there are, you invite them in. They’re your demons. No one else’s.

Psychologists agree with Martyn on this. Dreams often help them understand people. It’s interesting that Martyn only talks about demons in dreams – not happy visions and wish fulfillments that are also the stuff of dreams. What does this reveal about Martyn? 
Do Martin’s dreams foreshadow events in the book?

2. Who knows what someone else is thinking? You can’t even be sure that anyone else is thinking at all. How do you know? You don’t. You’ll never know.

Martyn lives a solitary life – much of it with his books and in his own head. Do you think this had contributed to his belief that you can’t trust others? Do you agree with this point of view, or in your experience, are there people -- friends, family – whom you can trust and with whom you can share your thoughts?

3. None of us has any control over what we do. If you’re good, you’re good – and if you’re bad, you’re bad. That’s all there is to it. You can’t change the way you’re made. You can hardly blame a fly for being a dirty little buzzy thing, can you? It had no options. Just as we have no options. You get what you’re given. Like it or lump it.

Do you agree or disagree? Certainly, Martyn believes you can change your circumstances, that once he has the money, he and Alex can make their lives better. Does he think he can be truly happy? Do you think he can?

4. On Sunday morning, Martyn is listening to the radio: I asked myself what I’d take if I were stranded on a desert island. I wouldn’t bother with any records, for a start. If you’ve only got eight, you’re going to get fed up with all of them pretty soon. They’d start to get on your nerves. So, no records. That left me with a book and a luxury object.” Martyn concludes: “There was nothing I wanted on my desert island, nothing at all.”

It’s revealing to look at Martyn’s decision and his thinking process. What music, books, and luxury items would you take if you were stranded on that island? Compare your choices with Martyn’s and with those of others in your book group. 

Setting
Martyn’s narration of his story is colored by his love of mystery novels and television shows. The places for the events feel like stage or movie sets. How do the various settings of the action establish a mood and contribute to the suspense? Look at the details that the author gives in describing each place. The busy pre-holiday city streets; the Pig apartment; the beach; the gravel pit; the police station.

Voice
As Martyn walks alone on the beach, he coaxes himself to keep thinking and plays a game of free association that helps us understand his frame of mind:

Sea. The sea. Salt water. Brine. Brian. Call me Brian. Destiny. Sea. Adriatic Sea. South China Sea. Irish Sea. Red Sea. The Dead Sea.
Read Martyn’s chain of conscious thought out loud. Then try one of your own. Record it and listen to it. What does it say about your mood?

Try some free association with your book group. Have someone get you started with a word, and have each person in your group add the next one. See where it takes you. What words seem obvious to everyone? What choices surprise the group and take the free association in an unexpected direction? Are the word selections arbitrary or purposeful?

Comparing the Novels

“When I write a book it’s alive in my head. But it only really comes alive when it finds a life in someone else’s head. It’s the reader who makes it special.” 
Kevin Brooks invites you to be a part of his novels. First by reading them and then through discussion with your reading group 

Discussion Questions
1. The voices Kevin Brooks uses to narrate his novels are distinct and unique. Have someone in your book group pick up one of the novels and read aloud, leaving out proper names and telling details. In a matter of moments, everyone will know who is talking – which novel is being read. Compare the voices of Martyn, Caitlin, and Moo. Talk about why you think Kevin Brooks developed these particular styles for each story. Which of the narrators do you trust the most? Which the least? Imagine hearing one of the stories in another character’s voice. What would change?

2. I closed my eyes, kept perfectly still, and listened. It was only a very light breeze, and at first it was hard to separate from all the other sounds of the night –the creaks and hums of the house, the occasional sound of a distant car, the faint roll of the sea. But the more I listened, the clearer it became, and after a while I could distinguish the different sounds coming from different trees – a dry rustling from the elm in the back garden, a leafy rush from the poplars along the lane, and from the ancient oak in the field at the back of the house, a tired groan, like the sound of an old man getting up from a chair.

Kevin Brooks is attuned to sounds, and he describes them so precisely that we hear them acutely: from the sounds of the night as Caitlin lay in bed, to the bustling pre-holiday city streets that Martyn walks, to the noises of the cars passing under “Moo’s bridge.” Look through the novels and read aloud sections that describe sounds. How do these sections help to build a reality for each novel? How do they help identify feelings of loneliness? How do they help establish character? 

3. Martyn Pig, Lucas, and Kissing the Rain all deal with outsiders – both as characters and as themes. And, although the outsider is a common character in young adult fiction, Kevin Brooks’s treatment is new and fresh. In what ways do you think Martyn and Alex, Caitlin and Lucas, and Moo are outsiders? How does this affect their stories? What insights about outsiders did you find as you read the three novels? Do you sometimes feel like an outsider yourself? How do you see yourself in relationship to your world: home, school, and community? 

4. There are police officers in all three novels. What roles do they play in the plots? Are they stereotyped, idealized, or genuine? Are they to be trusted? Are they like police officers that you know – either from your experience, from other books, movies, or television? Do they solve mysteries or are they part of the problem? Compare the officers in each book and then compare the officers in all three novels. What motivates them? Are they good or bad? 

Does the law differ from the truth? If so, how?

5. Talk about the fathers in Martyn Pig, Lucas, and Kissing the Rain and how they relate to their children.

6. A theme all three novels share is the dilemma of what is right and wrong – the conflict between conventional wisdom versus discovering your own personal truth. What happens when they come into conflict? In Kevin Brooks’s vision, there is not a black-and-white distinction, but rather a spectrum of grays. As children and teens, we are often given much clearer definitions. Talk about what is right to the various characters in his books. With whom do you agree? 

Another way of describing this is to say that all three novels are about the search for Truth. What is Truth according to Kevin Brooks? Is it facts, perceptions or feelings? What is Truth for Martyn, for Caitlin, and for Moo? Do any of them find The Truth? What do you do when your sense of truth differs from that of those around you?

7. All of the narrators – the protagonists – seek solitude near water: Moo goes to “his” bridge over the roadway, which he calls “the river.” Caitlin returns to the beach after the first encounter with Jamie Tait. And Martyn spends Saturday at the beach. 

The beach? Why not? There’ll be no one there, it’ll be empty. Cold, big, wide open, and deserted … 

Why do they need to be alone? What is it they find in being near water or, in Moo’s case, images of water? Where do you go to find peace and to think things through?

8. If you could ask Kevin Brooks a question, what would it be? Have your group discuss what they would like to talk about with the author.

About the Author
Kevin Brooks counts among his many jobs being a crematorium assistant, a refreshments vendor at the London Zoo, and a civil servant. But he always wanted to be a writer.

It was the publication of Martyn Pig that changed everything. After being turned down by a number of publishers, Kevin Brooks sent his manuscript to The Chicken House, who jumped on the chance to publish it. They released Martyn Pig in the spring of 2002. In the U.K, the book went on to be short-listed for the Carnegie Medal and win a Branford Boase Award for a first best novel. And in the United States, it was named a Publishers Weekly Flying Start and an ALA Book of the Year, among its many accolades.

One of Brooks’ favorite genres is the detective novel, and this shows in his writing, “I think my awareness of plot comes from having read a lot of crime fiction. When Martyn Pig came out, the reviewers were saying things such as ‘well plotted’ novel. I found that surprising because I didn’t have any idea that I could plot or structure a story. I do plan, but I’m not consciously aware that I’m building a plot that creates good suspense; it comes naturally because I’ve soaked myself in those sorts of plots.”

Why did he decide to write for children? "There are not many differences, I don't think, between writing for children and writing for adults," Brooks says, "because children aren't that different from adults. But I would say the story is the main thing, with children. With adults you might use different styles and structures, perhaps indulge in fiddly niceties. Writing for children brings you down to basics.” 

Critics have compared his second novel, Lucas, to classics such as To Kill a Mockingbird and The Ox-Bow Incident. Told through the eyes of fifteen-year-old Caitlin, Lucas captures the pain and grace of an adolescent girl faced with a moral dilemma – with only her heart to guide her. “An ambitious and intricately crafted tale of love and resurrection,” says Publishers Weekly in a starred review. Lucas was long listed for the Guardian Fiction Prize, was a Book Sense 76 pick and was also chosen for Barnes & Noble Teen Discovery Program. 

His latest title, Kissing the Rain, will be published in March 2004. It is a story that Brooks had in his head for a long time. “When the time was right, I just opened the door and let it out,” he says. Kissing the Rain is the story of Moo Nelson, an overweight teenager who becomes the key eyewitness in a murder trial. “I became Moo Nelson,” he says “I became his mind, his body, his words, his truth, and I lived out his journey – from truth to lies and back again; from loneliness to loyalty, from denial to acceptance, from weakness to strength… It was a hard journey at times, but I loved every minute of it.”

Kevin Brooks is married and lives in Manningtree, Essex, England.

