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Marlena: A Novel
by Julie Buntin

“Julie Buntin captures that unique moment at the precipice of 
adulthood with emotional honesty and insight. She writes the kind of 
piercing, revelatory sentences you have to read to whomever is near, 
sentences you find yourself remembering years later.”–Jonathan 
Safran Foer

ABOUT THE BOOK
Named a Best Book of the Year by Vogue, BuzzFeed, The Washington Post, 
Esquire, Harper's Bazaar, NPR, NYLON, Huffington Post, Kirkus Reviews, 
Barnes & Noble, and more.

Marlena is the story of two girls and the wild year that will cost one her life, and define the other’s for decades

Everything about fifteen-year-old Cat’s new town in rural Michigan is lonely and off-kilter until she meets her 
neighbor, the manic, beautiful, pill-popping Marlena. Cat is quickly drawn into Marlena’s orbit and as she catalogues a 
litany of firsts—first drink, first cigarette, first kiss, first pill—Marlena’s habits harden and calcify. Within the year, 
Marlena is dead, drowned in six inches of icy water in the woods nearby. Now, decades later, when a ghost from that 
pivotal year surfaces unexpectedly, Cat must try again to move on, even as the memory of Marlena calls her back.

Told in a haunting dialogue between past and present, Marlena is an unforgettable story of the friendships that shape 
us beyond reason and the ways it might be possible to pull oneself back from the brink.

QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION 

1. Marlena opens with the line, “Tell me what you can’t forget, and I’ll tell you who you are.” How would
you describe the relationship between memory and identity in the novel?

2. In reflecting on her friendship with Marlena, Cat notes, “I’ve never believed in the idea of an innocent
bystander. The act of watching changes what happens.” In what ways do you see this notion play out in the
novel?

3. The majority of the novel is told in flashback with brief excerpts that pan to Cat’s present life in New York
City. Why might the author have chosen to tell the story in this format? What if, instead, Marlena and Cat’s
high-school experiences circumscribed the entire story? How might that change in structure affect your
perceptions of what happened to Marlena? To Cat? How about to Sal and Jimmy?
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4. After watching a lecherous man stare down her mom at a gas station, Cat notes, “If there were no men
except Jimmy in the entire world, I wondered how much better life would be for me and everyone I loved.”
In what ways does male threat shape Marlena’s and Cat’s behaviors? How about Cat’s behaviors when she’s
older?

5. Why might a chapter of “Omissions,” be included in the novel? In what ways does this chapter dovetail
with Cat’s complaint that, “no one, ever, told the truth?”

6. Discuss the role of body image in the novel. How does Cat’s image of her physical self change over time?
Do you think her body image impacted any of her behaviors when she was young? How so?

7. Abandonment pervades Marlena. How do you see different characters—Cat, Jimmy, Marlena, Sal—act in
situations of abandonment? What effects does abandonment have on them later in life?

8. Perception is a prominent theme, and a self-conscious element, in Cat’s narration. She calls attention to
the fact that the truth is somewhere, “between what I mean and what I say, who I am and who I appear
to be, who she said she was and acted like she was and also, of course, who she really was.” Imagine that
the novel is narrated from Marlena’s point of view. How might your perception of the events change?

9. Why do you think Cat feels such guilt, even a sense of culpability, about Marlena’s death?

10. How does Cat’s perspective on her mother change throughout the course of the novel?

11. Reflecting on their relationship, Cat notes, “Marlena called me naïve, but what I really think she meant is
privileged.” What is your interpretation of this quote? Do you think there is a correlation between privilege and
naïveté? Why or why not?
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12. Addiction—to pills, to alcohol, to a sense of danger—drives many of the characters in Marlena. Cat 
describes her relationship with alcohol as “a desire for it that was separate from wanting, a yearning that 
came from the body, strong and clear and propulsive . . . the wanting more and the wanting to stop in 
equal measure.” In what ways has the novel re-shaped your views of addiction? How so?
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