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About the Book

Here's what they never tell you about being a girl?

Close friends since the days when they used to cut school and go swimming in Sweet Arrow Lake, Vangie Raybuck and 

June Keel are high school seniors out to have fun. That means dope, booze, and fooling around with their boyfriends, 

Del and Ray--sometimes in the same car at the same time. They work together at Noecker's chicken farm after school, 

compare notes on birth control pills, and make a nightly ritual out of smoking and talking. They tell each other 

everything: "That was the kind of friends we were."

But after they graduate, things begin to shift in ways neither would have imagined. Vangie gets a job waitressing, hems 

up her skirts for better tips, and moves in with Del; June hires on at the local factory and moves in with Ray and his 

older brother, Luke, in nearby Church's Mountain. As the two friends become more involved in their lives with their 

men, they see less of each other. Yet it soon becomes clear to Vangie that something is different, that June has crossed a 

dangerous line. And after Del overdoses and goes into rehab, Vangie begins to wonder how any of them will survive the 

lives they've chosen.

Written in prose as clear and well wrought as it is shockingly explicit, Swimming Sweet Arrow is a tale of friendship, 

passion, and survival from a remarkable new writer.

Discussion Guide

1. What are the forces that, in the absence of parental or other adult guidance, help Vangie determine the kind of person 

she wants to be? What fuels her frustration when, at the end of the novel, she tells her mother, "I don?t know whose life I 

want to have"?
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2. None of Vangie?s jobs is very enviable, but she derives a strong sense of self and purpose from them. Why? What do 

Vangie?s jobs teach her about the world? About herself? Why is the most physically demanding job ? picking pears ? 

described in almost poetic terms?

3. Maureen Gibbon?s writing has been likened to that of Kate Chopin, Anaïs Nin, and Colette because of its frank 

exploration of female sexuality. What do Vangie and June have in common with the characters created by Chopin, 

Colette, and Nin? Why do you think sexu-ally forthright women characters in fiction continue to cause such a stir?

4. At the beginning of Chapter 2, Vangie states that there is a great deal "they never tell you about being a girl." How 

does this lack of information affect Vangie? Can Vangie gain the knowledge she seeks through means other than hard 

experience? Do girls today confront a comparable lack of access to information?

5. When Vangie reflects on June?s involvement with two brothers, she states that "none of us did anything for long 

unless we wanted to." What is Vangie saying here about choice? About self-knowledge? Are there other instances in the 

novel where Vangie seems to struggle to understand herself or her own role in an event?

6. What is the significance of Vangie?s dream of the owl at the end of chapter 17? How does her experience of this 

dream contrast with Del?s interpretation of the dream in chapter 24? Why does Vangie reject the religious devotion that 

seems to bring Del such comfort?

7. Del makes a valiant effort to rehabilitate himself after his overdose and seems to cleave to the principles of a twelve-

step program. What undermines his efforts to change?

8. How would you characterize the relationship between Vangie and June? Why does Vangie turn away from June at the 

end of the book, at a moment when her friendship would have probably been particularly important to June? What does 

Vangie mean in chapter 25 when she says, "I could not keep letting [ June] touch me"?

9. After tremendous intimacy and friendship, Del and June are still "strangers" to Vangie, "all the more strange because I 

loved them," she says. What is Vangie saying here about the nature of love?

10. Although Vangie makes numerous missteps over the course of the novel, she also takes certain steps to expand her 

world and to increase the number of choices she has. Identify some of those steps. Is Vangie a character who is bound to 

be determined by her envi-ronment, or are there hints that she will go beyond the limited world of Mahanaqua?

11. The characters in Swimming Sweet Arrow seem to talk more easily about explicit sexual acts than about virtu-ally 

anything else. While the physicality of the sex in the novel cannot be denied, how does sex also serve as a metaphor in 

Swimming Sweet Arrow?

12. What is the role of the water imagery in the novel? Besides the title, where else does it occur?

13. Why is it important to Vangie to tell this story? Why does she struggle until she can say, ?There. Now it is all written 

down?
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Critical Praise

"Seductive and absorbing... Gibbon presents the grim grace of working-class life and the erotic discoveries of youth with 

facile clarity."
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