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Introduction

Peter Paddington is a young man on the brink of adolescence, and like most young people, he has a
few problems. He's overweight, and he doesn't fit in with any of the "groups" at his school. He doesn't
feel comfortable around the other boys, yet has a desire for a "boyfriend". And if that wasn't enough,
suddenly his nipples begin talking to him.

Brian Francis has brought a character to life in Peter who is sure to be loved by anyone who reads
his story. His inner life, animated by a highly articulate imagination, is so vivid and funny that few
readers will fail to identify with Peter's journey towards his own self-discovery. Francis understands
that all adolescents face some sort of identity crisis, and he remembers in detail all the odd and
labyrinthine tests which teens put themselves and each other through. Peter is overweight, gay, and
highly intelligent -- which are all strikes against him at this crucial stage. Yet, Peter, even with those

pesky suggestions from his inconvenient nipples, finds a way to overcome the many obstacles in front of him.

Francis is a lively and entertaining writer. His narrative style is immediate; it takes place in the present, completely engaged, not
distanced from the action in any way. He understands the ephemeral transition between childhood and adulthood with a big helping of
empathy, and he presents the drama of a troubled family with subtlety and insight. The end of the story doesn't provide any quick or
easy answers, since Francis knows that this would ring false. A wonderful coming-of-age tale, Peter finds his own way with great humor
and kindness, finding the power to make an uncomfortable time in his life a triumphant one.

Questions for Discussion

1. What do you make of Peter's talking nipples? If you read this as a metaphor, what does it signify, and why nipples as opposed to
some other body part? The things that the nipples say sometimes seem almost abusive. Are Peter's nipples expressing something
that Peter himself really wants to say, or is it not quite that simple?

2. As Peter goes through his awakening process, both of his older sisters are losing weight and changing their lives. Does this have
a direct effect on Peter? How do the members of this family challenge each other? Why is the issue of weight so sensitive and
difficult for them? How does the weight become both a bond and an obstacle between them?

3. How does Francis portray the character of Peter's mother? She can easily be seen as terribly neurotic, even obstructive to her
children's health and happiness. Is it possible to see her in a more sympathetic light? Does Francis provide ways for the reader to
do that? Might it be wrong to blame her for this family's problems?

4. Peter's "bedtime movies" provide some of the most poignant and funny moments in the novel. How do these moments function in
Peter's growing awareness of who he is and who he is not? What do they tell us about him, aside from the fact that he seems to
be gay? When he imagines these scenes and casts them with people he knows, what sorts of things is he feeling as well as desire?

5. When faced with one of the biggest gender hurdles of adolescence – the choice between "Shop" and "Home Ec." in school --
Peter forces himself to choose not what he wants, but what he believes is normal. "I tried to get myself excited as I handed in my
form on the last day of 7th grade. It had taken me a good ten minutes to make a red circle around the word "Shop." 'Peter, this is
your last chance to be normal,' I told myself. 'Who knows? Maybe you'll even make a boyfriend. You can do it!'" (Page 63.) For
Peter, as for so many young people, the attempt to "be normal" means going against who they really are. What is it that keeps this
system in place? How is it internalized? Does Peter learn to distrust this definition of "normal?"

6. What role does Peter's father play in this family? Is Peter able to identify with his father at all? Why or why not?

7. On page 67, Francis begins a very funny and accurate description of the different identity groups at Peter's school. There is the
Athlete group, the Short group, the Geek group, the Goody-Goody group, the Indian group, the Slut group, the Banger group. And
then there are the people who don't fit into any group. Peter sees himself as such a loner that he doesn't even belong to this final
group of misfits. Why is it so important to Peter that he find a group that will accept him? Were you part of a group in your school
at this age? Which one? How did you feel about it?

8. Why does Peter have trouble understanding that Daniela is his friend? Is the problem that she is a girl, or that she comes from a
family more troubled than his own, or that she too is a misfit? Or is it something to do with Peter's idea of himself? What is it that
allows Peter to realize that he cares about Daniela as a real friend after all?

9. Why is the character of Uncle Ed so important in this story? Why are Peter's feelings about his uncle so conflicted? In what
ways is Peter like Uncle Ed, and in what ways is he different? Do you find Uncle Ed disturbing? Is he sympathetic in any way?

10. At the end of the novel, in "Bedtime Movie #6," Peter feels himself to be running from something. "It's bigger, faster, and darker
and it's something that I know already, something that I try not to think about too often. It's been following me for a long time
now. And if I stop for one second to look behind me, it will trip me and ruin everything. So I don't look behind and I don't stop



running." (Page 276) Why does Peter feel that the truth will ruin everything? Peter is running from the knowledge that he is gay,
which he already knows. But what else is there to run from? What else might he not want to acknowledge about his life? What
impact might these acknowledgements have on his identity and his life?
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