The
Possibility
of Lions
Reading Guide
© GemmaMedia 2012

This Teacherʼs Guide is intended for educational use only. It may not be resold.
For more information on this and other guides and the Gemma Open Door Series, please contact
info@gemmamedia.com.

230 Commercial Street

GemmaMedia LLC
Boston, Massachusetts 02109
www.gemmamedia.com

617.818.2133

Marta Maretich The Possibility of Lions Reading Guide
•

Preliminary Remarks
The following assignments offer tasks and activities that the teacher or students
can choose from.

•

Many tasks are suitable for talks or presentations to the class.

•

Some tasks overlap with others.

•

The material can be edited and students may copy instructions, questions, and
answers into their exercise books.

About the Book
The McCalls are an unlikely family of refugees. Though they look and sound like
regular Americans, they arrive in the US with just one suitcase between them, and just
one wish—to return to their real home in Africa. When a violent civil war makes going
back impossible, they do their best to settle down in a small California town where life is
safe, predictable and dull.
Things only start to look up when another African exile comes to town, bringing
his own lion. His dream is to recreate a piece of Africa in California: Safariland. The
McCalls throw themselves behind this wild project, but can two such different worlds
really be brought together in one place?
About the Author
Marta Maretich was born in Nigeria and raised in a small town in California. She
has lived in France, Taiwan, Catalonia and Spain, so she knows how far apart (and how
close together) very different parts of the world can be. She now makes her home in
London, a city she likes because so many different kinds of people live there.
Her love of reading grew out of a thirst for travel and adventure, because stories
have the power to take you places. When she isn’t writing she’s working on ways to help
charities function better.
Before you read:
•

Look at the picture on the cover. What does it make you think the story will be
about?

•

The Possibility of Lions is partly about what it feels like to move from one
country to another. Have you ever lived in another country or a different part of
the same country? What was it like to move?

As you read:
Look for the answers to these basic questions:
• When is the story set?
• Where does most of the action take place?
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•
•
•
•

Who are the McCalls?
Why do they come to Bakersfield?
Who are Anatole Hachette, Boniface Bilebu and Roland?
What do they want to build?

After you read:
1

2

3

4

Focus: Titles
•

Is The Possibility of Lions a good title for this book? What makes a
good title?

•

Suggest three alternative titles for the book.

•

The chapters are numbered but don’t have titles. Create titles for each
chapter.

Focus: Characters
•

Come up with a short physical description of each of the characters.
Use words and phrases from the book, indicating where to find them
(“Chapter Two, page 13, first paragraph”).

•

Imagine you are a director who is going to make a film of this story.
Which actors would you choose to play the characters? Explain why.

•

What is your first impression of Anatole when we meet him in Chapter
Five? How does that impression change by the end of the book?
Repeat this exercise with other characters.

•

Is Roland a character? Discuss.

Focus: Setting
•

What is Bakersfield like? Use words or sentences from the book to
back up your impressions.

•

Use the internet to find images of Bakersfield. Does it look the way
you thought it would? How would you describe it?

Focus: Dialogue
•

Act out the first meeting between Irene, Mercy, Stephen and Boniface
that starts on page 31. Discuss:
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o Why are Mercy and Stephen so interested in Boniface?
o Is Stephen being rude? Why or why not?
•

5

6

Act out the conversation between Bill and Irene in Chapter 9. Discuss:
o What is Bill’s opinion of Anatole?
o What does he think of Anatole’s wildlife park? Do you think
his attitude is sensible?

Focus: Similes and Metaphors
•

On page 54, the author describes Mercy’s hair as feeling “like a
smooth, hot skillet.” This is a simile, which is a comparison between
two things that aren’t really alike (in this case hair and a kitchen pan)
to create a more vivid description.
o Find other examples of similes in the book. How do they help
the reader understand what the writer is trying to convey?
o Invent three new similes to describe Roland.

•

On page 70, Mercy listens to a conversation between Anatole and
Boniface, who are speaking French. “Mercy made out the words
country and western, square boats sliding down a smooth river.”
“Square boats sliding down a smooth river” is an example of a
metaphor, which uses something real and familiar to describe
something less concrete and harder to imagine.
o What does the metaphor describe in this example? What are
the “square boats”? What is the “smooth river”?
o What does the metaphor do? How does it help the reader
understand what Mercy is hearing?

Focus: Endings
•
•
•

Has anything changed for Mercy and the McCall family by the end of
the story?
Suggest two alternative endings for the story. Which ending would
you like the most?
Anatole doesn’t succeed in building his wildlife park. Is that a good
thing or a bad thing? Would you want a wildlife park in your town?
Why or why not?

Taking it further
Life in more than one language
On pages 69-72 Boniface and Anatole speak to one another in French as they prepare for
the party. As a class or in small groups, read aloud the scene that begins with the second
paragraph on page 69. Discuss the following:
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•

Although the book lets us know the characters are speaking French, the words
are all in English. How does the writer show you which words are being
spoken in French and which are in English? How could she have done this
differently?

•

Why do you think Anatole and Boniface are using French instead of English
at this moment? What does it show about their relationship?

•

Mercy overhears them, but she can only understand a few words of what they
say. What can she understand? How does their conversation sound to her?
What does she notice about the way Boniface speaks French?

•

Which other languages do people in the class speak? When do they use other
languages? Who do they speak them with?

Across cultures
Mercy thinks of herself as African. However, people around her don’t believe she comes
from Africa because she doesn’t fit their idea of what an African looks like. How can
appearances be misleading? Have you ever been wrong about another person because of
the way they looked, sounded, or acted? Has anyone ever been wrong about you? What
happened? Discuss.
Writing
1

What happens next?
•

2

Point of view
•

3

The story tells us Boniface Bilebu decided to come to America “for the
adventure.” Write about what happens to him after he leaves
Bakersfield. Where does he go? What adventures does he have?

This story is told from Mercy’s point of view. Choose any other
character and write about the party (Chapter 12) from their point of
view. What do they see, do, feel, and think?

Who dunnit?
•

The person who cuts Roland’s cage open is never caught. Who did it
and why? Write an email to the police telling everything you know
about the guilty person and his or her motives.
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Using the net
1

More on the book
• Marta Maretich’s website has more information on how she came to
write The Possibility of Lions and the true stories behind the story.
www.martamaretich.com

2

Find places
• Use Google Maps to find places mentioned in the story: Bakersfield,
California, The Republic of Congo, Kinshasa, Nigeria, Port Harcourt.
Use measuring tools to find out how far they are apart. Go to Street
View for a closer look.

3

Changing attitudes to animals
• At the time the story is set, the idea of keeping wild animals in zoos or
wildlife parks was fashionable. Today, attitudes have changed: the
focus has shifted to conservation and preserving habitats. To find out
more about how some groups are helping lions survive in the wild
search online for “lion conservation” or check the website of the
World Wildlife Fund (WWF). http://www.wwf.org.uk/what_we_do/

