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Love and Ruin 
by Paula McLain 
 

1. Martha tells us from the outset that, for better or worse, she is a born traveler. What kind 
of expectation does that set up about her personality and disposition? What character 
traits might “born travelers” have that others don’t? 
 

2. Just before Martha meets Ernest, her father dies. How might that make her more 
impressionable or susceptible to Ernest’s influence? 

 
3. When Martha begins to feel Ernest is drawn to her, she initially resists, saying he’s “too 

Hemingway.” What does she mean by that? What is she afraid of? 
 

4. When Martha finds the house in Cuba, the Finca Vigía, she falls in love with it instantly, 
even though it’s in ruins. What does she hope to gain by restoring the property and 
living there with Ernest? What are the risks? 
 

5. Although Martha loves Ernest and doesn’t want to give up her life with him, she has a 
lot of trepidation about marrying him. What factors contribute to her anxiety? What does 
she stand to lose? 
 

6. When For Whom the Bell Tolls is published in 1940, it’s a runaway success, selling 
more copies than any American novel before it save Gone with the Wind.  Discuss how 
the book’s success and Ernest’s intensifying fame challenge Martha as his wife and as 
a writer? 
 

7. When Martha and Ernest go off to China, they’re both working as reporters in search of 
a story. How do their journalistic methods differ? Are they different kinds of travelers, 
with different worldviews? Would you say they’re compatible? Why or why not? 
 

8. When Martha is finally convinced she must go to Europe to report on the war if she’s 
going to live with herself, Ernest feels more and more despondent and abandoned. 
Finally, he betrays her by taking her correspondent’s credentials from “Collier’s,” 
effectively replacing her on the masthead. Can we comprehend his actions and find 
empathy for him? Why or why not? 
 

The above questions were adapted from 
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/534054/love-and-ruin-by-paula-

mclain/9781101967386/readers-guide/ to enhance your discussion of the book.  

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/534054/love-and-ruin-by-paula-mclain/9781101967386/readers-guide/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/534054/love-and-ruin-by-paula-mclain/9781101967386/readers-guide/


 

Book Club in a Bag  
Terms of Use 

 
Simplify your book club selection with Book Club in a Bag!  These kits contain 12 
copies of book-club-worthy titles, from biography to historical suspense, along with a 
discussion guide. 
 
Visit our website at www.clarington-library.on.ca/bookclubinabag to see a list of 
available titles, view the availability calendar and fill in a Book Club in a Bag Request 
Form. 

Booking a Kit 

 Booking may be made up to a year in advance 

 Please check the calendar accessible on our website for availability 

 Fill out the form with your information, and a staff member will be in touch to confirm 
your booking. 

 Pick up your hold at the circulation desk.  Your notification may come in a few days 
early, but it will remain available until your specified pick up date. 

Terms of Loan 

 12 copies are included in each kit 

 6 week loan period. 

 $3.00 per day late fee. 

 No renewals. 

 Kit may be picked up at or returned to any branch. 

 Kit must be returned at the desk during operating hours, not through an exterior 
drop box. 

 All 12 items are checked out to one member’s card. 

 The member who borrowed the kit is responsible for: 
o The distribution and return of all 12 items to his or her group members; 

and 
o Any damages to the books/bag, or lost items. The cost of a damaged or 

lost book varies depending on the item. 

http://www.clarington-library.on.ca/bookclubinabag

