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About the Book

A lyrical novel deeply attuned to the rhythms of nature and of human consciousness, A Country Called Home contains 

a vast range of human experience and emotion --- birth and death, kindness and cruelty, passion and numbness, hope and 

despair. In telling the story of Helen and Thomas and the tragedy that befalls them in rural Idaho, A Country Called 

Homereveals the larger human story of love and loss, and of the secret emotional undercurrents that can so easily engulf 

us. 

Thomas had always dreamed of living by a wild river, and when he marries Helen and convinces her to move to Idaho 

with him --- and to buy a broken-down farm, sight unseen --- it would seem his dream had come true. The year is 1960, 

and the young couple is fleeing the East Coast and the stifling influence of Helen?s wealthy parents. But once they arrive 

in Idaho things begin quickly to go wrong. Thomas is a doctor with an aversion to practicing medicine. His love of 

fishing and lack of interest in making money force them to live close to the bone. When Helen gives birth prematurely to 

twins, the second child is born dead. Instead of grieving together for the child, they quickly bury him, with no ceremony 

or ritual to honor his death, and he is never spoken of again. The pain of that secret loss, known only to Thomas and 

Helen, casts a shadow over all that follows. Thomas retreats into a solitary world of fishing, loafing, and eventually drug 

addiction, leaving Helen to care for their daughter, Elise. Helen?s loneliness and isolation become so intense that she 

turns for comfort to Manny, the young man they?ve hired to help run the farm, and takes the first step that will draw her 

away forever.
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A Country Called Home offers an unflinching look at how dreams can go awry and at the pain human beings can both 

inflict and endure. Family life in particular is fraught with suffering in this story --- children are abused, neglected, and 

abandoned. But it is the moments of connection, of real tenderness --- especially those between Manny and Elise, Manny 

and Dr. K, and Elise and Lucas --- that offer glimmers of hope. These hard-won instances of genuine connection and 

compassion, rendered with such honesty and emotional nuance, push back against the darkness that seems to hover over 

all the characters and, in the end, tip the balance of the novel toward hope.

Discussion Guide

1. Why does Kim Barnes begin A Country Called Home with a prologue and end it with an epilogue? How do these 

two sections create a frame through which to view the novel?

2. Part One of the novel is preceded by an epigraph by John Gardner: ?The fall from grace is endless.? Why would 

Barnes choose this quote? In what ways is A Country Called Home about the fall from grace?

3. How are the novel?s three main male characters?Thomas, Manny, and Lucas?alike? How has each been shaped by his 

past?

4. Thomas and Helen are motivated to move to Idaho by a romantic dream of a simpler life in nature and by a rejection 

of the wealth and empty social conventions of Helen?s parents. What causes their dream to unravel so quickly? Is the 

novel suggesting that such dreams are inherently flawed, or only that Thomas and Helen lack the practical skills to make 

theirs last?

5. Helen says of her son?s death: ?the shame that came of his short life had never been spoken, his death never 

acknowledged? (p. 118). Why don?t Thomas and Helen ever talk about or acknowledge their son?s death? Is the fact of 

his death or their repression of it more damaging to their relationship?

6. Thomas blames himself for Helen?s death, just as Helen?s mother blames him. Is he, in fact, responsible for her death?

7. Manny wonders, ?Was it loneliness that had sent Helen into the water? Despair?? (p. 149). What was her reason for 

setting herself adrift in the river? Was it a suicide? What role did her making love with Manny play in her death?

8. How sympathetic is Thomas? Does he invite empathy or judgment, or some mixture of both?

9. Near the end of the novel, during the frantic search for Elise, Lucas feels that he is guided to her: ?The dog, the 

pharmacist, the barrette?it had been easy enough to believe he was being led by fate to some fairy-tale rendezvous with 

Elise? (p. 262). Is it fate that leads him to Elise? Does fate seem to play a role in the lives of all the main characters in 

the novel, or are their experiences determined more by their personal histories and free choices?

10. Why is Elise so easily drawn into the fundamentalist Pilgrim Holiness Church? What unmet needs does the church 

seem to fill? How does being in the church affect her?

11. A Country Called Home describes a world where children are abused, abandoned, and neglected, where pain and 

suffering get passed on from one generation to the next. And yet the birth of Elise and Lucas?s child seems hopeful. 



What are the chances that Lucas and Elise can break the cycle of abuse and neglect that they have suffered and raise 

their child in a more loving way than they were raised?

12. How does the setting of the novel affect its outcome? In what ways do the plants and animals and natural 

surrounding of back-country Idaho shape the course of the story?

13. What is the significance of the novel?s title, A Country Called Home? What role does home and the idea of home 

play in the novel? Why do so many of the characters seem to lack a solid sense of home?

14. What roles does Thomas?s drug addiction play in the novel? What is he trying to shut out through his addiction?

15. In what ways does the past seem to control, or at least influence, the present in A Country Called Home? How do 

the main characters try to repress or escape the pain of their pasts? What does the novel as a whole seem to be saying 

about the relationship between past and present?

Author Bio
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anthology. Barnes is a professor of writing at the University of Idaho and lives with her husband, the poet Robert 
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