
Capote in Kansas: A Ghost Story
by Kim Powers

About the Book

?I thought I knew the story of Truman Capote and Harper Lee. I was wrong. Kim Powers brilliantly brings their strange 

relationship alive in a way a standard-issue biography never could. Weaving together fact, speculation and fantasy, he 

creates a sort of emotional biography that will haunt you long after the last page...just as the ghosts of the slain Clutters 

must have haunted them.?

--- Oscar Hijuelos, Pulitzer Prize winner for The Mambo Kings Sing Songs of Love and Mr. Ives? Christmas

Capote in Kansas: A Ghost Story imagines the final years of Truman Capote and Harper Lee, and the mysterious 

falling out between two of the twentieth century?s most celebrated authors.

Twenty-five years after growing up in the same backwoods Southern town, Capote and Lee?s lives were headed in 

different directions. He had taken New York?s literary world by storm and emerged as one of the greatest living writers. 

She was still struggling to put pen to page. An unlikely reunion in the desolate plains of Kansas resulted in Capote 

writing In Cold Blood and soon sparked questions. Who actually wrote To Kill a Mockingbird? How did these two 

childhood neighbors come to be so acclaimed yet so cryptic? And why did they stop speaking to one another?

In the recent Academy Award-winning film Capote, we got a small glimpse of the legends. But until now, we haven?t 

been able to imagine the ?what might have been? that Kim Powers provides. In Capote in Kansas, Powers conjures a 

death-bed confession from the pilled, boozed, and wilting Capote, in which he picks up the phone to Harper Lee one 

final time. In Power?s tale, during the last years of his life, Capote sends a series of sinister and secretive packages to 

Lee, who had fled from fame as quickly as it had finally found her. And the ghosts of the murdered Clutters in Capote?s 

bestselling book appear one by one to their creator, demanding the privacy they lost the minute In Cold Blood hit 

shelves. In Capote in Kansas, Powers has created an unforgettable tale of ghosts, both figuratively and literally, and the 

decline of an enigmatic friendship.
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Discussion Guide

1. Did you previously know these basic facts of the relationship between Capote and Lee - that they were next door 

neighbors as very young children, and that they reunited again to work on In Cold Blood together?

2. Who would you say is the more important character in the book -- Truman Capote or Harper Lee -- or are the equal?

3. If you had previously read To Kill a Mockingbird, does "Capote in Kansas" enhance your understanding of it: who 

Harper Lee was as a little girl, her relationship with her lawyer father Amasa, her relationship with Truman Capote (the 

model for Dill Harris), the role Boo Radley played in the neighborhood?

4. Since relatively little of the book actually takes place in Kansas, do you think the title is misleading? What other 

possible titles come to mind?

5. Does the author's disclaimer that this is a work of fiction --- and his note detailing what's real in the book and what 

isn't --- help you read this as a novel, or did the fact that it's about real people cause you to read it as more of a 

biography?

6. Have you ever done what Truman Capote did to Harper Lee: call an old friend up, out of the blue, after a long 

absence? Why did you do it? What were you hoping the result would be?

7. How did you interpret the "ghosts" of the Clutters? Real ghosts, or figments of the imagination, or dreams? Have you 

ever had a dream that felt so real, so unsettling, you thought it might have been a ghost coming to visit you? Did the 

spirits of the Clutters seem threatening? Why did they need to see Truman and Harper - or is it more that Truman and 

Harper needed to revisit THEM?

8. Why do you think the fictional Truman, at the end of his life, started sending the mysterious packages to Harper? 

Does he seem to be aware that he's in his final decline, and doesn't have much time left to make whatever amends he has 

to make with her? Why did he chose something so macabre --- photographs inside little handcarved coffins --- as a way 

to make peace?

9. Does Harper seem to dwell on the fact that she hasn't written another book? Does her "legacy" seem to prey on her, 

the way Truman's does? What do you think of Myrtle's reflection on her legacy --- wet clothes drying on a clothes line, 

the smell of which takes Truman back to the happy time of his childhood? Do you necessarily have to leave something 

"big" as your legacy? When a book is as good as To Kill a Mockingbird, do you think it's "okay" that the author never 

wrote another one? As artists, did Truman Capote or Harper Lee have an obligation to continue writing for the public?

10. Does what the author has done to Truman Capote and Harper Lee --- writing versions of their lives --- seem to mirror 

what Capote and Lee did to the Clutters? Do you think that was deliberate on the author's part?

11. What would these fictional versions of Harper Lee and Truman Capote say were the happiest times of their lives? 

Their childhoods? The time of their greatest fame, when their well-regarded books first came out? The end of their lives, 

when they could sit back and reflect, with all the wisdom they had hopefully gained through the years?



12. Clearly Capote's fame crippled him to some extinct, after the success of In Cold Blood, when he was no longer able 

to write as well, or as much. Was that success and fame ultimately a blessing --- or a curse?

13. How were you affected by the relationship between Truman and his housekeeper, Myrtle Bennett? Do you find it 

ironic that a man of such great fame and wealth would have one of his most intimate relationships with an uneducated 

maid, whom he pays to work for him?

14. What was your reaction to the two letters Harper Lee writes to her dead brother Ed? Did it seem an effective device 

to let you into her inner thoughts, or bizarre and unlikely? Can you think of any other way the material in those letters 

might have been handled?

15. What do you think the real Truman Capote would have thought of this book? The real Harper Lee? If the book had 

been written as a "roman a clef" --- where it was clearly about them, but with their names changed --- would it have been 

as effective?

16. As monstrous as Truman Capote is in certain parts of the book, and by reputation, what is your final opinion of him? 

A monster --- but do you understand why? Someone sad and sympathetic?

17. By the end of the book, how do you think Harper Lee regards her once best friend Truman Capote? As an evil, 

malicious character, or one who sadly lost his sensitivity, in a fog of booze and pills? When the kite unfurls with the 

words "I'm Sorry" in the very last line of the book, do you think the character of Harper would respond, "You're 

Forgiven?"

Author Bio

Kim Powers is the author of the critically acclaimed memoir The History of Swimming, which was both a Barnes & 

Noble ?Discover Great New Writers? Selection as well as a Lambda Literary Award finalist for Best Memoir of the 

Year. Diane Sawyer called it ?a riveting memoir: sensitive, wise and unsparing.? The New York Times Book Review 

called it ?raw and engrossing.? Powers also wrote the just-released novel Capote in Kansas: A Ghost Story, which 

Entertainment Weekly just reviewed as ?welcome,? ?offbeat,? and ?intriguing.? Because of the accomplishment of the 

two books, Powers has just been selected as one of the ?Out 100? ? Out Magazine?s top 100 most influential gays or 

lesbians in the country.

Powers is currently a Writer/Producer at ABC?s "Primetime Live", and won both Emmy and Peabody Awards for his 

9/11 coverage for "Good Morning America". A graduate of the Yale School of Drama, he also wrote the screenplay for 

the festival-favorite indie film ?Finding North,? which plays frequently on the Sundance Channel and is available on 

DVD. He was also a staff writer for the AMC series ?The Lot,? and a producer and development executive for the multi-

Emmy winning PBS program ?Great Performances.? A native Texan, he currently lives in New York City and Asbury 

Park, New Jersey.
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