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About the Book

In The Hour | First Believed, New York Times bestselling novelist Wally Lamb, the author of the acclaimed She's
Come Undone and | Know ThisMuch Is True, travels well beyond his earlier work and embodies in his fiction myth,
psychology, family history stretching back many generations, and the questions of faith that lie at the heart of everyday
life. The result is an extraordinary tour de force, at once a meditation on the human condition and an unflinching yet
compassionate evocation of character.

When forty-seven-year-old high school teacher Caelum Quirk and his younger wife, Maureen, a school nurse, move to
Littleton, Colorado, they both get jobs at Columbine High School. In April 1999, Caelum returns home to Three Rivers,
Connecticut, to be with his aunt who has just had a stroke. But Maureen finds herself in the school library at Columbine,
cowering in a cabinet and expecting to be killed, as two vengeful students go on a carefully premeditated, murderous
rampage. Miraculously she survives, but at a cost: she is unable to recover from the trauma. Caelum and Maureen flee
Colorado and return to an illusion of safety at the Quirk family farm in Three Rivers. But the effects of chaos are not so
easily put right, and further tragedy ensues.

While Maureen fights to regain her sanity, Caelum discovers a cache of old diaries, |etters, and newspaper clippings in
an upstairs bedroom of his family's house. The colorful and intriguing story they recount spans five generations of Quirk
family ancestors, from the Civil War era to Caglum's own troubled childhood. Piece by piece, Caelum reconstructs the
lives of the women and men whose legacy he bears. Unimaginable secrets emerge; long-buried fear, anger, guilt, and
grief rise to the surface.

As Caelum grapples with unexpected and confounding revelations from the past, he also struggles to fashion a future out
of the ashes of tragedy. His persona quest for meaning and faith becomes a mythic journey that is at the same time
quintessentially contemporary?and American. The Hour | First Believed is a profound and heartrending work of

fiction. Wally Lamb proves himself a virtuoso storyteller, assembling a variety of voices and an ensemble of characters
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rich enough to evoke al of humanity.

Discussion Guide

1. The Hour | First Believed deals with many themes: violence, family, the quest for meaning and connection, faith,
and the power of chaos to change our lives. These themes are stitched together by two opposing emotional states?despair
and hope. How are these two oppositional states intertwined in the story? How are they demonstrated in the story? Use
any of the character's lives as an example.

2. Do you believe that out of chaos?tragedy?comes understanding and hope? I s this always the case?

3. Can perpetrators of chaos be victims themselves? Which, if any of the characters, demonstrate this? If you answer no,

why not?

4. One of the major themes of the book is violence. Can violence ever be justified? Is it sometimes necessary? Think
about the sacrifices of Caelum's ancestors who gave their lives to free the slaves and save the Union. Or those who have
lost their livesin other conflicts. Iswar always immoral ?

5. Scientists say we all have the capability of violence. What stops some from hurting others? What might propel the
unassuming to commit atragic act? How isthis evident in the novel?

6. Discuss the main characters. What were your impressions of Caglum and Maureen? Of Velvet? What about the real-
life perpetrators of Columbine, Eric and Dylan? Did your impressions of these characters change over the course of the

novel? If so, why?

7. How does Caelum and Maureen's relationship evolve from the beginning of the story to its conclusion? Why did they
stay together? Would either have been justified in divorcing the other? If they had separated, what might have happened
to them?

8. Why does Velvet call Maureen Mom? What is their relationship? Why do you think they were able to form such a
powerful bond? What did each give to the other? What is Velvet's relationship to Caelum? Why does he find it so
difficult to sympathize with the girl when she is his student?

9. How does the arrival of Katrina survivors Janis and Moze affect Caelum's life? What does their appearance add to the
story?

10. Velvet tells Caelum that she Googled his name and discovered it was a constellation. According to Webster's
Dictionary, a constellation is "a group of stars forming a recognizable pattern that is traditionally named after its
apparent form or identified with a mythological figure; a group or cluster of related things." Does the novel's main
character embody this definition? How so?



11. Do you think Caelum could have found his hour of belief without the events he experienced? Do you think he could
have learned to believe without discovering the stories of his parents, his aunt, and other family members who went
before him?

12. What does the title The Hour | First Believed mean to you? Have you had a moment of belief or witnessed it in
another's life?

13. In the Afterword Wally Lamb writes, "I placed my fictional protagonist inside a confounding nonfictional maze and
challenged him to locate, at its center, the monsters he would need to confront and the means by which he might save
himself and others. Along the way to discovering Caelum Quirk's story, I, too, wandered down corridors baffling and
unfamiliar." Did reading the novel take you to unexpected places or raise unfamiliar feelings? Explain.

14. Caelum'’s aunt, Lolly, lived by the philosophy of the sign that hung behind her desk at the prison: "A woman who
surrenders her freedom need not surrender her dignity.” What did that mean to Lolly? What does that mean to you? Did
Maureen find freedom in her imprisonment?

15. The novel recalls the debate of nature versus nurture. How much are we the sum of our families? How much can we
change?

16. Fate and free will also play a role throughout the novel. How are the two connected? How are fate and free will
related to nature and nurture?

17. In his community college class, Caglum asks his students to relate the Greek myths to their own lives. In reading
thelr responses to his question, which, if any resonate with your own life?

18. Throughout the novel, Wally Lamb interweaves numerous calamities that have befallen our country, from school
violence to Hurricane Katrina to the Irag War, that have touched all of us to some degree. Can you find hope in any of
these dramas? If so, what?

19. We live in a society that believes more in punishment and retribution than in rehabilitation when it comes to the
incarcerated?a far different view than that held by Caelum's aunt, Lolly, a correctional officer at a successful women's
prison before she was forced into retirement. Do you believe in rehabilitation? Do you think kindness is important even
when it comes to criminals? Why or why not?

20. Wally Lamb has worked within the prison system, using his gifts to reach out and help inmates. Have your views of

crime, prison, and criminals changed in any way from your reading of the novel ?

21. One critic called Wally Lamb a "modern-day Dostoyevsky," whose characters struggle not only with their respective
pasts, but with a "mocking, sadistic God" in whom they don't believe but to whom they turn, nevertheless, in times of
trouble (New York Times). Do you think this describes The Hour | First Believed?

22. If you've read Wally Lamb's previous novels, compare and contrast them with The Hour | First Believed.

23. If you've read the autobiographical essays written by the women in Wally Lamb's Y ork Prison workshop ("Couldn't



Keep It To Myself,” "I'll Fly Away"), would you say that Lamb's work with these students informed the plot of The
Hour | First Believed? If so, in what ways?

24. TheHour | First Believed interfaces fictional characters with actual people who are aive today and people from the
historical past. Did you enjoy this technique or not? Is it fair or unfair to blend fiction and nonfiction? Was it fair of
Lamb to draw on the actual Columbine tragedy, or should he have created afictional school shooting incident?

25. Caelum makes note of the irony of a maze: how that which seems illogical and confounding on the ground looks

logical and ordered from above. Explain how these two perspectives apply to Caglum'slife story as well.

26. The novel's fina two sentences are: Yes, that was when at last it happened. That was The Hour | First Believed.
Identify the hour to which Caglum refers? That which Caelum came to believe is open to interpretation. How do you
interpret what the character finally believed?

27. Play the casting game. If a movie were to be made of this novel, which actors would you cast in the key roles?
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