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A Brief History of the Flood

by Jean Harfenist

About the Book

Lillian Anderson is a strong-minded, backwoods-Minnesota girl, well-versed in the basics of survival. She can find air to
breathe under a capsized boat, drive in a blizzard, or capture awild duck. As part of alarge struggling family, she tiptoes
around her explosive father whose best days always come right after he's poached something and her neurotically
optimistic mother whose bursts of vigor bring added chaos. Lillian barrels through adolescence with no illusions about
her future, honing her clerical skills while working the nightshift as a salad girl in the airport kitchen. Just as she's on her
feet and moving out, their house is literally sinking into the marsh. Stunningly honest, this story explores the fierce love
that binds family together.

Discussion Guide

1. As the book opens, Lillian's mother, Marion, looks around the breakfast table at her husband and children and says,
"Now thisis how it's supposed to be" [p. 3]. What does she mean? What does the author want the reader to understand
from this comment?

2. Marion creates a surprising pontoon-boat float for her family to ride on in the Acorn Lake Fourth of July boat parade.
Its theme might be viewed as a baseline for eight-year-old Lillian's ideas about what life is supposed to be like. What
events force her to reconsider? If Lillian, as an adult, were to construct a pontoon-boat float symbolizing her own idea of

happiness, what theme might she choose?

3. Some families seem to be held together by the glue of secrets. What secrets do the Andersons keep? Why? Would
those same secrets be kept in afamily today?
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4. What is the significance of the girls who work the nightshift making salads for airline flights? How do they add to our
understanding of Lillian's life? Of Marion's? Are they merely relics of atime gone by, or are they still relevant today?

5. Lillian says about her best friend, Irene, "Once you reach homecoming queen, there's no place else to go but bad" [p.
159]. What does this statement say about small towns? About opportunities for girls?

6. Little violence takes place in the Anderson household, yet Lillian's father, Jack, has a talent for making the entire
family fed as if they're living under a clenched fist. How is this tension created and maintained? What makes this
tension tolerable to Lillian? To the reader?

7. IsLillian areliable narrator? Does she ever lie to the reader, or to herself?

8. The title comes from a letter Marion writes to the IRS. Why do you think the author chose this title? What might you
have called it?

9. Lillian says, "l don't want anybody ever looking at me like the girl who got her ducks shot" [p. 57]. What does this
statement reveal about her character? Do any of the other family members share this sentiment?

10. Lillian says of her best friend, Irene, "Nothing you can say will shock her" [p. 107], and she notes that Irene "can
sweep a room clean of guilt, doesn't matter who owns it or how they earned it. Usually that's what you want in a friend"
[p. 105]. What does Irene offer Lillian that she can't get from other relationships? In what ways does Irene resemble
Lillian's mother? How are they different?

11. Why doesn't Marion seem to see Jack's failings as a hushand and father?

12. How are Lillian's actionsin "Duck Season" a continuation of what took place in "Body Count?’

13. What role does shame play in the Andersons behavior? What are its sources? Which children are most affected by
it? Why? How does it influence their choices?

14. Men generally aren't portrayed here in a positive light. What type of men do you think Randy and Davey will
become? Why?

15. At the end of the book how does each member of the Anderson family think "it's supposed to be" [p. 3]?
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