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About the Book

On an evening like any other, nine-year-old Katie Mackey, daughter of the most affluent family in a small town on the 

plains of Indiana, sets out on her bicycle to return some library books.

This simple act is at the heart of The Bright Forever, a suspenseful, deeply affecting novel about the choices people 

make that change their lives forever. Keeping fact, speculation, and contradiction playing off one another as the details 

unfold, author Lee Martin creates a fast-paced story that is as gripping as it is richly human. His beautiful, clear-eyed 

prose builds to an extremely nuanced portrayal of the complicated give and take among people struggling to maintain 

their humanity in the shadow of a loss.

Reminiscent of books such as The Little Friend and The Lovely Bones, but most memorable for its own perceptions 

and power, The Bright Forever is a compelling and emotional tale about the human need to know even the hardest truth.

A Featured Alternate of the Literary Guild, Doubleday Book Club, and Book-of-the-Month Club.

Discussion Guide

1. As each character begins to tell his or her part of the story, we see that they all have vivid flashes of memory about 

that fateful day-a smell, a taste, a feeling, the way that the evening sky looked, the sound of Katie's voice. Beyond setting 

the scene for the reader, how do these images help you form a picture of who these people are? What are some examples 

from the book of other events that are remembered in this kind of tactile detail? Are there any events from your own life 

that you remember in this way?

2. What do you make of the relationship between Clare and Raymond? Why do you think she is afraid that people will 

find her foolish? Why does she refuse to acknowledge his guilt for so long? What do these two give to each other, and 

/node/65018#
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/authors/lee-martin


why do you think that those around them are made so uncomfortable by it?

3. Henry Dees says his fixation with Katie comes from the fatherly love he feels for her. Do you agree with this view, or 

do you think there is something more sinister at play in his mind? Is Henry a harmless eccentric, or a man at war with his 

own inner nature? He knows that his adoration for the child is somehow wrong, so why is he powerless to stop it?

4. Throughout the novel, we see the purple martins come and go, and both Henry and Clare feel a particular love for and 

connection with them. Why do you think this is? What is it about the birds that each of them loves? Is it the same for 

both? And what do the hawks represent in this context?

5. What do you think Raymond sees in Henry that makes him seek him out as a friend? Is he simply taking advantage of 

someone that he can see right away is weak, or does he truly mean to be a friend to him? And why does Henry befriend 

Raymond, even letting himself be taken advantage of?

6. Discuss the character of Junior Mackey. Of what significance is the list Gilley finds of his life goals (all achieved, to 

the letter) and his senior quote in the high school yearbook: "The measure of a man's character is what he would do if he 

knew he would never be found out"? How is Gilley his father's son, and in what ways does his character diverge from 

his father's? How would you measure Junior's character when all is said and done?

7. Does Henry really want to help Katie and her family? If so, why does he only reveal bits of information at a time, and 

never the whole story as he knows it? Do you see it as a failing on his part that he is so afraid to tell what he knows? 

How does the complex relationship between love for another and hatred for himself play out in his actions?

8. Many of the characters in this novel speak of love at one point or another. What are the kinds of love we see in The 

Bright Forever, and how does the idea of love motivate these people? In the end, which love resonates the most for you?

9. How significant do you find the setting of this novel to be? Could it just as easily have occurred in earlier or later 

decades? Elsewhere in the country? Would it have the same impact? Why do you think Martin chose to place the action 

when and where he did?

10. Why does Tom Evers never pursue an investigation of what happened to Raymond Wright?

11. Throughout the novel, there is the looming question of guilt in the matter of what happened to Katie Mackey. Where 

do you think the blame lies? To what degree are Henry, Raymond, Clare, Gilley, Mr. and Mrs. Mackey, and even the 

townspeople responsible? Is there one single unforgivable act that someone commits that seals her fate, or does a 

combination of coincidences, actions, and inactions lead to her death?

12. What do you find to be the most significant moment in the novel, in terms of the character of Henry Dees? Is there a 

place where you can see that he has learned from the tragedy that he played such a large part in? Or are you left with the 

impression that he simply continues his life on the same path of inaction, fear, and shame?

13. What does the title The Bright Forever mean to you? What is the "bright forever" the song refers to, in the context of 

this story?



Author Bio

Lee Martin is the award-winning author of the novel Quakertown; the memoirs From Our House, which was a Barnes 

and Noble Discover Great New Writers selection in 2000, and Turning Bones; and the short story collection The Least 

You Need to Know. He has won a fellowship from the National Endowment for the Arts, the Mary McCarthy Prize in 

Short Fiction, a Lawrence Foundation Award, and the Glenna Luschei Prize. He lives in Columbus, Ohio, where he 

teaches in the creative writing program at The Ohio State University.

Critical Praise

"The Bright Forever is ravishing. . . . Lee Martin's characters, dear readers, are us --- riven and bedeviled, our souls 

gone grainy and rank, our hearts busted and beating heavily for love. We have Martin to thank for having the moral 

courage --- yes, an old-fashioned but rare virtue --- to tell it to us plain."
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