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A NOVEL

River of Heaven is a story of love and loss, loneliness and
connection as one man tries to find a way to reconcile his past. Here’s a list of questions to
get the discussion going on Lee Martin’s haunting and beautifully wrought novel.

Reader's Guide

1. What prompts Sam to build a doghouse in the shape of a ship for Stump? Why does Arthur decide to
help?

2. When Duncan Hines, reporter for the local Daily Mail, shows up to take pictures of the doghouse,
how does this begin to change Sam’s life?

3. After watching the television news report to see the hostage situation at the grain elevator, and
knowing his brother is held up at gunpoint inside, what is Sam’s initial reaction? Why do you think he
says he’ll “wait it out” rather than go to his brother?

4. Why, after all these years of self-imposed isolation, does Sam seem to welcome company, even
yearn for it?

5. What does Sam find at the yard sale? Explain its significance in the story. Do you think there is a
greater symbolism to it?

6. In Chapter 4, Sam reminisces about the last thing his brother said to him before their long
estrangement: “l guess we all have to live the lives we’ve made, but | don’t think | can live mine here,
not now.” Do you think Sam has lived the life he’s made? Why did he choose to stay in Mt. Gilead?

7. When Sam first goes with Arthur to the Seasoned Chefs, he says, “l wish | could trust this feeling |
have, this thing rising up in me | can only call joy.” Why can’t Sam trust this feeling?

8. Each of the main characters-Sam, Arthur, Maddie, and Vera-has experienced some type of loss.
Name them and how each has coped.

9. Why does Arthur lie about Maddie’s mother, saying she’s a methamphetamine user when, in fact,
she died of AIDS?



10. Explain the friendship between Sam and his neighbor, Arthur. What does Sam get out of it? How
does Arthur view Sammy?

11. At various points in the novel Arthur reminds Sam that he doesn’t know much about family and
true love. Why does Arthur feel the need to say those things to Sam? Does he mean to be hurtful?

12. Name the present-day moments throughout the novel that bring up memories of Dewey Finn for
both Sam and Cal.

13. Sam tells Vera that he likes the idea of Maddie living with him. How does he feel about her
eventually returning to her grandfather?

14. Sam has spent much time thinking about the past. Do you think he has ever contemplated the
future? How far ahead does he think?

15. What do you suspect Cal has been doing with himself since the death of Dewey Finn and leaving
home to join the Army?

16. After Cal explains the reason he had the drawn-up map of Chicago, Sam goes to bed and has a very
profound and significant dream. What happens in it? What does Sam think it means? What is your
interpretation?

17. What is the River of Heaven? Do you think it is an appropriate title for the novel?

18. On page 159, Sam says that his father, in 1959, “had no idea how far love could reach.” Does Sam
have any idea himself?

19. Cal says to Sam, on page 165, “You're a good man, Sammy. You always have been.” What does this
do for Sam?

20. When Cal pulls up in his truck after searching for Stump, what does Sam shout to him? What does
Cal do? Why does Sam choose to tell him?

21. When Cal finally reveals that he was part of the militia, how much of his story does Sam believe?

22. On pages 228 and 229, Arthur realizes that “We touch the world . . . and sooner or later the world
touches back.” What does he mean by this? How has the world touched back at him?

23. What was the final story on Cal’s involvement with Herbert Zwilling? Why do you think the FBI
investigator would rather have this explanation over the plans to blow up the Sears Tower?

24. Upon learning that Cal has died, what is Sam’s reaction?
25. Do you think there was a real chance for Sam to save Dewey?

26. What do you think Vera’s and Maddie’s reactions to Sam’s confession will be? How about Nancy
Finn? Do you think she’s had a long suspicion that he was somehow involved in Dewey’s death?

27. What has finally telling his story about the night Dewey died done for Sam?



