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Monday, June 6, 2016, at 1:00 P.M.  

My Name is Lucy Barton, by Elizabeth Strout 

Discussion Leader: Candace Plotsker-Herman 

"Lucy Barton is recovering slowly from what should have been a simple operation. Her mother, to whom 

she hasn't spoken for many years, comes to see her. Gentle gossip about people from Lucy's childhood in 

Amgash, Illinois, seems to reconnect them, but just below the surface lie the tension and longing that have 

informed every aspect of Lucy's life: her escape from her troubled family, her desire to become a writer, 

her marriage, her love for her two daughters"-- provided by publisher.. 

 

Tuesday, July 12, 2016, at 11:00 A.M. 

The Diver’s Clothes Lie Empty, by Vendela Vida 

Discussion Leader: Ellen Getreu 

In this fast-paced story, a woman arrives at a hotel in Casablanca, only to find that her passport  

and backpack have been stolen.  

“A riveting read about the ups, downs, and self-discovery of travel.” (Los Angeles Times) 

Guide for My Name is Lucy Barton 

The Sound Of Silence 

by Claire Messud, New York Times Book Review, Jan. 10, 2016, p. BR1. 

ONE OF THIS NATION'S most abiding myths is that social origins don't matter. Each of us is 

Gatsby, or can be, with the potential to be reinvented and obliterate the past. This is nowhere 

more true than in New York City, where, surrounded by millions, each person supposedly stands 



upon his or her own merits. If we reach a sophisticated urban consensus on how to speak, how to 

dress, how to live, then who will know what lies beneath the surface? Who will know what any 

one of us might really mean by words like "home," "childhood" or "love"?  

Elizabeth Strout is a writer bracingly unafraid of silences, her vision of the world northern, 

Protestant and flinty. "Olive Kitteridge," her Pulitzer Prize-winning collection of linked stories, 

gives life to a woman both fierce and thwarted, hampered in her passions at once by rage and a 

sense of propriety. The narrator of Strout's powerful and melancholy new novel, "My Name Is 

Lucy Barton," might be a distant relation of Olive's, though she is raised in poverty outside the 

small town of Amgash, Ill., rather than in Maine, and her adult home, where most of the novel 

takes place, is in Manhattan.  

Lucy is a writer - words are her vocation - and yet she, like Olive, hovers at the edge of the 

sayable, attempting to articulate experiences that have never been and, without the force of her 

will, might never be expressed. She says she decided in the third grade to be a writer after 

reading about a girl named Tilly, "who was strange and unattractive because she was dirty and 

poor." Books "brought me things," she explains. "They made me feel less alone. This is my 

point. And I thought: I will write and people will not feel so alone!"  

Lucy Barton's story is, in meaningful ways, about loneliness, about an individual's isolation 

when her past - all that has formed her - is invisible and incommunicable to those around her. 

Like the fictional Tilly, she endured a childhood of hardship, shunned even by her Amgash 

classmates, living in a world incomprehensible to her adult friends in New York. Not only did 

the family have little heat and little food, they had no books, no magazines and no TV: There 

was a lot for Lucy to catch up on.  

Hers is also, though, a simple love story, about a girl's unquestioning, almost animal love for her 

mother, and her mother's love in return; about how what is invisible and incommunicable is not 

only what isolates but also what binds.  

Lucy's account, told many years later, primarily records a five-day visit from her mother when 

Lucy was hospitalized with a mysterious infection for almost nine weeks in New York in the 

mid-1980s. At the time, Lucy had a husband and two small daughters, ages 5 and 6, but she had 

been largely estranged from her parents since her marriage. We learn that her father - a World 

War II veteran whose agonies and aggressions remain somewhat oblique, but who would be 

described in traditional parlance as having had a "bad war" - can't abide the fact that Lucy's 

husband is of German extraction, with "blond German looks" to match.  

Over the course of Lucy's mother's unexpected stay, the older woman remains in the hospital 

room with her daughter, taking only occasional catnaps. ("You learn to, when you don't feel 

safe," she observes, prompting Lucy to reflect, "I know very little about my mother's 

childhood.") They pass the time making up nicknames for the nurses and gossiping cheerfully 

about the fates of some of the girls and women from Amgash Lucy knew in her youth: snooty 

Kathie Nicely, who fell in love with a schoolteacher (who turned out to be gay) and then was 

shunned by her husband and daughters; Cousin Harriet, who "had that very poor luck with her 

marriage" and was left to raise her children as an impoverished young widow; Marilyn 



Somebody, married to a man who, sent almost immediately to fight in Vietnam, "had to do some 

terrible stuff, and . . . he's never been the same"; or Mary Mumford, a.k.a. Mississippi Mary, who 

married well and seemed to have it all, but upon discovering her husband's long-term affair with 

his secretary suffered a heart attack.  

In discussing these narratives, they circle around those things they can't broach openly. They 

don't talk about Lucy's father's episodes, "what as a child I had called - to myself - the Thing, 

meaning an incident of my father becoming very anxious and not in control of himself"; or about 

the fact that Lucy's parents struck their children "impulsively and vigorously"; or about her terror 

of being locked in her father's truck and her horror at even hearing the word "snake." They don't 

discuss why Lucy's brother still lives at home and reads children's books, or why "he goes into 

the Pedersons' barn, and he sleeps next to the pigs that will be taken to slaughter." And, above 

all, they don't talk about Lucy's present life in New York, about the stories she's published or her 

young family and new friends.  

Lucy, exhilarated simply by her mother's presence - "I was so happy. Oh, I was happy speaking 

with my mother this way!" - has, at least many years later, made her peace with all that their 

conversations elided and, it would seem, with the pain associated with the unsayable and the 

unsaid. "I have asked experts," she reflects. "Their answers have been thoughtful, and almost 

always the same: I don't know what your mother remembered. I like these experts because they 

seem decent, and because I feel I know a true sentence when I hear one now. They do not know 

what my mother remembered. I don't know what my mother remembered either."  

Strout articulates for her readers - albeit often circumspectly, perhaps the only way - the Gordian 

knot of family, binding together fear and misery, solace and love. Lucy Barton, although still a 

young woman in her hospital bed, is already far from the hardscrabble silences of rural Amgash; 

but in her uncertain illness nothing can console her like her mother's presence - "It was the sound 

of my mother's voice I most wanted; what she said didn't matter." In a moment of crucial 

directness, Lucy explains: "I feel that people may not understand that my mother could never say 

the words I love you. I feel that people may not understand: It was all right."  

Interspersed with Lucy's memories of these precious five days are intimations of her marriage 

and its ultimate failure, along with portraits of her beloved doctor and her friends and mentors at 

the time - in particular a neighbor named Jeremy, who dies of AIDS, and a writer and teacher 

named Sarah Payne. These are the people who see Lucy as an artist, giving her a new sense of 

belonging, and, in Sarah's case, exhorting her to look unflinchingly at a story. "If you find 

yourself protecting anyone as you write this piece," Sarah tells her, "remember this: You're not 

doing it right."  

Whether Strout once had a literary guide like Sarah Payne (an imperfect guide, flawed as are all 

these beautifully too-human characters) or whether she herself has been one, her fiction certainly 

enacts the fierce clarity of vision Payne demands: There is not a scintilla of sentimentality in this 

exquisite novel. Instead, in its careful words and vibrating silences, "My Name Is Lucy Barton" 

offers us a rare wealth of emotion, from darkest suffering to - "I was so happy. Oh, I was happy"- 

simple joy.  



The Author Elizabeth Strout on 'Lucy Barton' and How Her 

Characters Come Into Being 

By Sarah Lyall, www.nytimes.com, Jan. 13, 2016. 

Ms. Strout, whose latest novel is written in a strikingly spare first-person voice, says her 

characters are not pawns used to make a greater point, or stand-ins for her own experiences.  

Don't make the mistake of blurring the line between fiction and truth, a novelist named Sarah 

Payne warns in Elizabeth Strout's latest book, "My Name Is Lucy Barton."  

"It's not my job," Sarah says sharply, "to make readers know what's a narrative voice and not the 

private view of the author."  

She's speaking to her own fictional audience, and possibly to us, too. But who knows which 

voice reflects whose view in the deceptively simple but many-layered world of "Lucy Barton"? 

On the surface, the story is about a woman trying to recover from an illness and make peace with 

her mother. But, like all of Ms. Strout's generous-hearted, deeply insightful novels, it is really 

about a great deal more: a terribly troubled past, a present that is slowly imploding, the yawning 

spaces between even the closest of people, our frequent inability to see what's in front of us.  

In an interview last week, Ms. Strout said she did not use her characters as pawns to make a 

greater point, nor as stand-ins for her own experiences, as readers often assume that writers do. 

Instead, they come to life mysteriously, organically, in stray scenes or bits of dialogue that 

present themselves and then, through some mysterious process that even she finds difficult to 

explain, eventually coalesce into a whole.  

"I work in all different ways, and never from beginning to end," Ms. Strout explained. She sets 

out her various sketches and ideas for characters on scraps of paper and lets the scraps accrue 

wherever she is working. She discards some and keeps others, she said. "I dust them up, and they 

do their little things, and I keep what is most truthful about them."  

Ms. Strout, slender, blond and sunny, was in a diner near her apartment on the Upper East Side. 

It was her 60th birthday. She ordered a spartan breakfast -- a single scrambled egg and a piece of 

white toast -- and it seemed fitting, somehow in keeping with the book. "Lucy Barton" is written 

in a strikingly spare first-person voice, a contrast to the knowing, sophisticated omniscience of 

the narrators of Ms. Strout's best-known novels, including "Amy and Isabelle" and "Olive 

Kitteridge," the indelible portrait of a stubborn, difficult, complicated woman that won the 

Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 2009.  

It's an experiment that works, with readers and reviewers marveling at how smoothly and 

urgently the voice draws them in. "I believed in the voice so completely I forgot I was reading a 

story," the writer Ann Patchett said in an email. "I felt like I was being pulled aside by a friend 

who was saying, 'Look, there's something I have to tell you.'" In The Washington Post , Lily 

King wrote, "She is in supreme and magnificent command of this novel at all times."  

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://search.proquest.com/nytimes/docview/1756239138/fulltext/608ED8BD50834315PQ/1?accountid=11387


The book begins with Lucy explaining that the story she is about to tell happened "many years 

ago now," when she became ill after a surgical mishap and spent a long stretch at a hospital in 

Manhattan. She receives an unexpected visit from her strange, awkward mother, who has never 

so much as been on an airplane before and has not spoken to Lucy for years. Immediately, the 

troubles of her childhood come flooding back: the poverty, shame and loneliness of the family's 

existence in rural Illinois; her father's abuse and his own terrible secrets; her mother's inability, 

or unwillingness, to do anything about it.  

Lucy and her mother are at once terribly distant and terribly close. Lucy longs for love; her 

mother can express it only obliquely. Class intrudes: Lucy has escaped her family's marginal 

existence, while still feeling herself indelibly marked by it. Just as she can't help being bitter and 

sad about her childhood, her mother cannot fathom the breadth and material abundance of her 

daughter's new life.  

The book reverberates with familiar Stroutian themes: the difficulties of making sense of the past 

and finding a place in a bewildering world; the unbearably close, unbearably painful 

relationships between mothers and daughters; how the tragedies of one generation are visited on 

the next.  

But her protagonist is a novelist, and so is Sarah Payne, and that was a departure for their author, 

too. "I don't think of myself as someone who writes about writers," Ms. Strout said. "With all 

respect to writers." But, she said, Sarah Payne "says the things that Lucy can't say," as well as 

provides an outside perspective on the story we are reading, which she discusses with Lucy.  

It's tempting to mine Ms. Strout's own background for clues to her work, just the sort of blurring 

of lines that Sarah objects to in "Lucy Barton." She had an isolated childhood in rural Maine and 

New Hampshire, with "a Puritan thing going on," she said, and a sense that the world outside 

was scary and dangerous. There was no television, for instance; no dating; no parties; when she 

went to college, Ms. Strout wrote several years ago in an essay in The Washington Post, she had 

seen only two films in her life: "101 Dalmatians" and "The Miracle Worker."  

But there was no deprivation or cruelty, and there were a lot of books, and Ms. Strout's 

imagination ran free. Both her parents were professors; her father died 17 years ago.  

Ms. Strout divides her time between Brunswick, Me., and New York. She has a 32-year-old 

daughter with her first husband. She met her second husband, the former attorney general of 

Maine, six years ago, when he turned up at a reading of hers at Symphony Space on the Upper 

West Side. "We waited a year to get married," she said, "because we didn't want to scare the 

children."  

Though her fictional mothers can be sharp-tongued and critical, Ms. Strout is generous about her 

own mother, now 88, who bought notebooks for her as a child and encouraged her to write down 

what happened each day. "I'm sure my issues, or whatever they are, get worked out in my 

writing, but that just doesn't interest me," Ms. Strout said.  

http://search.proquest.com/nytimes/docview/1756239138/fulltext/608ED8BD50834315PQ/1?accountid=11387


She went on: "I don't ever feel I've written explicitly about her, but writers use all life 

experiences that come their way and mix them up and jumble them up. I could very well be 

doing that."  

In the story, Lucy becomes a novelist because, having been rescued from despair by books as a 

child, she wants to help alleviate others' loneliness.  

What about Ms. Strout?  

"I write because I want the reader to read the book when they may need it," Ms. Strout said in an 

email. "For example, when I first read 'Mrs. Dalloway,' I thought: 'Wow, I really need this book!' 

So I always hope that a reader will find the book when they need it, even if they didn't know they 

needed it."  

Copyright 2016 The New York Times Company 

 

Visiting Hours  

By Fernanda Moore, Commentary. 141.3 (Mar. 2016): p53. From Literature 

Resource Center.  

Copyright: COPYRIGHT 2016 American Jewish Committee  

http://www.commentarymagazine.com  

'TO BEGIN with, it was a simple story," says the eponymous heroine of My Name Is Lucy 

Barton, Elizabeth Strout's fifth book. In New York City in the late 1980s, "many years ago now," 

Lucy is admitted to the hospital for a routine appendectomy; instead of recovering, she falls 

mysteriously ill.  

For nine weeks, alone in a room with a view of the Chrysler Building, she hovers miserably "in a 

very strange state--a literally feverish waiting--and I really agonized. I had a husband and two 

small daughters at home; I missed my girls terribly, and I worried about them so much I was 

afraid it was making me sicker."  

Lucy's husband rarely comes to see her. She apologizes on his behalf; he hates hospitals, she tells 

us, and must be "busy running the household and also busy with his job." A friend brings Lucy's 

daughters to her room, but the girls are anxious and unkempt ("their little faces were dirty, and so 

was their hair"), which upsets Lucy terribly, which in turn upsets the girls. "They were really 

frightened," she recalls. "They said very little, the younger one especially seemed unable to 

speak, and when I put my arms around her, I saw her lower lip thrust out and her chin tremble; 

she was a tiny thing, trying so hard to be brave." The visit, in other words, leaves everyone in 

worse shape than before.  

http://go.galegroup.com/ps/aboutJournal.do?pubDate=120160301&rcDocId=GALE%7CA446479696&actionString=DO_DISPLAY_ABOUT_PAGE&inPS=true&prodId=LitRC&userGroupName=hwlopacplus&resultClickType=AboutThisPublication&contentModuleId=LitRC&searchType=AdvancedSearchForm&docId=GALE%7C1061
http://www.commentarymagazine.com/


All this occupies the book's first nine pages. And just when Lucy's loneliness becomes 

unbearable, her mother, whom Lucy has not seen or spoken to in years, appears as if by magic. 

"Her being there ... made me feel warm and liquid-filled, as though all my tension had been a 

solid thing and now was not." Lucy's mother stays five days and nights, sleeping upright in a 

chair beside Lucy's hospital bed. With her arrival, the simple story turns complex.  

Certain topics--Lucy's husband, Lucy's father--are taboo; others quickly become surreal:  

   That first day we spoke of my 

   brother, the eldest of us three 

   siblings, who, unmarried, lived 

   at home with my parents.... I 

   asked if my brother had a job. 

   "He has no job," my mother 

   said. "He spends the night with 

   any animal that will be killed 

   the next day." I asked her what 

   she had said, and she repeated 

   what she had said. She added, 

   "He goes into the Pedersons' 

   barn, and he sleeps next to 

   the pigs that will be taken to 

   slaughter." I was surprised to 

   hear this, and I said so, and my 

   mother shrugged. 

Something is rotten in My Name Is Lucy Barton, which lulls us with deceptively simple prose 

while discomfiting us with sinister, cryptic details. Beneath Lucy's singsong assertions of joy ("I 

was so happy. Oh, I was happy speaking with my mother this way!"), behind her naive 

recollections ("In the middle of the cornfields stood one tree ... For many years I thought that tree 

was my friend; it was my friend"), something dreadful lurks.  

Readers familiar with Strout's earlier work will be especially disconcerted. The new novel, like 

her previous books, centers around the complicated, claustrophobic bonds between parents 

(especially mothers) and children (especially daughters) within the gossipy environs of an insular 

small town. However, My Name Is Lucy Barton reads very differently. In her earlier novels 

(Amy and Isabelle, Abide with Me, and The Burgess Boys), Strout came at her themes via a 

series of friendly, digressive third-person narratives, which brimmed with detail and brought 

even minor characters vividly to life. Her use of multiple perspectives reached an apotheosis of 

brilliance in Olive Kitteridge, a marvelous collection of linked short stories that won the Pulitzer 

Prize. Strout's protagonists were never wholly sympathetic--Olive, in particular, came across as a 

prickly, sharp-tongued pepperpot whom other characters admired almost in spite of themselves--

but they were always original and compelling, and impossible to forget.  

My Name Is Lucy Barton locks the reader inside Lucy's head. Strout, uncharacteristically, uses 

the first person throughout; the voice she gives Lucy is dreamy, moony, and frustratingly vague. 

Important peripheral characters (like the "friend" who visits in the hospital, and a doctor Lucy 

worships and depends on) are never even named. And though Lucy and her mother spend several 

chapters dishing the dirt on folks back home, their gossipy chitchat reads, at first, like pretty thin 



stuff. Mostly, they talk in generic terms about various women who ditch their husbands and 

come to terrible ends. Yet there's a cumulative weight to their conversation, which eventually 

feels prophetic rather than descriptive: Lucy's mother grows spookier with every chapter, while 

Lucy herself seems to dwindle and regress.  

Between bedside conversations, Lucy describes her childhood. Her family was extremely poor--

until Lucy was 11, they lived in an isolated garage with no heat or hot water--and she and her 

siblings grew up hungry, cold, dirty, and ashamed. Eventually, Lucy managed to escape: a 

college scholarship, a successful husband, two daughters, and a comfortable upper-middle-class 

life in Greenwich Village should have been enough to set her free. But a series of bafflingly 

creepy scenes (Lucy can't talk about the badness and shies away in terror when her narrative 

threatens to turn dark) make it clear that something far worse than poverty has damaged her soul 

beyond repair.  

What happened, exactly? We never quite find out. Instead of spilling the beans, Strout builds 

tension through innuendo. This is extremely effective; as the novel progresses, we're oppressed 

by confusion and dread. Lucy's father, apparently traumatized in World War II, goes into "great 

contortions, the kind that had preceded what as a child I had called--to myself--the Thing" when 

he meets Lucy's husband, a blond of German descent. Her mother snaps at bewildered Lucy: 

"Your father has a lot of trouble with German people. You should have told us.... Who in God's 

name brought you up?"  

In the hospital, Lucy begs her mother to lie down for a while; her mother refuses. "You can 

always take a catnap sitting up," she says. 'You learn to, when you don't feel safe." In one 

chapter, Lucy flashes back on being locked in a truck, "pounding on the glass of the windows, 

screaming. I did not think I would die, I don't think I thought anything, it was just terror, 

realizing that no one was to come, and watching the sky get darker, and feeling the cold start in."  

It gets worse. One time she was locked in with a snake. "The truck?" her mother says, when 

Lucy dares to mention it in the hospital. "I don't know anything about a truck."  

The snake might be a metaphor. Her father might be mad. Her mother might be a victim, or a 

perpetrator, or both. Her brother, the one who grows up to sleep beside animals destined for 

slaughter, might be gay. One dreadful day, Lucy remembers, "my father was driving our truck 

along the main street in town and he was screaming at my brother, who was walking down the 

street in a pair of big high heels ... and a bra over his T-shirt, and a string of fake pearls, and his 

face was streaming with tears."  

Lucy grows up to be a writer, successful enough to publish and even to earn real money, though 

getting her story down doesn't seem to bring peace or even catharsis. We learn nothing about the 

books themselves, save that they treat, in some fashion, Lucy's childhood of poverty and abuse. 

We don't even find out their titles.  

Strout hasn't written a ghoulish kind of domestic thriller; there's no big reveal at the end. What 

she has written, instead, is a gorgeous, upsetting portrait of a terrorized child, for whom even 

happy moments are fraught with guilt, anxious watchfulness, and fear:  



   There were candied apples for 

   sale, and I wanted one desperately. 

   I had never had a candied 

   apple. My father bought one 

   for me. It was an astonishing 

   thing for him to have done that. 

   And I remember that I couldn't 

   eat the apple, I couldn't get my 

   small teeth into the red crust, 

   and I felt desolation, and he 

   took it from me and he ate it, 

   but his brow became furrowed, 

   and I felt that I had caused him 

   worry.... I remember watching 

   only my father's face, so high 

   above me, and I saw his lips 

   become reddish with the candied 

   apple that he ate because 

   he had to. In my memory I 

   love him for this, since he did 

   not yell at me, or make me feel 

   bad for not being able to eat 

   the apple, but took it from me, 

   and ate it himself, even with no 

   pleasure. 

The final chapters of this unpleasant but formidable novel are unfortunately jumbled and 

repetitive. Strout, whose other novels resolved gracefully and who managed, in Olive Kitteridge, 

to end every story on a thrilling, transcendent note, seems not quite to have known how to wrap 

this one up. The ending she settles on feels like a bit of a reach. On the last page, Lucy 

remembers "the way the sun would set on the farmland around our small house in the autumn ... 

the sky in front becoming pink and soft, then slightly blue again, as though it could not stop 

going on in its beauty ... the quiet fields of cover crops already turned, and the sky lingering, 

lingering, then finally dark." Over the course of the novel, we've seen Lucy mistrust her own 

memory, and so we, too, have learned to doubt. "All life amazes me," she says. But there's a 

decent chance these lovely twilit moments never happened the way she recalls and that this final 

sentiment is her final dodge.  

Fernanda Moore writes in this space monthly about fiction.  
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Questions and Topics for Discussion 
(www.penguinrandomhouse.com) 

1. Lucy’s husband asked her mother to visit her in the hospital, and paid for her trip. Do you 

think that was a gesture of love on his part? 

2. What role does the gossip Lucy and her mother share play in the book? 

3. Do you think Lucy blames her mother for the more painful parts of her childhood? Could her 

mother have done better? 

4. WWII and the Nazis are themes that profoundly affect Lucy’s father (and hence her whole 

family), Lucy’s marriage to her first husband, and even her dreams. Discuss.  

5. Lucy expresses great love for her doctor. How would you describe that love?  

6. Lucy’s friend Jeremy told her she needed to be “ruthless as a writer.” Did she take his advice? 

How? 

7. Why did Lucy keep returning again and again to see the marble statue at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art? 

8. How has the poverty of Lucy’s childhood shaped her life and her work?  

9. What does living in New York City mean for Lucy? Do you think she feels at home in New 

York?  

10. What did Sarah Payne mean, when she said to Lucy: “We only have one story”?   
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