
Discussion guide



I love book clubs! The clubs I have been part of throughout my adult life have
been inspiring and gratifying and the insightful discussions they inspire have
always informed my writing. 

I know the choices are many when it comes to selecting your next book club book,
and I appreciate you selecting Smoke Season.

If you enjoyed the book I invite you to check out my debut, The Wild Between Us
(available everywhere). And you can stay informed regarding future projects by
joining my mailing list at amyhagstrom.com. I look forward to continuing the
conversation with you!

Thank you...

Amy Hagstrom

for choosing Smoke Season
for your book club

discussion.



Q & A with Amy
1. What inspired you to write Smoke Season, and how did you create your cast of characters?

I lived in Oregon fire country for over 20 years. While I was familiar with what we locals called ‘smoke season’
toward the end of each summer, this inconvenience to my outdoor plans became a real threat when the
Almeda Fire consumed much of the adjacent towns to my city in late summer of 2020. I remember it was also
the first day of school during the first remote learning year at the height of the pandemic, which added to the
chaos we all found ourselves in. While assisting a friend in evacuating her pet and young adult son, I saw a wall
of fire in front of my car for the first time, and needless to say, this image stuck with me. 

My characters in Smoke Season are inspired in part by the young people I knew who served as wildland
firefighters in the summer to earn college tuition money, as well as the river rafting guides I got to know as an
outdoor adventure travel writer.  

2. How did your background inform your novel?

I was fortunate enough to spend fifteen years as a family and outdoor travel writer, during which time I toured
many of the big rivers of the American West with OARS Rafting. And I was lucky to live in the backyard of a Wild
and Scenic river, The Rogue, upon which The Outlaw River is loosely based. 

3. You've said, "Every manuscript I write starts with a sense of place." How did you choose this particular setting,
the Sierra Nevada, and what impact did it have on the rest of the novel?

‘Place’ is very important in my novels, becoming a character unto itself, and Smoke Season is a love letter to my
time living in Oregon. After witnessing the Camp Fire in Paradise, California and then living through the Almeda
Fire in Talent, Oregon, I knew I wanted to set a novel speaking to the very real challenges living in fire country
presents to residents.

I know the river corridors of Southern Oregon intimately, and I knew I could ‘write what I know’ in this regard. 



Discussion Questions

1.A multi-layered moral dilemma lies at the
center of Smoke Season, with Melissa Bishop
and Kristina Truitt blurring lines for the sake of
young Annie’s health. Were all their actions
justified? If not, at what point or points did they
cross that moral line, and to what consequence?

The concept of ‘family’ is presented in several
forms in the novel. How does True define family?
Sam? Mel? Vivian? How does each character’s
relationship with ‘family’ influence their actions
throughout the novel? 

1.How does Sam’s past define his present, and
threaten to define his future? What does he
sacrifice and what does he gain in his attempts
to prove himself to his family and his
community? 

1.What is the significance of Sam’s house on
Highline Road? In which ways does that
significance differ from True’s yurt retreat on the
river? In what ways are the two properties
similar?

1.Smoke Season includes three point-of-view
characters, and throughout a large portion of the
book, these three characters are placed in three
distinct settings. In what ways did Sam’s storyline
caring for the girls, Mel’s storyline fighting the
fire, and True’s storyline rafting with the Wus
parallel one another? In what ways did they
diverge? 

1.The Flatiron Fire added fuel to events already
set in motion that summer by True and Mel. Had
that unlucky lightning strike not occurred,
increasing the urgency and danger of what was
already a tense situation on the river, what would
the end of that summer have looked like? Would
Mel have come clean about her involvement with
the Fallows’s, and if so, would Sam have forgiven
her? Would True have found her way to Vivian?
Why or why not?
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 Carbon, Oregon and The Outlaw River are fictitious, but based on the Wild & Scenic rivers of Oregon,
and on The Rogue River in particular. Many of the points on this map have served as inspiration for

True’s rafting journey with the Wus in Smoke Season.

Book Setting



River Rafting Resources

If reading Smoke Season has inspired you to explore
some of the American West’s rivers, start here!

https://www.oregonrafting.com/rogue-river
https://www.oars.com/
https://www.fws.gov/story/wild-and-scenic-rivers

Apps for staying up-to-
date on wildland fires:

FRONTLINE WILDFIRE TRACKER
WATCH DUTY

FIRESPOT
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