BOOK CLUB
DISCUSSION GUIDE

Kathleen Basi is a classical flutist who's
composed a number of works for instrumental and
choral ensembles. Her writing can be found in
Apeiron Review, Chicken Soup for the Soul, and
NPR's All Things Considered. A Song for the Road
is her first novel.

kathleenbasi.com

KathleenMBasi

@KathleenBasi

Q&A with Kathleen
Q: You are a musical composer as well as a novelist. What is that like?
I do that and more! I teach flute lessons, and like Miriam and Teo, my husband and I co-direct a contemporary
church ensemble that includes piano, guitar, bass, flute (me!), other orchestral instruments, and 15-20 singers.
I write music for my group, and I’ve also done quite a bit of nonfiction writing in the sacred sphere. I speak
regularly to churches as well as to health professionals on topics surrounding disability. So it’s a lot!
All those things seem unconnected, but they really inform each other. It’s quite a juggling act, but I really love
it. I feel blessed to have opportunities to express all the different parts of my identity in distinct, yet overlapping
ways. The different interests have to take turns asking for my attention. Kind of like my kids, come to think of it.

Q: On the surface, Miriam bears a lot of resemblance to you. Is it fair to assume
she IS you?
Actually, no. Many of the things Miriam wrestles with are things I grew up knowing instinctively. But the
meaning of love, in all its facets, is something that can get twisted in so many different ways. Figuring out how
to love our loved ones in healthy ways is really THE story of life, and it underpins all my fiction. There are
endless stories waiting to be told—and, I hope, to illuminate readers’ lives. That’s the power of fiction—that it
can shed light on our own life journeys.
But it’s true that many of the externals of Miriam’s adult life are things I have experienced myself. The chaos of
family logistics and the ministerial work are home territory for me. But I’ve never resented my family—quite the
opposite, in fact. My husband and I experienced infertility for several years before our oldest came along. So
even when family life drives me crazy, I’m cognizant of the gift!

Q: Where did you get the idea for A Song for the Road?
I woke up early one morning from a vivid, emotional dream in which I was standing in a beautiful place at the
end of a long journey, looking at the place where my family had died. I knew instantly that I had the kernel of
something truly beautiful, but it took several years and many iterations before I was able to draw Miriam’s story
out of that single, poignant image.

Q: This could have been such a heavy book. Wasn’t it hard to be a mother and
wife writing about losing your entire family in one fell swoop?
You know how, in the moments after a dream, you can recall every detail, but the farther out you get, the more
fuzzy it is? Eventually nothing is left but the essence of it. Well, the essence of that dream was the feeling of
hope and promise. I have kept that feeling front and center throughout the writing process. I knew that was
where I wanted to end up, so A Song for the Road deals with crushing loss in an uplifting way, with humor as
well as pathos. It takes a subject matter most mothers can’t even begin to imagine and makes it relatable
rather than threatening.

Q: A road trip is such a quintessential American book. What made you want to
write one?
I grew up on a farm in the 1980s, which means we had no money. So if we traveled, we went on four wheels. I
didn’t get on a plane until I was fourteen, and even then it was only because the RV we borrowed from my
grandparents broke down on the way from the Grand Canyon to Mesa Verde and it wouldn’t be fixed for
weeks.
I was five—no, four!—when my grandparents took me on my first cross-country road trip. My grandpa was a
tool-and-die maker in the auto industry, and he would take three weeks off and drive from central Missouri to
the west coast and back. I went on three long trips with them and got to see so many iconic American sights:
Rocky Mountain National Park, Mount Rushmore, Yellowstone, Multnomah Falls, Mount Rainier and Mount St.
Helens, Yosemite, redwoods, San Francisco, Disneyland, the Grand Canyon, and more. I remember when I
was older, sitting in the cab of the RV—a special privilege because it was air conditioned!—and my grandpa
asking me how many miles it was to his next highway change. I thought he needed help. I didn’t realize he was
just teaching his grandkids to read a map.
When my parents were able to take vacations, we followed a similar route. It was with my parents that I saw
Chimney Rock and Pikes Peak.

Q: How did you pick Miriam’s road trip stops? Have you visited all of them?
Some, but not all. The first thing I did was go to AAA and get a map of the U.S. I spent a week searching
Google and putting sticky tabs down on the map. Then I had to figure out which items on my huge list were
close enough together to drive in six to eight hours. Basically, I did the work Talia would have had to do to
create a northern and a southern route. It was really fun!
I have been to several of the places, and in fact, at the same time I was developing the road trip, we were
planning family and professional trips. So I was able to finesse Miriam’s trip toward my own travel. We visited
the High Trestle Train Bridge when we were in Iowa for the wedding of a good friend, and I took my kids to
Cahokia Mounds as part of a summer field trip to St. Louis, which is two hours from me.
Originally, the sequence that takes place in Cincinnati was set in Louisville, Kentucky. I moved it to Cincinnati
after I attended a convention there, knowing I’d be able to write it more authentically. But other stops, like the
telescope and the UFO tower, I created solely based on research.

Q: Tell us something interesting about you as a working writer!
A lot of writers like to have music on while they work. As a trained musician, I need absolute silence, because
music steals my concentration. I instantly start analyzing chord and melodic structures, orchestration, and text.
Some of my best work is done thinking out loud while riding a bicycle or sitting on the edge of a bluff or river.
Even a creek will do. Just as long as there’s no wifi!

Discussion Questions:

1

After losing her family, Miriam feels she has
to be the model widow. Have you ever felt
pressured to react in a particular way in
order to meet other people’s expectations?
Did it work or cause unnecessary stress and
pain? Did it end up impacting more people
than yourself? Have you ever inadvertently
placed similar expectations on others?

2
3

Both Dicey’s and Miriam’s families have
a significant impact on the women. Which of
their families feels more familiar to you?

4

Miriam eventually realizes she had a wrongheaded view of love, and clinging to it
caused her to waste time she could have
spent enjoying her children and, especially,
her husband. What stands in the way of you
enjoying your loved ones? Does Miriam’s
journey inspire you to make a change?

5

Throughout the book, Miriam makes
connections with people through music.
Have you had that experience? What other
influences (books, sports, etc.) have done
the same?

6

Dicey is fiercely independent—so
determined to live life on her own terms, she
won’t let Miriam help her—or even know
about her illness. Do you think she’s right or
wrong? Why?

Miriam spends years avoiding a difficult
conversation with her mother. When she
finally confronts it, she realizes she’s been
carrying an unnecessary burden for
decades. What difficult conversations have
you put off? What kind of fallout has it had in
your life? Do you think it’s better to grit your
teeth and confront the tough stuff?

7

Would you stop and pick up a pregnant
hitchhiker? Much like when we see people
holding signs that say “will work for food,”
we are conditioned to believe it’s too
dangerous to extend a helping hand. How
do you react to the sight of strangers in
need?

8

North America seems designed for road
trips—all those open roads and vast
landscapes filled with beauty. What was the
best road trip you've ever been on? Do you
prefer quick and efficient road trips, or do
you like to wander through local
adventures?

9

Everyone Miriam and Dicey encounter on
this trip has his or her own unique story. The
same is true for the people we meet day in
and day out, but we don’t usually stop to
think about that. It’s human nature to put
people into categories. Is there a danger in
doing that? What’s one way you can look for
the stories behind the people?

10

The idea of losing one’s whole family is the
stuff of nightmares. Does reading Miriam’s
story of regret and redemption cause you to
view your family life in a new way?

11

Both Miriam and Dicey have known what
it means to have a passion that motivates
heroic effort in the way they live. Miriam’s
was music; Dicey’s is the determination not
to let her disease limit her. Have you known
a passion like that? Share it with the group.

12

A Song for the Road does not shy away
from the rawness of grief and loss, but
ultimately it is a story of redemption and
hope. Have you ever considered loss in this
way before? How does it challenge you to
look at your own life through a new lens?

Kathleen's Ultimate Checklist
of Road Trip Stops!
Birthplace
of James T.
Kirk (IA)

Taos
pueblo
(NM)

Grand
Canyon at
sunrise (AZ)

Mendenhall
Glacier
Caves (AK)

Antelope
Canyon (AZ)

Green Bank
Telescope
(WV)

Oneonta
George (OR)

Hamilton
Pool (TX)

Thor's Well
(OR)

The Wave
(AZ)

Monument
Valley (UT)

Craters of
the Moon
(ID)

Rock & Roll
Hall of
Fame (OH)

Winchester
Mystery
House (CA)

Wright
Brothers
Memorial
(NC)

Brooklyn
Bridge (NY)

Cincinnati
Riverfront
(OH)

Louisville
Riverfront
(KY)

Jesse James
Death Site
(MO)

Gold
Country
(CA)

Mitchell
Corn Palace
(SD)

Millennium
Force
Rollercoaster
(OH)

F. Worth
Stockyards
(TX)

Wall Drug
(SD)

Orchard
House (MA)

La Brea Tar
Pits (CA)

Silver
Beach
Carousel
(MI)

Dreamland
BBQ (AL)

High
Trestle
Trail
Bridge (IA)

Shakespeare's
Pizza (MO)

Indy 500
Racetrack
(IN)

John Deere
Pavilion (IL)

Enchanted
Highway
(ND)

Bell Buoy of
Seaside (OR)

Pikes
Peak (CO)

Heady
Topper
Beer (VT)

Deep-fried
Cheese
Curds (WI)

World's
Largest
Ketchup
Bottle (IL)

Ebenezer
Baptist
Church
(GA)

Churchill
Down (KY)

Selma
Bridge (AL)

Gunfighter
Wax
Museum (KS)

Pattee
House
Museum
(MO)

World's
Largest
Chicken (GA)

Bald Knob
Cross (IL)

UFO
Watchtower
(CO)

World's
Largest
Kaleidoscope
(NY)

Grand Haven
Musical
Fountain (MI)

The "Basket
Building"
(OH)

Ha Ha
Tonka Castle
Ruins (MO)

Bonne
Terre
Mines (MO)

Chimney
Rock (NE)

Baseball
Hall of
Fame (NY)

Cahokia
Mounds
(IL)

Mall of
America
(MN)

Some of these are well-known destinations; others are, well, pretty quirky! If you're interested in finding
offbeat places near you, or along your next road trip route, check out www.roadtripamerica.com.

