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About the Book
Every decade seems to produce a novel that captures the public's imagination with a story that sweeps
readers up and takes them on a thrilling, unforgettable ride. Ron McLarty's The Memory of Running is this
decade's novel. By all accounts, especially his own, Smithson "Smithy" Ide is a loser. An overweight,
friendless, chain-smoking, forty-three-year-old drunk, Smithy's life becomes completely unhinged when he
loses his parents and long-lost sister within the span of one week. Rolling down the driveway of his parents'
house in Rhode Island on his old Raleigh bicycle to escape his grief, the emotionally bereft Smithy embarks
on an epic, hilarious, luminous, and extraordinary journey of discovery and redemption.

Discussion Guide
1. Smithy Ide's bicycle odyssey begins on a whim --- something he just falls into --- but it winds up
transforming his life. Do you think that people can change their lives profoundly without initially intending to do
so? What does the novel seem to be saying about redemption and second chances?
2. As a youth, Smithy was a "running boy" who "made beelines," first on foot and later on a bike. His sister,
Bethany, was always running away. And Smithy's cross-country ride is yet another kind of running. What
other significance does "running" have in the book?
3. The novel intersperses chapters describing Smithy's parents' death and his ride with chapters about his
youth. The present chapters are all consecutive, but his memories of the past jump around somewhat. How
do the chapters about the past reflect or relate to the story of Smithy's present?
4. At the beginning of the book, Smithy is an alcoholic, and throughout the book he encounters others whose
lives have been overwhelmed by alcohol or drugs. What do you think the author is saying about addiction and
the stress and strain of daily life?
5. Smithy reads a number of novels about the American West while on the road. How do these relate to his
own story?
6. In the book, Smithy's schizophrenic sister, Bethany, goes through periods of near normalcy, only to
disappear or hurt herself when she begins to hear "the voice." She is treated by a succession of psychiatrists,
none of whom seem to recognize the nature of her problems or to do her much good. Yet Bethany is always
the one who tells Smithy the truth. What do you think the author is saying about madness?
7. Smithy came out of Vietnam with twenty-one bullet wounds, yet his sister's madness and disappearances

seem to have wounded him much more seriously. Why do you think this is? Why is Smithy haunted by his
sister's apparition?
8. On the road, Smithy encounters many people --- a compassionate priest, an eccentric Greenwich Village
artist, a man dying of AIDS, an angry black youth, a Colorado family, a seductive fellow cyclist, a truck driver
haunted by the past, and an empathetic Asian mortician, among others. Most of the encounters are marked
by kindness, some by violence, and some by both. How is Smithy changed by the people he meets? What do
these people tell us about the American character?
9. As a young man, Smithy rejects Norma's schoolgirl crush on him and turns away from her altogether once
she's paralyzed. His junior prom is a disaster. The prostitutes he patronizes in Vietnam hate him. And he
rebuffs the advances of an attractive young woman he meets on the road. Why does Smithy seem to have so
much trouble with women? Do you think his rekindled romance with Norma will work out?
10. Stephen King has called Smithy Ide an "American original" and placed him in the company of Mark
Twain's Huckleberry Finn, J. D. Salinger's Holden Caulfield (of The Catcher in the Rye), and Joseph Heller's
Yossarian (of Catch-22). Are there other fictional characters you would also compare him to?
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