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The World Made Straight 
By Ron Rash 

 
1. Each chapter in the novel ends with an entry from the 

doctor’s journal. How does the information in the entries 
relate to the events of the present-day story? Did they change 
your understanding of the events at Shelton Laurel and their 
significance to Travis, Leonard, Toomey and the other 
characters in the novel?  

 

2. “The boy had stirred up all sorts of things inside Leonard that 
he’d thought safely locked in the past.” (pg. 51) What is it 
about Travis that stirs these things in Leonard? What do the 
two men have in common when they meet that draws them 
together? In the end, considering all that happens by the end 
of the story, do you think they’re better off for having met?  

 

3. Carlton Toomey, for all his brutality, is an eminently rational 
man with his own ideas about right and wrong. What do you 
think motivates him? Did you find him to be a sympathetic 
character at any point in the story? 

 

4. When the two of them first visit Shelton Laurel, (pg. 86) Leonard tells Travis that “you know a place is haunted 
when it feels more real than you are,” and Travis agrees. Why do you think Shelton Laurel feels more real to 
these men than their own lives? How does their susceptibility to the past, the ghosts and the legacy of the war, 
change by the end of the novel?  

 

5. Travis’ first confrontation with the Toomeys leads directly to his moving out of his parents’ house, moving in 
with Leonard, and beginning to learn about the Civil War and the larger world. What do you think is the 
connection between these events in his mind? What would do you think would have happened to Travis in the 
coming years if he hadn’t stepped in the bear trap on the Toomey’s property?  

 

6. What is the significance of the book’s epigraph, from Moby Dick? What does it say about the relationship 
between good and evil in the novel?  

 

7. Why does Leonard plead guilty to the charges in Illinois? Look at his conversation with Kera (pg. 156); which of 
her explanations for his actions seems right? What do you think he should have done? Despite his crimes and 
his weakness, did you find Leonard to be a sympathetic character?  
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8. Why do you think Dena decides to go with Toomey (176)? Do you think Leonard should have stopped her?  
 

9. After leaving his family dinner and confronting his father (pg 234), Travis spurns Lori, drops her off, and begins 
the rampage that will lead to Leonard’s death as well as Toomey’s. Aside from his anger at his father, what is 
driving Travis on that night? How is his anger connected to what he’s learned from Leonard? Is his attempt to 
save Dena and punish Toomey a sign of progress, of bravery, or just a regression?  

 

10. “Landscape is destiny,” Leonard remarks at one point in the story. How does the landscape where these 
characters live affect their lives in this story, their relationships and their ideas about the world? How might 
your own life be different if you had grown up, or lived now, in a drastically different landscape?  

 

11. In a conversation with Shank during the early days of his lessons with Leonard, Travis decides not to tell his old 
friend everything he’s been worrying about, and instead thinks to himself that “words ruin everything” (pg. 
142). How do you reconcile Travis’ excitement about learning with his frustration with language? How does the 
conflict between words and actions come into play elsewhere in this novel?  

 

12. Look at page 159, where Leonard is listening to Handel’s Messiah. “Even the words proclaimed an order,” he 
thinks. “The crookedness of the world made straight.” Why do you think the author has chosen this as the title?  

 
 
 

 

About the Author 
 

Ron Rash is the author of the novels One Foot in Eden and Saints at the River, as well as three collections of 

poetry and two of short stories. He teaches at Western Carolina State University. 
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