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About this Guide 
The following author biography and list of questions about Human Capital are intended as resources 
to aid individual readers and book groups who would like to learn more about the author and this 
novel. We hope that this guide will provide you a starting place for discussion and suggest a variety of 
perspectives from which you might approach Human Capital.  
 

About the Book 
It’s the spring of 2001, and Drew Hagel has spent the last decade watching things slip away – his first 
marriage; his beloved daughter, Shannon, now a distant and mysterious high school senior; and the 
thriving real estate brokerage that was his father’s legacy to him. And then an unexpected friendship 
with Quint Manning, the manager of a secretive hedge fund, opens to Drew the prospect of vast, 
frictionless wealth. What Drew doesn’t know is that Manning has problems of his own – his Midas 
touch is abandoning him; his restless wife, Carrie, is growing disillusioned with all that new money; 
and his hard-drinking son, Jamie, Shannon’s classmate, is careering out of control. 
 
As the fortunes of the two families become perilously interwoven, a terrible accident involving 
Shannon and Jamie gives Drew the leverage he needs to stay in the game. But his decision to speculate 
with human lives instead of money has unforeseen consequences and brings the novel to a devastating 
complex. 
 
"Amidon nails it.... Human Capital is terrific.”—Washington Post Book World 
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"A splendid novel with the satiric bite of Bonfire of the Vanities...terribly well-realized."—The Seattle 
Times 
 
"Amidon's novel is a wonderfully wicked satire on a 21st Century gilded age...His book is more than 
just one family's story. It's a portrait of a whole society caught in the dead end that everyone insists 
will lead somewhere after all."—The Chicago Tribune 
 
“A gripping, troubling, and incisive portrait of the way we live now…has the ambitious sweep and the 
narrative power of a nineteenth-century novel.”—Tom Perrotta, author of Little Children 
 
"[A] powerful, well-crafted novel about failure and anxiety. Long on character and texture...it's also 
expert social commentary."—Chicago Sun-Times 
 
"Just as you think this novel is degenerating into soap opera, it strikes home again...the better to strike 
deeper chords. Even the epilogue startles."—The Hartford Courant 
 
"Amidon stirs this social soup, moving easily between classes and generations; building his characters 
as people we actually care about."—The Miami Herald 
 
"HUMAN CAPITAL deftly slices open the rich, corrupt heart of suburban America today and lets its 
dark secrets bleed out.... [A] smart, realistic portrait of how one man's near-fatal high-stakes wager is 
played out with all-too human assets."—Elle 
 
"An engrossing, well-paced novel operating, like the work of Scott Turow, near the boundaries of 
commercial and literary fiction."—Newsday 
 
"An intricate and challenging novel that examines the inner lives of men and women swept up in a 
devastating American crime. Ward's portraits are harrowing, heartfelt and unforgettable." --Anita 
Shreve, author of The Pilot's Wife and other books 
 
 

About the Author 

Stephen Amidon’s previous books include The New City and Subdivision. He lived and worked in 
London for fifteen years before returning to the United States, where he lives in western 
Massachusetts with his wife and children. 
 

Discussion Questions 
 

1. What do you believe are David’s intentions toward his nephew Ian? Does he think of him as a 
son, and if so, does David carry expectations of Ian in the same way that Quint does of his son 
Jamie or Drew of his daughter Shannon? 

 
2. Running throughout the novel is the notion of the characters’ self-awareness (or lack thereof), 

and the motivations that in some ways fueled by this lack of understanding.  Look back 
through the novel and ask one another, do the characters know what they feel? Did Carrie, for 
instance, really not know she was falling for her friend John? 

 
3. One of the more subtle details of the novel is that Quint has a brother with Down’s syndrome. 

How might this influence his personality as an adult? 



 

4. Furthermore, what traits does Quint share with other characters in the book, and what other 
traits to characters share with one another? While these characters are different in notable and 
active ways, how do their similarities affect the choices they make? 

 
5. Which characters does Amidon seem particularly critical of? Why are these folk singled out for 

deeper scrutiny? 
 
6. Emotionally speaking, Carrie seems to take more risks than the other characters in the book, 

and yet she seems to emerge largely unscathed by the final pages. What are your thoughts 
about Carrie’s choices through the book? Think of her feelings for her son, her husband, John, 
even Drew. 

 
7. Human Capital, and the world of Totten Crossing, is littered with material goods, products and 

objects that signify more than their functions. What products serve as symbols (this is 
particularly true of gifts)? Is there imagery of products that linger in your thinking on the book, 
and if so, why do you think those products stand out? 

 
8. How is the suburban world of Totten Crossing defined by automobiles and the roads they 

travel? 
 

9. Following a confrontation with her son on page 305, Carrie attempts to reassess the 
achievement-by-way-of-education world around her and her children. Do you agree with this 
assessment? 

 
10. Both Drew and Carrie engage in illicit activities in order to save their respective families. Are 

their actions, in this regard, believable? Is this something you believe they would do, or you 
would do, in order to hold your family together? 

 
11. Why do you believe the author decided to name the novel Human Capital? 

 
 

 
For more information on Picador Reading Group Guides 

Call 646-307-5626, Fax 212-253-9627, E-mail readinggroupguides@picadorusa.com 
For a complete listing of reading group guides visit www.PicadorUSA.com 

 


