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This reading group guide for The Half Moon includes an introduction, discussion questions, and ideas 

for enhancing your book club. The suggested questions are intended to help your reading group find new 

and interesting angles and topics for your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conver-

sation and increase your enjoyment of the book.

Malcolm is a longtime bartender turned owner of the Half Moon. His wife, Jess, is a successful lawyer. For 

years they’ve been trying to have a baby, but financial pressures and the ongoing struggle with infertility 

have caused rifts in their marriage. Malcolm wants to devote himself wholly to getting the Half Moon out 

of the red, but Jess is still attached to the idea of motherhood.

When a blizzard hits their small town and everyone is snowed in, shocking secrets emerge and the 

couple must confront some tough decisions, both together and as individuals. Set over the course of one 

week, The Half Moon is a powerful novel about a couple in crisis that asks: What does it take to save a 

marriage? To make a family? To forgive?

1 The novel opens with an epigraph from Lou-

ise Erdrich: “Right and wrong were shades of 

meaning, not sides of a coin.” How does this 

quote resonate with the themes of The Half 

Moon?

2 When making updates to the Half Moon 

upsets the regulars, Malcolm realizes that 

“people didn’t want things to be nice, they 

wanted them to be familiar” (page 7). Does 

this quote resonate with your experiences 

of change? Do you think it also applies to 

marriage?

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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3 In chapter two, Malcolm wonders: “What if 

they hadn’t gotten married so quickly? What 

if that baby had been born? It was like those 

Choose Your Own Adventure books he used 

to love as a kid, where you could follow a 

dozen different paths to a different conclu-

sion, each road forking again and again” 

(page 48). Discuss these and other “what ifs” 

in the book (like what if Malcolm had told 

Jess about his deal with Hugh?). Does this 

make you think of any of your own “what if” 

moments?



4 Jess seems to know about—and be bothered 

by—Malcolm’s interest in fellow bartender 

Emma, but in Malcolm’s opinion, “interest 

wasn’t a crime. Nor was the way his belly 

tightened when he passed close to [Emma] 

in the narrow space behind the bar” (page 

54). What can couples realistically expect 

of each other in a long, monogamous mar-

riage? Where do you draw the line for what 

constitutes cheating?

5 After Jess miscarries at age twenty-five, the 

doctor tells her and Malcolm that up to fifty 

percent of all pregnancies, and between fif-

teen and twenty-five percent of known preg-

nancies, end in miscarriage (page 48). Did 

this statistic surprise you? How does society 

treat miscarriage? Is it something you and 

your friends or family are comfortable dis-

cussing?

6 As Malcolm and Jess discuss the finances of 

the Half Moon and fertility treatments, he tells 

her: “people like you and me—we can’t af-

ford multiple big dreams. We can only afford 

one” (page 64). How does money impact the 

couple’s interactions? How can a relationship 

sustain conflicting goals and dreams?

7 What does Neil offer Jess that Malcolm can’t, 

and vice versa? Discuss the moment when 

Neil tells Jess: “The minute you make this de-

cision, our lives will be better…We can be a 

family” (pages 160–61). What do you think it 

takes to make a family?

8 What role do secrets play in the novel for 

Jess, Malcolm, and the patrons and employ-

ees of the Half Moon? When truths emerge, 

how do these characters handle the fallout? 

Consider the secrets that are kept: Why do 

you think Jess hasn’t told Malcolm about what 

happened in San Francisco? How much dis-

closure do you think we owe to a spouse or 

partner?

9 When Malcolm wonders whether he could 

forgive Jess, he shamefully recalls an en-

counter with another woman at the Half 

Moon. How do their various infidelities, big 

and small, impact their marriage in different 

ways? What does forgiveness look like for 

them?

10 On several occasions, Jess questions what 

she knows about Neil’s divorce, as she’s only 

heard his side of the story. What is your opin-

ion of him? How much can we really know 

about someone else’s marriage?



11 On page 206, Jess thinks, “No need to de-

cide anything because it was not real life, not 

until the snow melted and the power was re-

stored.” How does the isolation caused by the 

snowstorm impact the events of the story? Do 

you think things might have ended up differ-

ently for Jess and Malcolm without the week 

of being snowed in? What about ifinstead of 

living in a small town, where everyone knows 

everyone’s business, they lived in a big city?

12 Discuss the quote: “To think that when they 

first said they loved each other, when they 

got married, when they bought the house and 

filled it with furniture and plates and bowls 

and lamps and all the clutter of domestic life, 

that all of that was aimed at a future they had 

no guarantee of reaching” (page 210). What 

should a couple do when the life they want-

ed together proves unachievable? How do 

couples decide whether to stay together or 

separate? Why do Jess and Malcolm make 

the decision they do?

13 In wondering who of their friends in Gillam 

would take her side over Malcolm’s, Jess 

thinks, “there were those who’d sympathize 

with following a temptation to its conclusion. 

There were those who would admire a wom-

an who had a problem and did what she 

thought might fix it” (page 225). Did you sym-

pathize with one more than the other?

14 Discuss the importance of friendship in the 

novel. How do Jess and Malcolm’s friends 

look out for them? What role do you think 

friends should have when a couple is strug-

gling with their marriage?

15 What did you think of Jess’s plan for how she 

and Malcolm could start over? What would 

you have done in that situation? Were you 

surprised by how things ended up?

E N H A N C E  Y O U R 
B O O K  C L U B

1 Read Ask Again, Yes, Mary Beth Keane’s 

multigenerational novel about two New York 

families, which is partially set in Gillam, the 

same small town as The Half Moon. What 

connections do you see between these two 

stories?

2 Set up a home bar and mix some classic 

cocktails or mocktails for your group. Or 

head to a local bar with your book club, per-

haps even having your discussion there.


