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Reading Level: 2–3

Interest Level: Adult

Book Summary

On New Year’s Eve, Dixie and her husband, Grady, set off on a car trip. They 
plan to visit Grady’s family, five hours away. But soon they’re caught in a blizzard. 
They turn off the highway and go to their friend Ron’s house. Both Grady and 
Ron are RCMP officers. When Ron must go out on duty, Grady goes with him. 
Dixie spends the evening sharing secrets with a couple of other RCMP wives. By 
midnight, Dixie has learned a thing or two about marriage, and about her love  
for Grady. 

Author Biography

Marina Endicott is the bestselling author of Good to a Fault. The book was a 
finalist for the Giller Prize and chosen as a Globe and Mail Best Book. Her latest 
book, The Little Shadows, follows a singing sister act touring the prairies in 1912.

Marina worked as an actor and director before she began to write fiction. She 
currently teaches creative writing at the University of Alberta. Marina lives in 
Edmonton with her husband (a Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer), two 
children, and one small dog. 

Note to the educator: The following activities are suggestions only. Please 
choose and adjust the projects and questions according to the specific needs 
and level of your students as well as their experience with doing novel studies. 
Students can work individually, in pairs, or in small groups.
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THINKING ABOUT THE BOOK

Book Cover and Title

(a) Write the phrase “New Year’s Eve” on the board. Ask students what thoughts 
and feelings come to mind. Ask students if they believe New Year’s Eve is a time 
for new beginnings. 

(b) Have students look at the image on the book cover and ask them how it  
makes them feel. Then ask students to predict what kind of book this will be 
(e.g., adventure, mystery, thriller).

WORKING WITH THE BOOK

Characters

Explain to students that a sociogram is a drawing that shows the relationships 
among people. Have students add to the sociogram below as they read Chapters 1 
to 4. Have students (a) include all the major characters and jot down key words or 
phrases that describe each character, (b) draw arrows from one character to another 
to show that they are connected, and (c) write a key phrase on each of the arrows to 
describe how the characters are connected.

Grady

Sharla
pretty; confident

Dixie
lacks confidence

married; Dixie wants  
to leave Grady

have little  
in common;  
don’t like  
each other
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After reading the entire book, divide students into small groups and have each group 
draw up a final version of the sociogram based on what they know by the end of the 
book. Then have students discuss (a) what Dixie learns about each of the characters, 
(b) to what extent these revelations change Dixie’s, and the reader’s, impressions of 
each character, and (c) what Dixie learns about love, relationships, and marriage 
that New Year’s Eve. 

Plot

The plot centres on Dixie and Grady’s marriage and relationship. As they read the 
book, have students take note of details that show tension between the two, and 
how those tensions were diffused.

Details showing tension Details showing how tension was defused

“Nothing left in the bank.”  
(page 8)

“Grady did not blame me or say I spent too  
much money. We just didn’t make enough,  
we both knew that.” (page 8)

“We should have left  
sooner. I’m sorry.”  
(page 9)

“Not your fault. I couldn’t leave the  
office till I’d finished the paperwork.”  
(page 9)

After reading the entire book, have students look at their notes and discuss the 
following questions: 

1. In what ways was tension defused between Grady and Dixie? In what ways did 
they show that they understood and cared for each other? 

2. Describe Grady and Dixie’s relationship in your own words.

3. Dixie and Grady never say I love you. Do you think it is important to say the 
words I love you to people you care for? Why or why not? In what other ways 
do people show their love?
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Setting 

Explain to students that the setting provides details of when and where events take 
place. These details can add to the story in different ways (e.g., underline a theme, 
or invoke thoughts, feelings, and emotions). Have students reread the hot tub scenes 
in the book (pages 27 to 30; pages 53 to 58; Chapter 9) and take note of what the 
women learn about each other in these scenes. Then have students discuss why they 
think the writer chose a hot tub as a central setting for the conversations the women 
have with one another.  

TALKING ABOUT THE BOOK

1. “My back hurt, twisting around like that, but she started crying again if I 
turned away.” (page 11)

 (a) Why do you think Dixie is so concerned about Daisy starting to cry?

 (b) Why do you think Grady is so impatient with Daisy at this point? Does 
Grady eventually show his love for Daisy? Describe when.

 (c) Dixie was trying so hard to keep the peace between Grady and Daisy that 
her back physically hurt. Have you ever been in a situation where you felt you 
had to keep the peace between two people? Describe the situation. How did 
having to be the peacekeeper make you feel?

2. “But you also have to figure out the difference between being patient and being 
a doormat. When you have a daughter watching you.”  (page 14)

 (a) In your own words, explain what Dixie means about “being patient” and 
“being a doormat.” 

 (b) What incident leads Dixie to thinking about the difference between being 
patient and being a doormat. Explain why it might be difficult at times to figure 
out the difference between the two.

 (c) Why does Dixie add the thought, “When you have a daughter watching 
you”?
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3. “You could see right away that Sharla was not happy to see us.” (page 15) 

 (a) Compare Dixie’s and Grady’s impressions and reactions to Sharla when 
they first arrive. Why do you think they had different responses to Sharla’s 
behaviour? 

 (b) What else does Sharla say and do in Chapter 2 that adds to Dixie’s lack of 
confidence and deepens Dixie’s impression of her?  

 (c) What does Dixie later learn about Sharla, and her relationship with Ron, 
that might explain Sharla’s behaviour? Do you think these are reasons enough 
for Sharla to treat people in the way she does? 

 (d) Sometimes when people are going through a difficult time in their lives, they 
take it out on others. Has this ever happened to you? How did you respond 
to the person? Thinking back to that time, would you have liked to respond 
differently? Why or why not? 

4. “Ron laughed again. He laughed the way I said sorry, too often and in the 
wrong places.” (page 20)

 (a) Reread Chapter 1. Find times when Dixie said sorry in the wrong places. 
Why do you think Dixie feels that she should not have had to apologize in these 
cases? Do you agree? Why or why not?

 (b) Dixie said Ron laughed in the wrong place. What incident was Dixie 
referring to? Do you agree that Ron laughed in the wrong place?

 (c) What do Dixie and Ron have in common? 

 (d) Dixie apologizes all the time; Ron has a nervous laugh. How else do people 
show their nervousness or lack of confidence? Is it possible for people to 
overcome these nervous habits? Suggest some ways.

5. “Sometimes people see their own faults in other people.” (page 37)

 (a) What fault does Sharla see in Jade? Is Sharla’s perception right? Is this a 
fault that Sharla has? Find examples in the story to support your answers. 

 (b) Do you agree with what Dixie says? If yes, why do you think it is easier to 
see faults in other people than in oneself? 

 (c) What faults in a person’s character do you find annoying? Describe to what 
extent you share these faults.
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6. “They were a lot like Drayton Valley people.” (page 40)

 (a) Who is Dixie talking about? Why does she say they were like Drayton Valley 
people? 

 (b) Do you think people who grow up in cities are different from people who 
grow up in smaller towns? Explain your answer.

 (c) What else do we learn about the people from Two Hills? Are these 
characteristics more common in people from cities or smaller towns? Or 
common in both?

7. “And maybe it’s just that all women come in those two types. Hot tub and 
non–hot tub.” (page 54)

 (a) What does Dixie mean? Do you agree with Dixie? Why or why not? 

 (b) People sometimes classify, or group, things as black or white. For example, 
one politician is always right; the other politician is always wrong. Do you ever 
think of things as black or white, or good or bad? Give examples. 

 (c) Why do you think people sometimes see things as black or white? Are there 
times when it is okay to see things as black or white? If yes, describe when.

8. “Guys miss things. They expect everyone to be as straightforward as they are.” 
(page 59)

 (a) What incident causes Dixie to say this? 

 (b) Do you agree that men are more straightforward than woman? Explain 
why or why not. What are other beliefs that people might have about men and 
women (e.g., women are more vain than men; women like to gossip more than 
men; men are not emotional; men are more logical than women)? Do you agree 
with those beliefs?

 (c) Make a list of the most important men and women in your life. Beside each 
name, write down one word that describes the person’s strongest characteristic 
(e.g., fair, honest, straightforward, absentminded, disorganized). Look over 
the list of describing words. What general conclusions can you draw about the 
people in your life?
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9. “Things aren’t real until you… until you’ve talked to each other.” (page 71)

 (a) Why does Jade say this? What does she realize? 

 (b) What does Dixie reveal to Jade at this point? How do you think Dixie feels 
after she tells Jade that she thinks about leaving Grady all the time? What 
do you think Dixie realizes as she confides in Jade? Why do you think this 
realization comes to Dixie at this point?

 (c) Describe how communication, including lack of communication, affects the 
relationships of all three couples in the story.

 (d) In your opinion, how important is communication in any relationship? 
What kinds of things should be communicated? What kinds of things do people 
sometimes have trouble communicating? Why? Are there times when things 
should not be communicated? If yes, explain what kinds of things.

 (e) What do you think makes a person a good communicator? What kinds 
of things do you think make communication successful (e.g., timing, place, 
approach)? Do you see yourself as a good communicator? Explain why you see 
yourself this way.

10. “I love that sideways road that the wind takes. It ignores everything except 
what it really wants. It shows where we ought to be going, which is not very 
often where we are going.” (page 77)

 (a) What do you think Dixie means by saying “really wants”? What do you 
think Dixie really wanted?

 (b) Explain to what extent it is possible to ignore everything except what you 
really want? 

 (c) How do you know if you are on the road to where you ought to be going? 
What sometimes takes people off the road to where they ought to be going?
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WRITING ABOUT THE BOOK

1. Choose a character or event from the novel that you connected with in some 
way. For example, did the character or event remind you of something in your 
life? Cause an emotional reaction in you? Teach you something? Describe how 
and why in a paragraph. 

2. Imagine being a teenager again. It is New Year’s Eve. Write a list of New Year’s 
resolutions. Then write a list of New Year’s resolutions you would like to keep 
this year. Finally, imagine your life when you are 80 years old. Write a list of 
New Year’s resolutions you would like to keep. Compare the three lists. Write a 
paragraph about how your resolutions change over your imagined lifetime.

3. Sharla is not a happy person and lashes out at others. Think about a time you 
lashed out at somebody because you were going through a difficult time. Write 
a letter to the person you lashed out at. Explain what you were going through 
and why you behaved as you did. Include how your behaviour made you feel 
and how you came to realize that your behaviour was inappropriate.

4. Imagine you are Dixie on New Year’s Day. Think about the New Year’s Eve you 
spent at Sharla and Ron’s. Choose one or two incidents that stand out to you. 
Write a journal entry that describes those incidents. Include your thoughts and 
feelings, and how those incidents affected you.

5. Choose one of the writing activities below:

 Activity 1:

 “The storm was worse. We stared out the windshield at the snow. A million 
sparks of white hid the road.” (page 13)

 The snowstorm caused Dixie and Grady to change the road they were on, both 
physically, at the moment of the storm, and in their lives. Think of a time you 
were caught in a storm. Write a paragraph about how the storm affected you 
and those around you.

 Activity 2:

 “Clean snow lay over the back yard like a blank sheet of paper.” (page 69)

 When the storm was over, the women ran out and made snow angels in the 
clean snow. Jade and Dixie confided in each other, and realized they could 
redirect their lives. Imagine your life as a blank sheet of paper, as clean as snow. 
What images would you draw on it? What words would you write? What 
secrets would you confide? How would you redirect your life? Write down your 
thoughts and feelings. 

6. Sharla and Dixie talk about nicknames. Did you have a nickname when you 
were young? Do you have a nickname now? Think about a nickname you have 
had. How did you get the nickname? Who used that nickname when addressing 
you? How did you feel when people called you by the nickname? Write down 
your thoughts about your nickname in a paragraph or two.
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PROJECTS and ACTIVITIES

1. Relationships and the Media

 Have students think about how relationships are portrayed in the media (TV 
shows, movies, popular magazines, etc.). Then have students discuss to what 
extent the portrayal of relationships in the media reflects reality.

2. Draw Your Own Sociogram 

 Have students jot down a list of 10 to 12 important people in their lives. 
Then have them draw a sociogram including all the people on their list. After 
completing the sociogram, have students analyze their sociogram by considering 
the following questions: (a) Who was easy to describe? Who was difficult to 
describe. Why? (b) Which relationships were easy to describe? Which were 
difficult? Why? (c) Do the relationships between the people surprise me in any 
way? (d) Do the important people in my life make up one community of people, 
or more than one? How are these different communities defined? (e) Would I like 
to change the nature of the relationships among these people in any way? If yes, 
why, and how would I go about doing it?

3. Snow

 Write the word “snow” on the board. Have students brainstorm the words, 
thoughts, and feelings that come to mind. Then have students take photos of 
snow, cut out pictures of snow from magazines, or search for images of snow 
online that show the many faces of snow. Have the students make a collage of 
snow.

4. The Five Love Languages by Gary Chapman (1992) 

 This book discusses five ways people express their love to each other: speaking 
words of affirmation; spending quality time with their partner (i.e., full, undivided 
attention); giving (thoughtful) gifts; through acts of service (e.g., your partner has 
had a bad day, so you offer to both cook and clean up); through physical touch 
(hugs, holding hands, pats on the back, etc.). Have students brainstorm examples 
for each of the five ways of expressing love. Then have students think about (a) 
how they express love and (b) how they like to have love expressed to them.

5. Friendship

 Have students share their ideas on what friendship means. Ask students to choose 
a person who they see as being a close friend. Have students make a list of how 
they keep this friendship strong (e.g., talk on the phone every day; take turns 
bringing their kids to the park; celebrate birthdays). Encourage students to be as 
specific as possible. Then have students fill in the following chart:
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What did you do or say? When?

Describe the last time you 
were honest and open with 
your friend.

What was the last 
thoughtful thing you did 
for your friend?

Describe the last time you 
supported your friend’s 
hopes and dreams.

Describe the last time you 
helped your friend.

What was the last thing 
you and your friend 
enjoyed doing together?

Describe the last conflict 
you resolved with your 
friend.

After students have filled in the chart, have them think about the following questions:

(a) Were some parts of the chart easier to fill in than others? Explain why.

(b) Look at the “When?” column. Are the dates recent?

(c) Look at the list you completed before filling in the chart. Can you add to your list?

(d) Are there ways you can make your friendship with this person even stronger? If 
yes, how?
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FURTHER READING available from Grass Roots Press

If students liked this book, they might also enjoy:

In From the Cold, Deborah Ellis, Good Reads

Home Invasion, Joy Fielding, Good Reads 

Fair-Weather Friend, Patricia Scanlan, Open Door Series

Ripples, Patricia Scanlan, Open Door Series

Love among the Haystacks, D.H. Lawrence, Oxford Bookworms

Good Reads books are produced in partnership between  
Grass Roots Press and ABC Life Literacy Canada, with support 

from Human Resources and Skills Development Canada.


