
 

 

  

     

 

      

Book Club 

Guide 

 

Named a Best Book 

of the Year by the 

Writers’ Trust of 

Canada, 2017 



2018 Goose Lane Editions  TSOS Book Club Guide, Page 1 

PRAISE FOR THIS SIDE OF SAD 

 

“A wry and visceral debut novel…a powerful story of longing, love, and what it means to be 

brave.” 

- Diane Schoemperlen, author of This Is Not My Life 

 

“As intimate as a best friend’s confession.” 

- Antanas Sileika, author of The Barefoot Bingo Caller 

 

“Smythe’s prose is powerful…. The author’s choice of narrative perspective ensures that 

this book is likely to provoke lively debate.” 

- Quill & Quire 

 

“Singularly fascinating.” 

- The Miramichi Reader 

  

“Sensitive and authentic, This Side of Sad brims with introspection, wry humour, and Karen 

Smythe’s signature literary grace. The story will remain rooted in your heart and mind.” 

- Danila Botha, author of For All the Men (and Some of the Women) I've Known 

 

“One of the most searing explorations of love and grief you will ever read.” 

- Ian Colford, author of Perfect World 

 

“A powerful and exonerating read.” 

- The Minerva Reader 

 

“This Side of Sad is a stunner.” 

- David Worsley (Words Worth Books), 49
th

 Shelf  
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ABOUT THIS SIDE OF SAD 

This novel portrays the inner life of a middle-aged woman, Maslen, in the 

aftermath of her husband James’s sudden death—which may or may not have 

been an accident. Their marriage had been in trouble for some time, ever since 

Maslen’s breast cancer diagnosis and James’s unexplained health problems 

ensued. Unable to move on from James’s death without understanding her 

own role in, and responsibility for, what happened, Maslen undertakes an 

excavation of her past and examines layer after layer of her life and her 

previous selves. We see her mind in motion, moving through and circling 

around her memories in a non-chronological manner. By forcing herself to 

remember her ex-fiancé, Ted, and her first love, Josh, Maslen reconstructs and 

analyzes the history of her heart; in the process, she learns that we build our 

identities through our relationships with others, and that we cannot leave our 

past selves behind if we are to carry on with our lives. While the book is about 

the complexities of a marriage, it is also about longing, time, memory, and the 

stories we tell ourselves about the people we love. 
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AUTHOR’S COMMENTARY 

When I began writing This Side of Sad, I knew I wanted to tell Maslen’s story in 

three strands, one for each of her three major romantic relationships. But after 

writing three chapters organized in a relatively traditional way, I became 

frustrated. The shape of the book was not letting me get at the crux of the 

issues I wanted to explore: the way we remember; the way we are shaped by 

those we love and those who love us; the different kinds of love people can 

feel for one another; and the difficult emotional truths we keep from others 

and, sometimes, from ourselves. The only way forward was to fragment the 

novel, so I took a pair of scissors to the printed pages I’d completed, and I cut 

out episodes that I knew were important to the novel. When I pinned them to 

the walls of my writing space, I was able to see what would fit and where: it 

became clear how to organize these vignettes so that they seemed to flow 

naturally from one to the next. I wanted to capture a mind remembering, the 

way it moves around in time, because we don’t remember in linear stories but 

in fragments, and there are gaps between these pieces of the past we hold 

onto. I wrote the rest of the novel in this episodic way, and it worked: it let me 

not only mimic Maslen’s mind, but also show her in the process of thinking 

about complex issues and ideas and emotions, and of changing her mind. By 

using this poetic kind of structure, I was able to write Maslen’s story in an 

authentic way.  
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TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION 

1. The author has Maslen tell her own story. What are the strengths and 

limitations of using the first-person voice for this particular novel? 

2. The novel focuses on Maslen’s adult life, but we glimpse what her 

childhood and family were like. What influence did Maslen’s mother 

have on her emotional development? 

3. Maslen contemplates and describes many Jewish customs that she 

respects and learns from. Discuss how the related imagery supports and 

develops the themes of the novel.   

4. Gina, recovering from an anesthetic, confesses that Maslen is her best 

friend. Friendship and its limitations is an underlying theme in the novel.  

a. What aspects of the sisters’ relationship made a deep and lasting 

impact on Maslen? on Maslen’s relationship with Anna, Gina’s 

daughter? 

b. What does the betrayal of her high-school friend, Jennifer, tell us 

about Maslen’s character?  

5. Talk about the cover and what you think it might suggest about the 

novel. 

6. What surprises does Maslen uncover about James? Josh? herself? 

7. Which character in the novel do you most strongly relate to? Why? 

8. Maslen says, “You think you’re immortal when you’re in your twenties; 

you think you’re both immortal when you’re in love” (28). Do you agree 

with this statement? Have you ever felt this way? 
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TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION 

9. “Fine fabric dresses worn several times by one person keep the imprint 

of that figure for decades. Such garments are diagnosed: they are said ‘to 

suffer from memory’” (213). Do you think this is a good analogy? In your 

own words, what does it mean “to suffer from memory”? 

10. Discuss a passage in the book that you found insightful or profound, and 

what impact it had on you. 

11. How do Maslen’s voice and character change over the course of the 

novel? 

12. What do you like about the structure of the novel? What challenges did 

it pose? 

13. In several scenes, Maslen contemplates what she sees in paintings. 

Discuss how she uses art to explore concepts of individuality, time, and 

creativity. 

14. Why is Finding One’s Way with Clay so important to Maslen? To the 

novel?  

15. Why does James build a stone wall at the farm he and Maslen bought 

after his retirement?  

16. What does the title mean? 

17. The ending of TSOS is ambiguous. Why do you think the author closes 

the novel with Maslen at the farm, walking toward the trees? What do 

you think will happen next? 

18. Share your thoughts on how reading this novel has changed your own 

ideas about relationships, memory, or love.  
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR  

Credit: John Wills Photography 

Born in Winnipeg and raised in Toronto, Karen 

Smythe currently lives in Guelph, Ontario. She is the 

author of a story collection, Stubborn Bones, and the 

ground-breaking study Figuring Grief: Gallant, 

Munro, and the Poetics of Elegy. Karen holds a B.A. 

in English from the University of Western Ontario, 

and her MA and PhD degrees are from the University 

of Toronto. She has been a university professor, 

a registrar, and a senior policy analyst, and she now 

writes full time. To learn more, visit 

www.karensmythe.weebly.com. 

 

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER 

 

Goose Lane Editions is Canada's oldest independent 

publisher. For more than 60 years, the people at 

Goose Lane have believed in the power of words to 

inspire, to change, to enlighten; that the pen can be 

more powerful than the sword; that ideas writ large 

are the most important resource on this small 

planet; and that stories both show who we are and 

who we might become — one word at a time.  

To learn more, visit www.gooselane.com.  



This Side of Sad 
a novel by Karen Smythe 

 

Available at your local independent bookstore, Chapters, Indigo, Coles,  

or online at www.gooselane.com.  

 

Learn more about the book and author, or download a PDF of this 

Book Club Guide at www.karensmythe.weebly.com. 


