1. Do you believe Red the Twit’s accusations? Why or why not? Why do you think Our Woman was so influenced by them?

2. Take a look at the scenes where Our Woman is talking to Grief, the counselor. (Pages 7-8, 77, 119-34, 150-53, 165-69, and 215-17.) What do we learn about Our Woman from these scenes? What is the effect of revealing facts in this way? 
Followup: Do you think Grief is a good counselor? Why or why not? 

3. Memory, especially in times of sadness or grief, isn’t always linear. It jumps around. It free associates, and Malarky is written much the same way. Discuss the episodic structure of the book. For example: in what order do we learn about the events leading to Jimmy’s death? Her husband’s death? Does this jumping around add or take away from your understanding of Our Woman’s grief?
4. The two most troubling ideas Our Woman encounters—the affair between her husband and Red the Twit, and her son’s homosexuality—are both things she refuses to discuss. She never confronts her husband about Red until the day of his death, and when Jimmy tries to tell her about his sexuality, she cuts him off: “I know you’ve something to say to me,” she says, “so we can make this easy. I’ll give you my response right now plain and simple and there’ll be no need for you to say it all.”

In short, Our Woman almost never asks about the things she most wants to know. Why do you think that is? How would her life have been different if she could have confronted her husband or her son? Do you think we struggle with a similar code of silence in North America, and if so about what subjects?

5. Malarky is set near a small town called Ballina in the west of Ireland. Some have said, though, that this story could be set anywhere. Do you agree or disagree? Could it have happened in your town?

6. Some people suggest that the “acting out,” or erratic behaviour, that Our Woman exhibits in Episode 17, is more likely to happen when a person feels trapped in a situation they are powerless to change. Do you agree? Why might Our Woman feel trapped by her situation? Have you ever felt like acting out in a similar way yourself? 

7. What on earth do you make of Halim? Why do you think Our Woman finds him attractive (if she does)? Why does he find Our Woman attractive (if he does)? 
8. On the last page of the novel Jimmy says he brought his lover home to show his mother that a man could love him back. At the same time, Jimmy knew his behaviour was provocative: “If there’s no way round it,” his mother had told him, “don’t bring it home to me here ever. I can’t have it across my door. It’d kill yer father.”

What do you think Jimmy was trying to accomplish by disobeying his mother? If you were Jimmy, would you have done the same? 
9. Do you know anyone in your life like Our Woman? Do you think the world would be a better place if more people acted the way she did? Why or why not?
10. There’s a long history in literature of people pretending to be crazy. The ancient Greeks wrote about Odysseus, who faked madness to avoid going to the Trojan War, and it happens all the time in Shakespeare (think of Hamlet, who feigns madness to spy on his Uncle, or Edgar, who pretends to be a witless beggar in order to follow and protect King Lear). 

The trouble is that sometimes, acting mad can turn into actually being mad. At what point does Our Woman lose her mind, if indeed she does?  
11. Though we don’t see a lot of them directly, we are led to believe Our Woman’s friends play a big role in her life. “Not a day passed that several of them didn’t meet,” we’re told: “They were like tight ligaments in each other’s life” (11). Our Woman, however, is very careful about how she presents herself to them, and at one point says: 

It was important to keep the girls in my gang calm. I was strategic. I phoned. I called in. I had to keep them all calm. I had a tactic for each of them … The way to keep them out of my kitchen was to be in theirs.

Why does Our Woman have such difficulty being open with her friends? What happens when she tries? Compare Episode 8 to Episode 20. 
Follow-up:

How do you imagine Our Woman might interact with her friends if she were using a social media site, like FaceBook or Twitter?  For example, think about what might happen if Patsy posted an innocent picture of her son and Jimmy on FaceBook. How would Our Woman respond?

12. Which of the sex scenes in Malarky do you find the strangest? Did any repulse you? Entice you? Why do you think the sex in this book is so peculiar (if you think it is)?
13. When Our Woman is hospitalized, she develops an obsession with the co-patient she calls Beirut. The strength of her attachment at first seems surprising. Why does she want to stay in the hospital to be near him? Have you ever witnessed similar attachments develop between patients in a hospital, or residents of a nursing home? 
