


Reading Group Discussion Questions

1. Reread the opening quote on Loving the Wrong Person and discuss its relevance to 
the novel.  Is Dan the wrong person for Mary?  When does she accept him as the 
person who is wrong “in just the right way?”

2. Does the author write in a way that is readable and insightful, and if so, how does she 
achieve this?

3. Is Mary a reliable narrator? Be sure to discuss her skills and struggles as an 
investigator.

4. The earthquake is used as a reference point throughout the novel.  What does it 
symbolize and what is its significance? 

5. What specific themes did the author emphasize? What do you think she is trying to 
get across to the reader?

6. What is the significance of the Murphy family plot?  How is death perceived by each 
of the main characters?

7. What do you think of Dan’s hatred for the IRS and the government generally?  What 
are his politics? 

8. Is Dan a sympathetic character?  Why or why not?

9. In general, does the author depict real and believable characters? Can you relate to 
their predicaments? To what extent do they remind you of yourself or someone you 
know?

10. Where is the line between privacy and secrecy in the novel?  Does secrecy make 
someone untrustworthy?  

11. Do Ralph and Minnie have a good marriage?  What about Dan and Mary?

12. Loyalty is contested in almost every relationship in Family Plots.  What makes 
someone loyal?  Discuss the (dis)loyalty of some of the following characters: Kevin, 
Dan, Mary, Rachel, Jimmy, Richard, Minnie, Ralph, Harry, and Mike.  

13. Discuss how traditional notions of family are complicated and refused throughout the 
novel.  



14. Does Mary’s return to drug use say something essential about her? About her 
relationship with Dan?  Does it appear that the author condones or discourages this 
behavior? Use evidence from the text.

15. Discuss how the novel would be different if the main characters were of another 
socio-economic class. 

16. When Mary challenges Dan about suspicious behaviors or occurrences, he always has 
an explanation.  What textual clues prevented you from trusting him fully? 

17. After seeing how Mary’s parents and their decisions shaped her desires and choices, 
what kind of life would you predict for Rachel?

18. Jamie and Harry have same-sex partners and Dan and Mary perform a wedding that is 
not state-sanctioned.  How else does queerness figure in the novel?  

19. On page 92, Dan says, “Sometimes it’s best to take a live lobster and drop it into 
boiling water, so it doesn’t know what hit it. Other times you want to lift it gently, 
ease it in a pot of tepid water, and turn up the heat slowly—so by the time it starts to 
feel uncomfortable, it’s already half cooked.”  Discuss the significance of this quote 
to the story.

20. Visit a few places in the text where Mary does her daily affirmations and then discuss 
their significance to those scenes and the story as a whole.  

21. What do Dan’s prostate cancer and his fear of surgery signify?  In what ways is he 
already impotent?  

22. Mary and Minnie are constantly sneaking off to smoke cigarettes, and Mary works for 
an arson investigator.  Create a different outcome of the story that involves a fire.

23. Does the author successfully manage to show Mary changing or evolving throughout 
the course of the story? If so, what events trigger such changes?

24. Discuss the ending. Was it satisfying to you? Why or why not?

25. Has reading this book changed your opinions of love, death, or tax evasion?



Writer’s Group Supplemental Questions

1. How did the label of "pulp faction" affect your reading?  Is it different from reading 
fiction or nonfiction, and if so, how?

2. Do you think this combination openly blurring the boundaries of fact and fiction 
hurt the author’s chance of traditional publication?

3. What were the strengths of the book in terms of marketability?

4. What were the weaknesses of the book in terms of marketability?

5. Review the attached query letter with the knowledge that each of its recipients 
requested the entire manuscript. What aspects of this letter that you should consider 
incorporating into your own attempts at gaining the attention or agents and/or 
publishers?

6. Do you think that a kick-butt query letter is all that’s necessary to get the attention 
of publishers, or does the reputation of the agent play a larger role?

7. Do you agree with the positive remarks made by the rejecting publishers that are 
enumerated on the back cover of the book?

8. What do you suspect were the top reasons cited for rejection of this manuscript? 
(Rejection letters are attached BUT NO CHEATING, come up with your own 
reasons first!)

9. Once you’ve reviewed the rejections, discuss your opinion about the level of 
professionalism of each rejecter. For example, are they cruel, kind, dismissive, 
thoughtful? What is their quality of rejection and how can that help or hurt an 
author’s progress?

10. Do you think the reasons are valid or do you believe that book publication is 
arbitrary and subjective? State evidence for your answer.

11. Do you think this book should be allowed to live by selling its body for the amount 
of $18.95 a pop?

12. Will you write the author a note sharing some of the insights from your discussion? 
If so, contact her at movingon@mydreamisdeadbutimnot.com.
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The Query Letter for Family Plots

Dear EDITOR,

We are delighted to offer you Mary Patrick Kavanaugh’s FAMILY PLOTS: LOVE, 
DEATH, AND TAX EVASION for consideration.  FAMILY PLOTS is a fresh and funny 
autobiographical novel about a young mother trying against all odds to create a normal 
family life with her new husband, a criminal attorney, who—it turns out—is committing 
a few crimes of his own. 

Kavanaugh gives us a wry, unsentimental account of a marriage barreling toward 
calamity. In an attempt to find romance, family, and financial stability, Mary stumbles 
into a world of pseudonyms, fake weddings, and hidden bank accounts. Events that land 
many of the players into the family cemetery plot also reveal unexpected secrets and 
stashes that manage, in small ways, to transform a tale of seeming tragedy into one of 
surprising healing and redemption. The fictional Mary emerges a stronger, wiser woman 
in charge of her life and her money. 

Darkly comic and highly cinematic, FAMILY PLOTS has an irrepressible spirit 
reminiscent of Elizabeth Gilbert’s memoir EAT, PRAY, LOVE and a cast of lovable but 
ethically-challenged characters that would blend in well on the set of the popular 
Showtime series “Weeds.”

Here’s what Lolly Winston, bestselling author of Good Grief and Happiness Sold 
Separately had to say about FAMILY PLOTS: “Mary Patrick Kavanaugh tells her story 
with such unabashed honesty and rapier-sharp humor that she had me hooked from page 
one. This is one of those ‘you couldn’t make this stuff up’ kind of books that makes you 
think ‘that’s awful’ while you’re laughing out loud. But beneath the wonderful wit in this 
dark comedy is a layer of poignancy that takes my breath away. In the end, it’s about all 
the crazy things we do for love.”

Kavanaugh’s stories have been published in West Magazine, Alligator Juniper, Room of 
One’s Own, and a variety of newspapers. She has written on topics ranging from marriage 
and parenting to recreational drugs and death. She received the 2003 nonfiction award 
from the Soul Making Literary Competition sponsored by the American Pen Women and 
honorable mention in 2004. She is a licensed private investigator and holds an MFA in 
Creative Writing from the University of San Francisco. 

Since you have been chosen as part of a select first submission for FAMILY PLOTS, 
please let us know by (insert date) if you would like to receive the full manuscript. 

Warm regards,



Reader/Writer Groups interested in seeing the text from the 
rejection letters may do so by contacting the author at 

mary@mydreamisdeadbutimnot.com.

Until then, a lively discussion about why YOU think it was 
rejected could prove interesting to compare to actual rejections.

Thanks!
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