TWICE IN A
LIFETIME
DISCUSSION GUIDE

1

Isla uproots herself from Chicago to the St. Louis area because of
burnout and her mother passing away. Where would you go if you
wanted to start over somewhere else?

2

Isla and future Ewan communicate via text message. If this novel took
place in a different time period (such as a historical time period or far
in the future), what would be the communication method instead?

3

Isla devalues her painting in the beginning because she doesn’t think it’s
“good enough.” Are the activities and hobbies we enjoy only worthwhile
if we excel at them?

4
5
6

Do you think the timelines merge each time something changes (and
therefore erases the original timeline) or did Isla create a new timeline
that branches off from the original?

Do you think Isla made the right choice in the end?

Isla’s relationship with her father is a rocky one, and it isn’t resolved by
the end of the novel. This is primarily because not all relationship issues
with family can be neatly resolved. Instead, Isla learns how to express a
boundary with her father that’s healthy for her. What is a time where
you’ve had to express a boundary with a family member or a loved one?

7

Isla always assumed that if someone loved her in just the right way, she
would no longer struggle with suicidal ideation. She finds out that this
isn’t true because her wellbeing and happiness doesn’t depend on
another person. What other assumptions do we tend to make about our
loved one’s responsibility to us for our own happiness?

8

Ewan from the future assumed that Isla’s suicide was solely triggered by
the car accident that gives her a traumatic brain injury. Do you think
that’s true? Do you think he was misguided?

Part of Isla’s growth is learning how to be honest about her mental

9

illnesses, and to ask for and accept help when it’s given. Opening up to
Ewan about her attempted suicide in the past is cathartic for her. What
role does the stigma around suicide and mental illness play in the silent
suffering that Isla frequently mentions and grapples with?

Q&A WITH THE
AUTHOR

Q: Where did you get the idea for Twice in a
Lifetime?

From a wrong number text, actually! I received a text
message from an unknown number, and the guy on
the other end insisted that he had the right number
when I told him otherwise. I asked him who he was,
and he said, “your husband.” In reality, he was
texting his wife from a friend’s phone and
transposed two of the digits and got me instead. We
had a good laugh about it, but his initial response –

Melissa Baron

“who is this?” “your husband” – stuck with me. What would happen if an
unsuspecting, very single woman received this text and it was the husband she
just didn’t have yet? And the plot was born.

Q: How much experience do you have with Isla’s anxiety and depression?
Quite a bit. I essentially gave Isla my panic attacks, anxiety
disorder, and depression. This novel was very therapeutic
for me, because Isla allowed me the opportunity to work
through and revisit my own issues. My panic attacks were
so severe in high school and college that I almost didn’t
graduate either. Isla’s path forward to gaining the coping
skills and support network that will help her weather her
panic attacks, anxiety, and depression in the future is
similar to the path forward I took throughout my 20s and
into my early 30s. At the end of the day, there is no guarantee for anything in
Isla’s future, and there is no “cure.” But through the future version of Ewan, Isla
begins to exercise autonomy and decides for herself what she wants her life to
look like, with her mental illnesses and physical conditions – not without them.

Q: What was the most difficult part of writing this novel?
Writing Isla’s panic attacks and catastrophic thinking patterns was difficult for
me. It’s a familiar headspace, but it’s a heavy one to be in, and my mind would
have a hard time switching it “off” when I was done writing.

Q: What is your writing process like?
It

depends

on

the

story.

Certain

novels

require

full,

structured

outlines

chapter-by-chapter to help keep me on track, but others are more of a
mystery to me, and spring to life as I write them down. I
may have general ideas of the story’s major milestones,
but I don’t know how they get there – it’s just as much
of a surprise to me as it is for the characters. To be
honest, I should be outlining more, but it really does
depend on the story.

Q: What was the original working title of the book?
Every Line is a Circle.

PLACES TO VISIT
St. Louis

Ewan lives in St. Louis, and Isla works there. Here are the places that they visited
in the book that you should visit, too!

EATS
Rise coffee The coffee shop where Isla and Ewan first meet. Isla likes the toddy
cold brew, and Ewan’s mainstay is the classic drip coffee with a touch of cream
and too much sugar.

Rooster

Ewan recommends Rooster to Isla when they first officially meet at the

café. Ewan particularly enjoys the matcha mint latte and crepes.

Seoul Taco

Jun-su and Tae-seok order tacos from here the night Ewan comes

over for a visit.

The Shack This

is Mrs. Ahn’s favorite breakfast spot in St. Louis, where she can

indulge in her love of waffles and omelets. The boys take her here for her
birthday.

ACTIVITIES
Gateway Arch Isla goes up the
Gateway Arch with her coworkers after
work. A fun way to see a bird’s eye view
of the city!

Missouri Botanical Garden Tae-seok
works at the botanic gardens as a
horticulturist, and Isla and Ewan have
their first official date here.

Contemporary Art Museum Isla visits
the Contemporary Art Museum with her
coworkers in her efforts to do more things
that interest her in a setting she’s
comfortable with.

Red Flag This is Ewan’s favorite place
tosee metal shows in the city, and where
he goes for a concert with Tae-seok and
Jun-su.

Hannibal
Isla does some fun tourism in the small town of Hannibal, Missouri. Here’s a list of
all the places she went to.

EATS
LaBinnah Bistro Isla and Ewan have brunch with Isla’s father at this restaurant.
Java Jive Isla likes to visit this coffee shop when she’s in Hannibal. She’s fond of
the charmingly mismatched furniture.

ACTIVITIES
Mark Twain's Boyhood Home Isla visits Mark Twain’s childhood home during
her first venture into Hannibal.

Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer statue Isla is admiring the statue of Huck
Finn and Tom Sawyer when Willow calls her to thank her for sending a care
package.

Rockcliffe Mansion This gilded age mansion overlooking the Mississippi River is
the bed and breakfast/museum that Isla toured with her coworkers, Janelle and
Eleanor.

Mark Twain Cave Complex Ewan takes Isla to these caves for quite an
adventure. You can do walking tours of the Mark Twain and Cameron caves, or
you can do what Ewan and Isla did: the 3-hour adventure tour!

Mark Twain Riverboat Isla and her coworkers/new friends Eleanor and Janelle
take a sighting cruise on the Mississippi River during their Hannibal visit.

Chicago
These are all the places that Isla and Ewan visited during their long spring
weekend in Chicago.

EATS
Aba Isla takes Ewan to this Mediterranean restaurant in Fulton Market on their
first night in Chicago.

The Radler Isla and Ewan meet Willow for dinner at this German restaurant in
Logan Square.

Café Mustache Ewan mentions checking this café out the night he and Isla visit
Willow. It’s a great place to get some coffee, a snack, and catch a show.

MingHin Cuisine Isla takes Ewan to this Cantonese restaurant in Chinatown for
Dim sum, because it’s some of the best Dim sum in the city.

Batter & Berries This restaurant in Lincoln Park is Isla’s favorite for brunch, so
naturally she brings Ewan there. Her go-to order is the lemon French toast.

Jeni’s Ice Cream Isla promises to take Ewan here during their trip, and with
good reason: it’s some of the best ice cream in the city.

ACTIVITIES
Museum of Surgical Science Isla takes
Ewan here during their Chicago trip. She
figured that he would like to see an unusual
museum that focuses on the history of surgical
science, since he’s a physical therapist, and
she was right: he found it fascinating.

Field Museum Isla had to take Ewan here,
because the Field Museum is an iconic
Chicago museum that shouldn’t be missed.

Art Institute This is Isla’s favorite museum in
Chicago. As an impressionist painter, she
loves the Monet, Renoir, and Degas
collections.

Reggie’s Willow’s brother plays a show here that Isla and Ewan attend. Lucas is
in a sludge metal band called Edge of an Era, and they regularly play shows at
this small venue in the south loop, just east of Chinatown.

