Breastless in the City

Readers Group Guide Questions

1.  In the book’s foreword, Dr. Alexandra Heerdt says that the book has much to offer not only cancer patients and medical professionals, but others as well.  What prompted you to read this book?  What aspects of Cathy’s struggles did you identify with?  What did you take away from the book that you didn’t expect?  

2.  Cathy speaks of her intuition several times.  Sometimes her premonitions turn out to be correct, as in the case of her husband’s death and her diagnosis.  Other times they turn out to be wrong.  What is the role of intuition in this story?  What does it mean that Cathy often seems to ignore her intuition, including negative feelings about several of the men she meets?

3.  How does Cathy’s description of her father’s support as “both uncomfortable and comforting at the same time” serve as a symbol of her complex relationship with him?  What are some examples from the book that show the conflict in her feelings about him?  Compare Cathy’s reactions to the phrase “I love you” from the various men she dates to the scene in which she and her father make their own declaration of love.  

4.  Although Cathy describes Paul’s death in the first chapter, he continues to play an important role throughout the book.  Is it possible to have a relationship with a person who is no longer living, and if so, what causes it to evolve?  Discuss how Cathy’s relationship with Paul changes throughout the book, and think about the times he seems most present for her.

5.  The phrase “don’t worry” is repeated frequently throughout the book, uttered by Cathy’s mother, doctors, friends, coworkers, and boyfriends.  What is the significance of this repetition, and why do you think Cathy chose to emphasize it?  Do you find yourself using this phrase, or hearing others use it?  How does it affect you?  When we say “Don’t worry,” what might we really mean?

6.  Cathy goes on dates with a number of men over the course of the book—Paul, Steve, Alex, Dave, John, Rob, Kevin, Chris, Nick, and Lou.  What does Cathy expect from the men she dates?  How are her expectations similar or different from your own?  What struck you about her responses to the comments and actions of the men she described?    

7.  As she’s putting on her makeup before a date, Cathy wonders why she’s “putting herself through this.”  She acknowledges that she doesn’t expect men to be attracted to her, that she’s trying to “hold on to some sense of normalcy.”  Were you surprised that Cathy would continue to date while undergoing cancer treatment?  How did you feel about her decision to do so, and what does she appear to gain or lose as a result?

8.  Cathy wishes her mother’s response to the lump had been different.  She longs for her mother to tell her that “no matter what” the problem is, Cathy would be okay and her mother would “always be there” for her.  Cathy often seems disappointed with her mother’s reactions.  How does this affect Cathy’s relationship with her?  Have there been times when a parent or other loved one disappointed you with their response to you?  What do you wish they had said, and how might you have felt differently as a result?

9.  After finding the lump, Cathy puts off a doctor’s appointment for quite some time.  She writes that she “didn’t want to know the truth,” and hoped the problem “would go away.”  Many people respond this way to fears not only about their physical health, but a wide range of other problems.  Can you think of a time you or someone you know did something similar?  What helped you get past this fear?

10.  Cathy writes that her friends responded to the cancer diagnosis by saying, “’I’m sorry,’ which didn’t help a bit.”  What might they have said that would have been more helpful?  What would you say to a friend in Cathy’s situation?  Discuss why it might be so difficult for friends and family to know how to respond in cases like this, and what effects this might cause.

11.  In thinking about working with patients while receiving treatment, Cathy worries about “becoming one of them” and perhaps losing her professional distance.  Yet she also discovers a new perspective, finding that she better understands her patients and can connect with them because of her own experience.  Discuss her account of getting herself out of bed, against her doctor’s orders, in order to go to the bathroom on her own.  She says that “not peeing on myself” was more important in that moment than her own safety.  How might this statement sound to a medical professional?  Another patient?  How is this an important example of Cathy’s changing view of herself as both a medical professional and a patient?

12.  Cathy’s mom suggests that she must “tell herself” she’s fine in order to be fine.  Cathy describes wanting to believe this, but not being “capable” of the “mind-over-matter thing.”  To what extent do you agree with Cathy’s mom?  How important is mindset in fighting a disease like cancer?  Does Cathy’s view appear to change near the end of the book, as she develops healthier habits, including deep breathing and an improved diet?  

13.  Cathy describes cancer as “becoming [her] identity,” and doesn’t know how to avoid that happening.  Are there ways you think Cathy could have avoided this?  What separate aspects make up the “identity” she describes?  Discuss Cathy’s reports of her interactions with others who respond to her appearance, both strangers and friends, and how Cathy’s feelings about her physical body are related to her questions about her own identity.  

14.  Several times throughout the book, Cathy describes the “betrayal” or “loss of control” of her body.  Do you remember a time when you felt your body betrayed you?  How might this experience be different for a young person who becomes sick or injured, as opposed to an aging person who notices the differences more gradually?  Is there always an “instant” of betrayal, even during the gradual aging process?

15.  Cathy describes being “stripped of all the things that made me feel like a girl.”  How does this connect to her continuing quest to find the right relationship, and her sense that the cancer is taking over her identity?  Think about the scene in which Nick removes Cathy’s bandana while they’re having sex, which she describes as “the most invasive thing he could do.”  Discuss how Cathy’s shame about the evidence of her illness (her baldness, the fake breast) are related to the question of identity.

16.  When describing the loss of her hair, Cathy says the nurse hadn’t told her “how much [she] would shed before it all fell out.”  Do you remember a time when there were aspects of a medical or other procedure that you hadn’t been warned about that were unexpectedly upsetting?  Think about the experience of a medical professional, and what his or her goal might be.  How might he or she perceive a planned medical procedure very differently from a patient?  In what ways might the two differ in the information they’re likely to consider important?

17.  In describing her chemo treatments and the expected hair loss, Cathy says she “wasn’t used to seeing tragic days scheduled on [her] calendar.”  How are these kinds of tragedies different from the unexpected ones, like the loss of her husband or the sudden deaths of those who were killed on September 11, 2001?  In what ways do these types of tragedies affect Cathy differently?  Is it possible to say whether one is worse than the other, either for Cathy or in your own life experience?  

18.  Near the end of the book, Cathy remains very anxious about a recurrence of her cancer, and even fears Lou is having “some sort of rare heart attack” when he repeatedly holds his hand over his heart on the day he proposes to her.  She even sees each clean bill of health from her doctor as a “ticket to live for four months,” until the next round of tests.  Discuss the ways in which the tragedies that struck Cathy continue to affect her.  What might be some of the effects of her unique outlook on life?

19.  Reading accounts of serious injury or illness can sometimes provoke feelings about our own bodies, whether anxiety about experienced or potential problems, heightened awareness of our relative health, or another response altogether.  Did you notice any change in yourself as you read the book?  What questions, concerns, or thoughts arose for you, and how did you feel about them?  Were they frightening?  Reassuring?  

20.  Cathy uses art, including poetry, journaling, and photography, as an important way of reconnecting with life and coping with her illness.  In addition, she describes how i[2]y encourages creative expression as part of a full and balanced life.  Why might art be considered particularly important for those who have suffered from a potentially deadly illness?  Many people consider religion or spirituality to be important for individuals who have confronted death.  What might art and spirituality have in common?  How does this relate to Cathy’s belief that the pain she endured was “a way for [her] soul to learn and be ready for” Lou?  Are there negative experiences you’ve endured that you wouldn’t change, even if you could?  

