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1. Thomas begins his novel with two epigraphs, one from Stanley Kunitz and one from King Lear. 

Did the epigraphs inform your reading of the novel? How did they relate to each of the members 

of the Leary family? Why do you think Thomas chose to use the phrase we are not ourselves, 

taken from the King Lear epigraph, as the title of his novel?  

 

2. When Eileen is growing up, she’s aware that “men were always quieting down around her father” 

(pp. 3–4), whom “everybody called…Big Mike” (p. 6). Describe Big Mike. Why does he 

command so much respect from the outside world? Does this influence Eileen’s behavior? In 

what ways? How does Big Mike’s legend compare with the reality of what he is like when he is 

at home with Eileen and her mother?  

 

3. Even after Eileen buys the apartment building from the Orlando family, she’s obsessed with the 

idea of owning her own house. Why is this so important for Eileen?  

 

4. When Eileen enters nursing school “she knew that even if nursing wasn’t the field she’d have 

chosen, she’d been training for it without meaning to from an early age” (p. 38). Describe 

Eileen’s childhood. How have Eileen’s experiences with her mother helped prepare her for the 

job? Occasionally Eileen feels the instructors are “treating her with something like professional 

courtesy” (p. 38), and it makes her think of the way men in the neighborhood treat her father. 

Why? And why does this make her uneasy?  

 

5. When Ed turns down an offer to be the chairman of his department, he tells Eileen, “It’s all about 

having the right ambition” (p. 85). What does Ed think the “right” ambitions are? Why is Eileen 

so upset that he has turned down the job? How does his ambition conflict with Eileen’s?  

 

6. After Ed has lost his temper and “flipped out” on Connell, Eileen tells him that “it had better not 

[happen again]. I don’t give a damn what your father did to you. That boy’s not him” (p. 186). 

Why do you think Ed is so reticent to talk about his relationship with his own father? Does Ed’s 

relationship with his father inform his parenting style with Connell? If so, in what ways?  

 

7. On moving day, when Eileen arrives at her new house, “Her first thought as she took in the house 

through the window as that it didn’t look the way she’d remembered it” (p. 278). Contrast 

Eileen’s memory of her new house with the reality of what it looks like. What accounts for the 

change in the way that Eileen views the house? Why is she so baffled when her movers ask her 

where they should place her belongings within it?  

 

8. Connell attends one of Ed’s classes in order to complete a school assignment. Describe Connell’s 

experience in the classroom. Although Connell is unnerved by his time in Ed’s classroom, he 

keeps his word to Ed and decides not to tell his mother how strange it had been. Why do you 

think Connell chooses to keep this information to himself? Do you agree with his decision to do 

so? When Ed apologizes to Connell, Connell tells him, “It’s all right…I already know what kind 

of teacher you are. You teach me every day” (p. 162). How does Ed teach his son?  

 

9. Who is Bethany? Do you think her friendship with Eileen is healthy? Why or why not? Why does 

Eileen agree to accompany Bethany to the faith healer? Compare and contrast Eileen’s 

experiences with Vywamus with her experience going to a therapist. Why does Eileen think that 



going to the faith healer is “better than therapy” (p. 444)? Do you think going to the faith healer 

has helped Eileen? How?  

 

10. Ed is reluctant to attend a party with Eileen at the home of one of her colleagues and tells her, 

“They’ll never know the real me” (p. 393). What does he mean? Were you surprised by Ed’s 

diagnosis? Were there any instances of foreshadowing in the novel that led you to anticipate what 

Ed’s illness was? What were they? Who do you think is “the real” Ed?  

 

11. When Connell tells his friend Farshid that he and his family will be moving and expresses 

reticence about it, Farshid tells him, “You just need to reinvent yourself” (p. 240). Do you agree 

with Connell that “I have to invent myself before I can reinvent myself”? (p. 240). Why does 

Connell tell his mother that he wants to move even though he’s ambivalent about the prospect? 

What does moving into a new house mean to each member of the Leary family?  

 

12. When it comes to dating, Eileen would “rather be alone than end up with a man who was afraid” 

(p. 51). What traits is Eileen looking for in a partner? How does Ed measure up to Eileen’s ideal 

partner? Were you surprised that she ends up marrying him? Eileen sees them as “coconspirators 

in a mission of normalcy” (p. 124). What does she mean? Describe their relationship. How does it 

evolve?  

 

13. After Ed gets sick, Connell avoids going back home. Why is he so afraid of going home? Connell 

tells Eileen that caring for Ed is “too hard for me. It’s too much” and that “I’m not you…That’s 

the problem right there” (p. 466). How does Eileen react? Is she justified? Compare and contrast 

the way that both Eileen and Connell deal with their sick parents. In what ways, if any, are they 

alike?  

 

14. After Ed’s diagnosis, Eileen takes “a third path, the pragmatic one. It hadn’t happened for a 

reason, by they would find something to glean from it anyway” (p. 382). What does Eileen’s 

reaction tell us about her character? Describe your first impression of Eileen. Did you like her 

initially? Did your impression of Eileen change as you read on? In what ways and why?  

 

15. Eileen’s mother tells her, “Don’t ever love anyone. All you’ll do is break your own heart” (p. 12). 

Why does she offer this advice to Eileen? In what ways has Eileen’s mother’s heart been broken? 

Do any of the other characters in WE ARE NOT OURSELVES suffer heartbreaks? What has 

caused those instances of suffering? 


