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Dear Readers, 

For me, every novel I write comes out of something that is haunting me, some issue I give to my 
characters in order to understand it. I was in a coma many years ago, but unlike Stella, I couldn’t 
remember the experience, because I was not expected to live and was given memory blockers. 
My only change coming out of coma was PTSD. My family, my friends, were too traumatized to 
remember for me, but I knew I had to heal. So I created a woman who could not only remember 
everything from coma, but also changed for the better because of it. 

I did years of research on coma, and to my surprise, I discovered that some people came out of 
coma suddenly and inexplicably able to speak fluent Mandarin or German. People woke to find 
they were now virtuosos on the piano or violin, or were fantastic artists. How was this possible? 

A neurology researcher told me that in coma, the brain can rewire, and we can actually become 
different people. And that is where With or Without You began. How would you feel if that hap-
pened to you? How would those you loved feel? And what would you think you owed someone 
you had loved if they were suddenly a new person? 

Stella’s experiences healed my trauma and put life into perspective for 
me. And now, I am so thrilled and excited to think of you reading my 
book! I hope you fall in love with Stella, Simon, and Libby, and that like 
all of them, you find your own wondrous change. 

Warmly, 

 

Caroline Leavitt 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO HOST CAROLINE LEAVITT 
 AT YOUR BOOK CLUB? 

Caroline is offering free Skype or Zoom author events for groups of 8 
or more who read her novel before February 2021. Caroline will also be 
offering special door prizes of hand-painted-by-her stickers to partic-
ipants who order her book. To arrange a Skype or Zoom session with 
your book club, bookstore, library, or classroom, please visit caroline-
leavitt.com or email carleavitt@hotmail.com. 
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

1.  Caroline Leavitt’s novel is really about how no one and 
nothing stays the same, and that these changes can 
happen in a heartbeat. Even if Stella had not fallen into 
coma, she would have changed. Even if Simon had not 
had to give up his gig, things would have changed. Since 
changes in relationships are almost inevitable, how 
do you think the dynamics between Stella and Simon 
would have altered even if she had not ended up in 
coma and emerged as a different person? Do you think 
the relationship would have endured? Why or why not? 

 2.  Leavitt, who was once in a coma, did a great deal of 
research on personality change of people after coma. 
She learned that, like her, many coma survivors do not 
suffer brain damage or a regular personality change, but 
in some cases, brains really do rewire and people come 
out of coma with incredible new talents. Some survi-
vors can speak fluent languages they never knew before; 
some can paint or are violinist virtuosos. Others, like 
Stella, come out of coma with not only an altered per-
sonality but also with a remarkable new talent and an 
ability to draw on heretofore unknown inner strength. 
How does knowing this science change your own views 
about the human brain and how much of it we don’t 
really understand? How does this scientific knowledge 
affect what you think of as your own limitations? 

3.  The idea of home plays a big part in With or Without 
You. Simon hates his parents’ Woodstock summer home 
because it was the scene of his humiliation and failure 
as a kid trying to be a musician, but to his dismay, Stella 
loves it. Do you think that place really matters, that a 
home can really have energy and personality, or do you 
think a house is just a house and what we make of it? 

4.  Leavitt has always said she likes novels that have  
“never-ending stories”—where the novel ends but  
you still have questions about what is going to happen  
to the characters. Those unfinished endings involve  
Stella, Simon, and Libby. What do you personally  
imagine might happen to each of them? What do  
you hope will happen? 

5.  There are two sections of the novel in which we hear 
from Stella while she is in coma. Obviously, Leavitt is 

drawing on personal experience and attempting to give 
the reader a sense of what that experience was like. Do 
you find these trips into the mind of a coma victim to be 
realistic? Do you feel that they give the novel—and Stella 
as a character—greater depth? Why or why not? 

6.  For Simon, success as a musician and recognition of his 
ability seems to be a major driving force, while Stella 
seems to have no interests beyond her work, the possi-
bility of having a child, and stability in her relationship. 
Why do you think the relationship has lasted as long as 
it has? Is it a case of “opposites attract,” or do you think it 
was doomed? Why? 

7.  For Leavitt, the past is often the prologue, containing 
wounds that have to be healed for people to become 
whole. Libby blames herself for someone’s death; Simon 
struggles under his father’s disapproval; Stella feels her 
parents loved each other more than they ever loved 
her. How do you think these “wounds” influence their 
actions, both with each other as well as in the directions 
their lives have taken? 

8.  A great deal of With or Without You is about what we are 
willing to do for the ones we love, and the ones who love 
us—and what the cost might be. Would there ever be a 
limit for you, when giving becomes too much? 

9.  Leavitt ends the book with these sentences: Listen. Any 
moment something amazing can happen. Some readers 
might find this strange, considering the catastrophes that 
occur in the book. What do you think Leavitt is really 
trying to say about life in the light of tragedy? 

10.  How do you feel about the 
decisions Stella made at the 
end of the story? Do you 
think she used the young 
writer, or was it a matter 
of their using each other? 
Likewise, did she use Si-
mon? How does the answer 
you feel strongest about 
affect how you feel about 
Stella as a character? 
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 STELLA’S FAVORITE PAINTERS 
Stella had no idea where her artistry came from 
after her coma, only that she could paint the inner 
lives of her subjects. However, she could never 
paint her own self-portrait, so is it any wonder 
that she was drawn especially to artists who could? 

1.  VAN GOGH: He was willing to show the pain in 
every brushstroke. 

2.  CHARLES CRUMB: The brother of underground 
cartoonist R. Crumb drew circles upon circles  
and could not allow any space to be blank. 

3.  FRIDA KAHLO: Kahlo’s self-portraits revealed 
her pain, longing, and artistry all at once. 

4.  ARTEMISIA GENTILESCHI: A contemporary  
of Caravaggio who, by 1620, was famous both 
for finding new meanings in biblical stories—
she always made the women strong and in com-
plete power—and for her own self-portraits, 
where she depicted herself with her mouth un-
covered and her eyes intent with fierce curiosity. 

5.  CHILDREN’S DRAWINGS: As Stella knew,  
children haven’t learned to censor themselves  
yet or adhere to any rules, and real life is always  
moving under every line they draw. 

Exploring Stella and Simon 

SIMON’S PLAYLIST 

A rock and roll star in the ’90s, Simon’s fame faded and he 
was desperate to recapture it. In his forties, he was more 
interested in songs that were emotional and personal to him. 
Head over to Spotify (https://spoti.fi/30x3Be2) to listen to all 
the tracks. 

 SIMON’S ’90S PLAYLIST 
“Good Riddance (Time of Your Life)” by Green Day

Simon loved this song because hey, it’s got ATTITUDE. It’s  
really a spiteful ballad and he’d find it fun to sing. 

“The Sidewinder Sleeps Tonite” by R.E.M. 
Simon loved the lyrics, which often don’t make sense at all  
but sound really smart. It’s about avoiding phone calls, which  
a famous star would relate to. 

“Black” by Pearl Jam 
A wail from Eddie Vedder’s heart about a woman leaving him 
behind. Any rock star would want to sing this because it would 
make the audience want the singer. 

 

SIMON’S CURRENT PLAYLIST 
“Living in a Ghost Town” by the Rolling Stones 

Simon listened to this song because it was exactly how he felt 
while trying to figure out his life. 

“First We Take Manhattan” by Leonard Cohen
This song was about fame and its discontents, something 
Simon surely knew about. And, of course, he was a student of 
Cohen’s gorgeous, smart lyrics. 

“Angel from Montgomery” by John Prine 
A song about a woman who feels older than she is but is still 
yearning for love, which is what Simon felt in his forties. 
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