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About the Book

Cathie Beck was in her late 30s and finally able to exhale after a lifetime of just trying to get by. A teenage mother 

harboring vivid memories of her own hardscrabble childhood, Cathie had spent years doing whatever it took to give her 

children the stability --- or at least the illusion of it --- that she?d never had. More than that, through sheer will and 

determination, she had educated them and herself too. With her kids in college, Cathie was at last ready to have some 

fun. The only problem was that she had no idea how to do it and no friends to do it with. So she put an ad in the paper 

for a made-up women's group: WOW?Women on the Way. Eight women showed up that first night, and out of that 

group a friendship formed, one of those meteoric, passionate, stand-by-you friendships that come around once in a 

lifetime and change you forever... if you?re lucky.

Discussion Guide

1. Why does Cathie feel the need to start a women?s group? What crossroads has she arrived at in her life? How does her 

children moving away from home change the way she feels about her place in society?

2. Cathie and Denise become fast friends, but their relationship is far from smooth, even at the beginning. In what ways 

do their personalities clash? In what ways do they complement one another? Why do you think their complex 

relationship ends up being so special?

3. Why does Cathie retell the story of applying for food stamps when her children are young? What does that story tell 

the reader about Cathie?s life as a young mother? What do we learn about her background, and how does it inform the 

woman we meet in the memoir?

4. Discuss issues of ownership as they are portrayed in the memoir (Cathie?s need to own a house, and Denise?s need to 

own garage sale bargains). What does owning material objects mean to each of the women? How do their different 
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backgrounds inform this need?

5. Denise and John have unique and unconventional marriage. How does Cathie feel about their relationship? Do you 

think she envies them, or pities them? What about the marriage works for Denise, and in what ways does the 

arrangement fail her? Do you think John and Denise are in love? Why or why not?

6. Cathie had very complicated, mixed feelings about Denise?s illness. In what ways does Cathie let Denise?s MS affect 

their friendship? Would you say that Cathie takes care of Denise when she is ill? In what ways does Denise?s MS 

frustrate and disappoint Cathie?

7. Discuss Cathie and Denise?s trip to Jamaica and Cuba. In what ways is the trip a turning point for both women? What 

do they each discover about themselves on the trip and what do they discover about one another?

8. Why does Cathie include the story of her visit to New York to see where Denise grew up? What does visiting 

Denise?s home, and meeting the women she grew up with tell us about Denise and her upbringing? Why does meeting 

these women have such a profound effect on Cathie?

9. Toward the end of the memoir, Cathie writes about her own mother, and the struggles she faced raising Cathie and her 

siblings. Is Cathie anything like her mother? In what ways does Cathie escape her families? legacy? In what ways does 

she continue where her mother left off? How does her family and her childhood haunt her into her adult life?

10. In the end, Cathie and Denise have a falling out and Cathie does not attend her friend?s memorial service. Do you 

think Denise orchestrated their rift to protect Cathie, as Cathie assumes? Do you think Cathie can really find closure?

11. Cheap Cabernet follows in a tradition of many great memoirs, novels, and movies about women?s friendships. How 

does this book fit in to that tradition? How is Cathie and Denise?s friendship unique from others you have read about or 

seen?

Author Bio

Cathie Beck is a Denver-based journalist and creative writer who has been, at various times, a baton-twirling teacher, a 

cocktail waitress, a secretary, and a writing teacher. This is her first book.

Critical Praise

"Beyond wonderful --- wickedly funny, poignant, and smart. Anyone who?s a fan of Mary Karr or Anne Lamott will 

find Cathie Beck?s Cheap Cabernet both laugh-out-loud hysterical --- and heartbreaking."
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