
Exhale Book Club Discussion Guide 

Month: Everything I Never Told You by Celeste Ng 

* There may be spoilers in this. You’ve been warned! * 
 

Celeste Ng’s debut novel tells the 
story of a tragedy: a daughter gone 
missing, discovered dead in the 
bottom of the lake. But in order to 
find out what happened to Lydia, we 
have to read the story through the 
eyes of her family, the befores and 
afters, and how their worlds point to 
this moment and then diverge.  

On page 4, Lydia’s mother, Marilyn, is recounting how Lydia learned to walk. She turned around from her 
place at the kitchen counter, and saw Lydia in the doorway, walking. “The thought that flashed through 
her mind wasn’t How did I miss it? but What else have you been hiding?”  

Q1: When our babies are new, they feel such a part of us that it seems they cannot have secrets. But yet, 
they do. What small (or big!) thing has one of your children surprised you with knowing, that made you 
think “huh… I didn’t know you could do that”? 

Early on in the story we get a bit of information about Marilyn disappearing herself 11 years earlier. But 
we don’t learn how or why for many more chapters.  

Q2: Do you think this foreshadowing works in light of the fact that we know Lydia is dead and there’s no 
possibility of her coming back?  
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“How had it begun? Like everything: with mothers and fathers…  
Because more than anything, her mother had wanted to stand out;  
because more than anything, her father had wanted to blend in.”  

- p. 25



“It doesn’t seem right to do anything but wait. The children stay home from school. Television, magazines, 
radio: everything feels frivolous in the face of their fear.” - p. 23 

Q3: There are certain moments in life where it seems like there is no appropriate response, no “next right 
thing”. Have you ever experienced one? What did you do? And would you do the same today?  

On pages 25-27 we get Marilyn’s story of wanting to be a chemist and finding that the 1950s just 
wouldn’t not allow a woman to do so. Ng does a swift, concise job of showing us the ways in which 
Marilyn had to fight to be allowed to follow her dream, the sexism that she faced with each new turn. The 
patronizing comments of her high school principal end with telling Marilyn she would be a distraction to 
the boys in shop class. Ng writes “He meant it as a compliment, she knew. But she also knew that it 
wasn’t.”  

Q4: What are some compliments you have received that weren’t actually compliments the more you 
thought about it? Would those have been directed to you if you were not a woman?  

“It would bother Marilyn for the rest of her life, that her mother had been right.” - p. 30  

Q5: In what ways was your own mother right about something that still irks you to this day?  

Q6: As a mom, what do you know you are right about that your kids just will not give in to?  

Marilyn is drawn to James because she thinks “He understands. What it’s like to be different” (p. 36). And 
a couple of pages later, we find out that James falls for Marilyn because “she blended in so perfectly” (p. 
38).  

Q7: Have you ever been drawn to someone because you shared something “different” in common?  

Q8: Have you ever been drawn to someone in a new environment because they look like they already fit 
there?  
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Raised by Chinese immigrants in the all-white environment of an Iowa private school, James has never 
felt at home, even after seven years of being at Harvard. “He still found himself shifting in his seat, as if at 
any moment someone might notice him and ask him to leave.” - p. 45  

But with Marilyn, James feels “home.”  

Q9: Is there a person or place that makes you feel most at home? Why is that?  

“It will be there forever, the lake: every time they leave their house, they will see it.” - p. 58 

Q10: This is a hard question to ask, and a hard question to answer: If a tragedy like this happened to your 
family, would you be able to keep living in the same place, seeing that same lake? Why or why not?  

James reads the autopsy report following Lydia’s funeral, and he doesn’t ever want Marilyn to know that 
he did, what happened to their daughter underwater, “No details to catch in the crevices of her mind” (p. 
70).  

Q11: As “creatives”, we often intentionally look for the details that others miss, details that take up 
residence in our mind until we can execute them in some way.  What effect do you think that has on how 
we move through the world?  

Q12: Do you think James is better able to handle the details as a historian than Marilyn would be as an 
almost-doctor? Why or why not?  

Q13: Why do you think all of Lydia’s diaries are blank (page 74)? 
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On page 77, Marilyn considers going back to school, but can’t imagine what the path to becoming a 
doctor would look like with small children in tow. “How could she study when dinner needed cooking, 
when Nath needed to be tucked in, when Lydia wanted to play?”  

Q14: How do you answer these questions in your own creative life?  

“She thought of her mother, the life her mother had wanted for her, the life her mother had hoped to lead 
herself: husband, children, house, her sole job to keep it all in order. Without meaning to, she’d acquired 
it.” - p. 78  

Q15: Do you think Marilyn resents her life more because it’s what her mother wanted for her, or because 
it’s exactly what she didn’t want for herself ?  

As Marilyn cleans out her mother’s house, she becomes “Furious at the smallness of her mother’s 
life” (page 83).  Later, she reads through the cookbook over and over again, “steeling herself with her 
mother’s small and lonely life” (page 97).  

Q16: If you are the primary caretaker of your family, does your life feel small? Why? or Why not?  

Q17: If that’s not a feeling you welcome, what do you do to combat it? Does it help?  

Q18: Her mother’s cookbook acts as a talisman of sorts in Marilyn’s life. Do you think she would have 
done what she did — ran away to attend college — had she not found that cookbook at her mother’s 
house?  
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There’s a gorgeous passage on page 96 where Marilyn sits in the waiting room of the hospital, watching 
the competent Dr. Wolff do her rounds thinking “I could have done that.” Ng writes: “The hypothetical past 
perfect, the tense of missed chances.”  

Q19: Do you have something you think about in past perfect? An “if only”? What is it? And does your 
current life keep you from doing it? How do you feel about it?  

When Marilyn faints in the parking lot and ends up back at home she knows this: “… she would see her 
children’s faces, and there would be a new baby, and — she admitted it to herself slowly, with an ache more 
painful than her hand — she would never have the strength to leave them again” (page 144).  

Q20: Why do you think this is? Why was she able to leave the first time, but not again?  

On page 147, Marilyn turns her attention to Lydia, promising to help her “do everything she was capable 
of,” which in Marilyn’s mind is to be a female doctor, to turn the tide against the stereotype of men in 
medicine. As we learn, this means forcing science and medicine and advanced classes on a Lydia who is 
eager to please the mother who has just returned, who has promised to do everything she asked if only she 
would come home.  

Q21: This is an extreme case, of course, but how do we extrapolate our own vanquished dreams onto our 
children? Did your parents do this with you — or did you witness it with your partner or a sibling? How 
do we actively refrain from this pattern of behavior as parents?  
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“Hannah’s body knows all the secrets of silence.” - p. 103 

“Years of yearning had made her sensitive… She recognized it at once: love, one-way deep adoration that 
bounced off and did not bounce back careful, quiet love that didn’t care and went on anyway. It was too 
familiar to be surprising.” - p. 211 

Largely missing from this discussion guide — and, in some ways, the book — is Hannah, the youngest 
sister of the family. I feel immense amounts of sadness throughout the book for Hannah, as she is left to 
deal with Lydia’s disappearance and death very much on her own.  

Q22: In what ways does Hannah serve as a narrator for this story?  

“It had not been science that Lydia had loved.” - p. 247 

That line gutted me. Marilyn realizes that she has shoved all this learning at Lydia thinking she loved it, 
but now knows that she had loved her mother, not the experiments or the books or the expectations.  

Q23: In what ways do we think we are giving our children what they need, when really they are asking for 
something else?  

“Just a problem of geography, he thought, with the confidence of someone who had never yet tried to free 
himself of family.” - p. 263  

Ng writes this of Nath as he is away at his preview weekend at Harvard. He says something cutting to 
Lydia over the phone, something that begins to sever the understanding they have always had, of her 
being the planet that their family orbited around and bearing the brunt of the attention, even when Nath 
and Hannah needed or wanted it instead. Nath believes that escaping to Harvard will be his saving grace, 
getting away from the family that hems him in — that shuns his love of astronauts, that ignores his 
greatest moments in favor of Lydia’s.  

But we all know that it’s not so simple. As someone who did leave home at 17, who moved out and to 
another state and never slept under my childhood roof again, I know geography doesn’t change everything, 
can’t even come close.  

Q24: Has there been a moment in your own life where you thought geography would alter it for the 
better? When you thought you could walk away from a past hurt and into a new future? What did that 
look like?  
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Hannah pushes Nath in the lake to break up the fight with Jack, and Nath tries to let go, to escape the 
present and sink to the bottom like Lydia. But, Ng writes: “It’s too late. He’s already learned how not to 
drown.” - p. 290  

The C+C crew had a big discussion about water safety in Slack not long ago, about teaching our children 
— and ourselves — how to be safe around water before it’s too late. But this principle seems to apply to so 
many more areas than just water. Teaching our kids to be kind before they are mean; teaching them to 
manage their money before they have to; to handle their emotions before those emotions have hormones 
added on top.  

Q25: What are some lessons you wish your parents had taught you before you got to the life event where 
you needed it?  

Q26: What are some lessons — like swimming — you are teaching your children before they need the 
skill?  

There’s a large conversation in the world around right now about the mental load of raising children, but 
there’s also a well-known physical load: who has to make the dinners and buy the groceries and tuck in 
kiddos at night. These are things Marilyn cannot sidestep, she thinks, in order to pursue her own dream.  

Q27: Do you think this was a product of the time, that childcare wasn’t available — or wasn’t socially 
acceptable — for Marilyn to reach for her own dream?  

Q28: Would your decisions in life — career path, number of children, timing of children, job choice — be 
any different if childcare were easier, less guilt-inducing, more affordable? Or is this the reality we live in: 
once we become mother’s, we can’t always be something else?  
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