DON’T BREATHE A WORD
by Jennifer McMahon
Reading Group Guide & Discussion Questions
Introduction
The New York Times bestselling author of Island of Lost Girls and Promise
Not to Tell returns with a gripping story of family secrets and the power of
belief.
One summer night in Vermont, 12-year-old Lisa went into the woods behind
her house and never came out again. Before she disappeared, she told her
little brother Sam about a door that led to a magical place where she would
meet the King of the Fairies and become his queen.
Fifteen years later, Phoebe is in love with Sam , a practical, sensible man
who doesn’t fear the dark and doesn’t have bad dreams—who, in fact, helps
Phoebe ignore her own. But suddenly they are faced with a series of eerie,
unexplained occurrences that challenge Sam’s hard-headed, realistic view of
the world. As they question their reality, a terrible promise Sam made years
ago is revealed and could destroy them all.
Questions for Discussion
1. From an early age, Phoebe has a complicated relationship with men and
their place in her life. How do you think this affects her relationship with
Sam? How do you think it affects her ability to trust?
2. Throughout the book, there are a lot of references to fairy tales. How do
you think fairy tales mold children’s perceptions about the world? In what
ways do fairy tales represent or mimic real world problems and fears?
3. How do you think the Evie/Lisa relationship and the Phyllis/Hazel
relationship parallel each other? Does one woman in each bond hold sway
over the other? Is it always apparent who’s really in control of the situation?
4. Throughout the book, it seems as if some men, or the idea of a man like
Teilo, hold a strong power over the women. Why do you think this is? How
are those men different from Sam and Dave?

5. Lisa's unwavering belief in the fairies, despite the skepticism of everyone
around her, is a driving force in the story. Is believing in something so
fiercely a strength or a weakness?
6. At one point, Sam states that instead of having cancer and heart disease
passed down in their family, they have malevolent stories. Do you think the
stories we tell have the power to shape, even change, reality? Are there
stories that have been passed down in your family that, true or not, have
become part of how you see yourself and where you come from?
7. We get to know Sam and Evie both as children and as adults. How do you
think their childhood selves compare to their grown-up selves? Do you think
the adults they became were shaped by what happened the summer Lisa
went missing?
8. Part of the book is told from the point of view of Sam's present-day
girlfriend, Phoebe. She is the one character who was not part of the story’s
central mystery, Lisa’s disappearance. Why do you think the author chose
to tell the present day story from Phoebe’s perspective? Is she an effective
narrator?
9. Evie, in some ways, is the most complicated character in the book. She is
fiercely loyal to Lisa, yet she betrays her terribly; she wants the truth to
come out, yet participates in the deception. Does Evie truly have Lisa's best
interests at heart? Is she responsible for all of her actions?
10. The ending of the book is open to different interpretations. What do you
think really happened?

