
 
The Golden State 
A Novel 
by Lydia Kiesling

ISBN: 978-0-374-16483-6 / 304 pages

A sparkling debut novel about the fears and hopes that define modern America, The Golden State 
is told in the voice of a wickedly funny, keenly insightful working mother you’ll not soon forget. 
Struggling to make ends meet in San Francisco after her Turkish husband is blocked from reentering 
the United States because of a “click-of-the-mouse error,” Daphne decides to liberate their toddler 
from daycare and escape to the high desert of Altavista. Over the next ten days, Daphne takes stock 
of her life, even as she tries to tune out the urgent work emails (which arrive thanks to the spotty Wi-
Fi of a rabid secessionist neighbor). But soon she befriends an elderly traveler named Alice, who, 
by a twist of fate, has an uncommon cultural connection to Daphne’s husband. Together, the two 
women embark on a nostalgic quest that illuminates what it means to love fiercely—as a mother, as 
a wife, and as a compassionate human being. 

This guide is designed to enrich your discussion of The Golden State. We hope that the following 
questions will enhance your reading group’s experience of this wise and wondrous novel.
 
 
 
QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1.  What makes Engin and Daphne a good match? What attracted them to each other, and to each 
other’s worlds? How does their love evolve over the course of The Golden State?
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2.  Daphne describes pumping milk at work, in a basement closet that houses computer servers. What 
does this image say about modern American motherhood? 

3.  As Daphne counts the dollars in her bank account and the minutes of her commute, what is she 
really measuring? When she returns to her grandparents’ house, how is she affected by the new 
daily rhythm of sleeping and feeding and playing?

4.  How would you have reacted in Daphne’s situation after Engin was illegally pressured to relin-
quish his green card? If you could rewrite America’s immigration laws, what would you decree? 

5.  What viewpoints do Daphne and Cindy share? What lies at the heart of Cindy’s paranoia? Why is 
it difficult for her and the State of Jefferson followers to stay rooted in reality?

6.  As Alice’s friendship with Daphne unfolds, what forms of caretaking do they provide to each 
other? If you had the chance to reconnect with a chapter from your past, what special place would 
you want to return to? 

7.  The author delivers a highly realistic depiction of workplace bureaucracy. How do Daphne’s co-
workers compare to yours? How long could you be gone from the office before anyone would 
know you were missing? 

8.  Daphne recalls the tidy world that her grandparents inhabited, down to her grandmother’s im-
maculate golfing outfit, and the thriving small-town community where they were well-known. 
What caused the decline of Paiute County?

9.  None of the staff at the Institute for the Study of Islamic Societies and Civilizations is a Muslim. 
What commentary does the novel offer on the limitations of institutions—and the power of indi-
viduals—to heal society’s fractures?

 10.  As Daphne comes to terms with the accident that took the life of a student (Ellery Simpson) and 
injured another (Maryam Khoury), what does she discover about the risks and rewards of her own 
cross-cultural journeys?  

 11.  What does the novel tell us about the ability of language to connect us, even when language ap-
pears to be a barrier?  

 12.  How did Engin and his mother change your perspective on what it means to lead a fulfilling life?

 13.  What do you predict for Honey’s generation? Are you optimistic that cultural differences will be 
widely respected and celebrated in the future, in America and abroad? 
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PRAISE FOR THE GOLDEN STATE
 
“ The Golden State is a perfect evocation of the beautiful, strange, frightening, funny territory of new 
motherhood. Lydia Kiesling writes with great intelligence and candor about the surreal topography 
of a day with an infant, and toggles skillfully between the landscape of Daphne’s interior and the 
California desert, her postpartum body and the body politic. A love story for our fractured era.”  
—Karen Russell, author of Vampires in the Lemon Grove and Swamplandia!

 
“ The Golden State is a rare and important novel not only because it depicts with blazing accuracy the 
everyday experience of raising a young child but also because it uses the quotidian to reveal larger 
truths about humanity’s gifts and deficits. In Lydia Kiesling’s remarkable first novel, the familiar 
and the foreign are not so different after all, and what we remember may not be what is. A profound 
book.” —Edan Lepucki, author of Woman No. 17 and California

“ The Golden State is spectacularly good at rendering maternal obsession and panic, and the 
way the narcissism involved in the attempt to hold one’s self together can turn frenetic car-
ing to neglect. Separated from a husband stuck abroad with a green card situation and wrung 
out by the relentlessness of toddler-rearing, millennial Daphne, in her traumatized withdrawal 
from a privileged life, registers that despite her intelligence, her life has been comprised 
not so much of decisions as realities that seemed to ecstatically assert themselves at the time, 
and that all the measures she employs to deal with stress involve harm she’ll now be passing 
along to her cherished child. Lydia Kiesling is brilliant on our certainty that for all we feel, 
we don’t do nearly enough for those we love.” —Jim Shepard, author of The World to Come  

“ How does a working mother in her late twenties who’s single-parenting her sixteen-month-old 
daughter have an identity crisis? By multitasking, of course. Lydia Kiesling writes a bold, keen-
ly detailed, and distinctively female coming-of-age story about a woman who, having happily 
stumbled into marriage, motherhood, and a great job, must now rethink everything. Having fled 
her work for the family trailer in remote Paiute County, she steals moments for reflection (and 
rationed cigarettes) during her daughter’s naptime; she also befriends the locals, holds bandwidth-
challenged Skype chats with her immigration-challenged husband, and waits for a path forward to 
come clear. Kiesling makes her patch of high-California desert as vivid a character as the secession-
ist next door. Beautifully, intricately written, true to life and to women’s experience in particular; 
full of insight and humor and memorable landscapes, The Golden State is a marvelous and captivat-
ing literary debut.” —Michelle Huneven, author of Off Course

 
“ A big, rollicking adventure of a novel, overflowing with the kind of intense, fractal consciousness 
life with small children entails, the world at once collapsed and expanded infinitely, in which whole 
lifetimes are contained in each and every single day, Lydia Kiesling’s The Golden State is as funny 
and alive a story as they come.” —Elisa Albert, author of After Birth
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
Lydia Kiesling is the editor of The Millions. Her essays and criticism have appeared in The New York 
Times Magazine, The Guardian, Slate, and The New Yorker online, and they have been recognized 
in The Best American Essays 2016. She lives in San Francisco with her family. The Golden State is 
her first novel.
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