Image not found
https://www.readinggroupguides.com/sites/default/files/print_logo.jpg
ReadingGroupGuides.com

Manhattan Beach
by Jennifer Egan
Image not found
https://www.readinggroupguides.com/sites/default/files/imagecache/book_main/covers/manhattan%20beach.jpg

About the Book
The daring and magnificent novel from the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of A VISIT FROM THE
GOON SQUAD.
Anna Kerrigan, nearly 12 years old, accompanies her father to visit Dexter Styles, a man who, she gleans, is
crucial to the survival of her father and her family. She is mesmerized by the sea beyond the house and by
some charged mystery between the two men.
?Years later, her father has disappeared and the country is at war. Anna works at the Brooklyn Naval Yard,
where women are allowed to hold jobs that once belonged to men, now soldiers abroad. She becomes the
first female diver, the most dangerous and exclusive of occupations, repairing the ships that will help
America win the war. One evening at a nightclub, she meets Dexter Styles again, and begins to understand
the complexity of her father’s life, the reasons he might have vanished.
With the atmosphere of a noir thriller, MANHATTAN BEACH is a deft, dazzling, propulsive exploration of
a transformative moment in America history from one of the great writers of our time.

Discussion Guide
1. In the first chapter, on the beach, Anna walks barefoot despite the cold and says, “It only hurts at first.
After a while you can’t feel anything.” Dexter admires Anna for her strength, which he senses comes from
her father. He reflects that “men’s children gave them away” (pages 8–9). How does this meeting between
Dexter, Ed, and Anna set the tone for the rest of the novel?
2. Why is the thought of what Lydia “might have looked like, had she not been damaged. A beauty. Possibly
more than Agnes,” (page 16) so painful to Ed? Why is he unable even to cope with Lydia, much less love
her, as Anna and Agnes do?
3. “Each time Anna moved from her father’s world to her mother and Lydia’s, she felt as if she’d shaken
free of one life for a deeper one. And when she returned to her father, holding his hand as they ventured out
into the city, it was her mother and Lydia she shook off, often forgetting them completely. Back and forth
she went, deeper --- deeper still --- until it seemed there was no place further down she could go. But

somehow there always was. She had never reached the bottom” (page 26). What does this passage reveal
about Anna? What allows, even compels, her to shift between worlds?
4. Ed, looking back on his decision to work with Dexter, reflects that he needed a change, that “[h]e’d take
danger over sorrow any day of the week” (page 34). Is Ed right to do this? Is Ed’s philosophy a noble or a
selfish one?
5. What draws Anna to Nell? And Nell to Anna? How are they each not “angels” and how does this bond
them?
6. Even at a young age, Dexter wants to know what’s beneath the surface of things. “For him, the existence
of an obscure truth recessed behind an obvious one, and emanating through it allegorically, was
mesmerizing” (page 91). How does this fascination shape Dexter’s life and his career?
7. How does Anna’s sexual relationship with Leon, during which she thinks things like “I might not be here”
and “This might not be me” (page 120), relate to her feeling abandoned by her father? Why does she later
invoke her father as “an abstract witness to her virtue” (page 122)?
8. Why does Anna set herself such a difficult task --- becoming a diver, “breaking” the lieutenant, facing
opposition at every turn? Why does she feel “that she had always wanted [an enemy]” (page 149)?
9. Why does Lydia’s death solidify Agnes’s determination to be done with her husband, after so many years,
whether he returns or not (page 179)?
10. Leaving Charlie Voss at the club to spend the night with Dexter, Anna releases herself to the dark: “she
had...disappeared through a crack in the night. Not a soul knew where to find her” (page 234). What do you
make of her need to be lost, to be a part of the dark and its danger?
11. Ed is simultaneously drawn to and infuriated by the bosun. Discuss why there is a push and pull between
these two characters.
12. Why does Dexter insist on diving with Anna to try to find her father’s corpse? What does this effort
represent for him? What do you think he comes to understand?
13. Visions of Lydia push Anna to not go through with her abortion. Discuss the connection between Lydia
and Anna’s unborn child.
14. When Anna takes the train west, there’s a moment when she “bolted upright. She had thought of her
father. At last, she understood: This is how he did it” (page 426). What allows her to understand and perhaps
reconcile with her father?
15. Luck plays an important role throughout the novel and has particular significance for Anna, Dexter and
Ed. How does luck shape each of their lives? Good luck and bad luck?
16. Throughout the novel, characters create new identities for themselves and start over. How do these
individual stories of reinvention relate to the spirit of optimism, the quest for the new that is so common
among Americans at this time?

Author Bio
Jennifer Egan is the author of several novels and a short story collection. Her new novel, MANHATTAN
BEACH, published last fall and has been awarded the 2018 Andrew Carnegie Medal for Excellence in
Fiction. Her last novel, A VISIT FROM THE GOON SQUAD, won the 2011 Pulitzer Prize, the National
Book Critics Circle Award, and the Los Angeles Times book prize. Also a journalist, she has written

frequently in the New York Times Magazine.
Manhattan Beach
by Jennifer Egan

Publication Date: June 5, 2018
Genres: Fiction, Historical Fiction
Paperback: 448 pages
Publisher: Scribner
ISBN-10: 1476716749
ISBN-13: 9781476716749

