This reading group guide for The Summer Girls includes an introduction,
discussion questions, and 1deas for enhancing your book club. The suggested
questions are intended to help your reading group find new and interesting
angles and topics for your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your
conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.

Introduction

Marietta Muir is worried that her much-loved granddaughters, though as
different as can be, are estranged. Now fully grown, Carson, the free spirit; Dora,
the Southern-belle-turned-stay-at-home-mom; and city girl Harper haven’t spent
time together since their long childhood summers with their Mamaw at Sea
Breeze, the beach house on Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina. But when Marietta
schemes to bring her girls back together for her eightieth birthday party, the
women’s differences threatens to tear them apart once and for all. An L.A.
photographer, Carson feels most at home when she’s in the water. But the
ocean’s magic isn’t enough to keep her emotional demons at bay. When she
comes to Sullivan’s Island, Carson is offered a fresh start . . . with some help
from a marine biologist, a dolphin named Delphine, and her sisters—the summer
girls.

Topics & Questions for Discussion

1. Dora’s initial reaction to Mamaw’s plan to bring the summer girls together for
the season is to call it “blackmail” (p. 173). Do you agree with Dora, or are you
sympathetic with Mamaw’s scheme? Why or why not?

2. Besides Harper, Carson, and Dora, Mamaw and Lucille have perhaps the most
complex and important female relationship in the book. Describe their
friendship. How do the two older women serve as role models to the younger
three?

3. Mamaw plans to give her granddaughters their pearl necklaces early in the
book, before we know Dora, Carson, or Harper very well as characters. What
could you assume about each of the summer girls based on Mamaw’s choices for
them? Were those assumptions accurate?



4. Carson is Mamaw’s favorite granddaughter: “It might have been because
she’d spent the most time with the motherless girl when she’d come for extended
stays after being unceremoniously dumped by her father when he was off on a
jaunt. But Carson was also the most like Marietta, passionate about life and not
afraid to accept challenges, quick to make up her mind, and a tall beauty with a
long history of beaus™ (p. 37). Which of the three sisters did you relate to most,
and why?

5. Dora has not been open with her family concerning Nate’s autism. Do you
think this was a decision on Dora’s part, or simply benign silence? What would
prompt this? Do you think her hesitancy was ultimately more helpful or harmful
for Nate?

6. Discuss how Parker’s legacy affected his mother and each of his three
daughters. The negative sides of his alcoholism and abandonment are obvious,
but can you identify any positive effects of his actions?

7. In addition to their individual conflicts with each other, Harper, Carson, and
Dora each have a complicated relationship with their grandmother. While they
love her, they each feel guilty about being gone from Sea Breeze for most of
their adult lives and, at times, resent Mamaw for her meddling. What are
Mamaw’s biggest faults in this novel? Why do you think Mamaw has decided to
try “tough love” with her granddaughters?

8. Blake has to explain to Carson why befriending wild dolphins is dangerous
not only to the dolphins themselves, but also to humans. Do you agree that
Blake’s anger with Carson over Delphine’s life-threatening injuries is justified?
Who do you think is most to blame?

9. Forgiveness is a major theme in this novel. Consider Carson’s history with her
father and her mother and all the years of secrets, silence, and enabling. Carson
has confrontations with Blake (over Delphine), Brian (over her theft), and Dora
(over what Dora reveals about her mother’s death). How do all of these scenes
lead to her growth as a character?

10. Carson and her grandmother are the two characters who were closest to



Parker. How did Parker’s actions impact Mamaw and Carson’s relationship with
each other, even after his death?

11. Throughout the novel, Carson is fearful of attachments— to a place, to a job,
and especially to a man. Why do you think she suffers from an inability to
commit? What role does Delphine play in helping her to connect again with her
sisters? To Blake? To herself? What is Carson’s challenge at the end of the
book?

12. The Summer Girls is the first book in Mary Alice Monroe’s trilogy about
Sullivan’s Island. Predict what the next two books will have in store for Dora
and Harper, Carson, Blake, and Delphine?

Enhance Your Book Club

1. In The Summer Girls, Carson befriends Blake, a scientist with the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Association, which has ocean, weather, and fishery
branches in every state. Research the NOAA, and explore their Volunteer
website, http:// www.volunteer.noaa.gov.

With your book club, plan a group outing or fund-raiser to support the NOAA or
another local wildlife preservation organization.

2. “I would like each of you to list the item that you most want to have. The one
item you are desperate for, more than any of the others. [ want to be sure you
each take something from the house that you love” (p. 169). Mamaw lures her
girls to stay for the summer with keepsakes from her home. Monroe reveals
through flashbacks why Carson selected her treasure—the portrait—and how
monetary value played no part in her decision. Every family has their unique
“treasures.” Discuss with your book club the family heirloom that means the
most to you. Suggest that each member bring in a picture of her “treasure” to
share and tell why that item has value. What would you like to leave to future
generations, and what treasured mementos are most precious to you?

3. Evoke the book’s setting by channeling Lucille’s home-style Southern
cooking. Plan to host your book club as a potluck, with each member cooking



one of Lucille’s signature dishes, like mashed potatoes, lemon bars, hush
puppies, gumbo, and sweet tea. Make copies of each recipe for all of your book
club members to take home. You could even bind them together to create your
own The Summer Girls cookbook!



