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 Dear Reader, 

I’m so thrilled you are reading American Mermaid—“you” plural, as a collective. This 
book fantasizes—sometimes absurdly, sometimes sincerely—about collectives. Gangs of 
teenagers, pods of mermaids, two teachers against the world, sisters who can hear each 
other’s true voices. I love the idea of readers coming together to be joyful and purpose-
less and to play with one another’s minds on the terrain of this imagined world.
 
American Mermaid is also begging to be enjoyed by a collective because it’s full of com-
edy, and while it’s one of life’s great pleasures to laugh alone on the subway with a book 
in your hand, feeling so superior to the dead-faced schmuck pretending to enjoy a bi-
ography of President Fillmore, I hope the laughter spills over into your living room and 
rocks you off kilter in big, fun waves. That’s all I want a book to do, and when it does, I 
want to watch it happen to my friends.

In one chapter of American Mermaid, writer Penelope describes the readers of Ameri-
can Mermaid who “stained their minds for hours with the wet fantasy of a hurting wom-
an’s return to the sea” (pages 199–200). I love the idea of reading as a stain—not like 
the gross kind you can’t get out of a carpet, but like a wash, a tincture. So thank you for 
reading, for letting me watercolor your imagination for a bit—I hope you have fun. 



1. Mermaid stories have been around forever. 
How does this book both fit into and turn 
the typical mermaid trope on its head?

2. Discuss the novel within the novel. How do 
you think it would work as a stand-alone 
piece? How does it serve the larger novel 
as a literary device?

3. What do you think of movie and TV adap-
tations of books? Are there any that you 
think are successful? What separates the 
good ones from the bad? Do you think 
Murphy and Randy are right about what 
will make the movie sell?

4. Have you ever been to LA? What do you 
think of the culture? Discuss Penelope’s 
inability to walk anywhere worth walking 
to in LA and how this relates to Sylvia’s in-
ability to walk on land. 

5. When she moves to LA, Penelope is im-
mersed in a specific kind of social lifestyle. 
What types of relationships does she build 
by attending parties? Are any of the con-
nections she makes real? How do they 
compare to her relationship with Derek? 

6. Discuss the meaning of home and what it 
means to be and feel at home somewhere. 
Why is it so important to Penelope that 
she is not living in a hotel?

7. Both Penelope and Sylvia have contentious 
relationships with their families. How do 
these dynamics play out and how do they 
shape the goals of each character?

8. Discuss the relationship between Sylvia and 
Masahiro. How does it develop and change 
throughout the book? 

9. Discuss the way Penelope views sexuality, 
how this translates to Sylvia and the other 
mermaids, and the ways Murphy and Randy 
try to change this view in the movie script.

10. What does it mean to you to sell out? Is 
it possible to maintain a balance between 
monetary concerns and the desire to re-
main authentic?

11. Discuss the power of social media in deter-
mining what becomes a success. Were you 
surprised by Stem Hollander’s identity?

12. How does Penelope interact with young 
adults, both as a teacher and with the teen-
agers she encounters after her reading?

13. How does the contemporary climate cri-
sis shape Penelope’s world versus Sylvia’s 
world? Does its appearance in fiction 
change the way you think about the climate 
crisis or the ways you might fight it? 

14.  Sylvia thinks her legs are useless until she 
discovers the secret of her origins. Have 
you ever had anything that you thought was 
a limitation that ended up being a super-
power?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



Julia Langbein’s 
Amaro Spritz 
for American 
Mermaid
In American Mermaid, Penelope the 
writer spends a lot of time navigating 
Hollywood parties, where she some-
times leans a little too hard on the booze. 
Someone should tell Penelope that if you 
need to drink for hours in the California 
sun without getting wasted, the spritzer 
is your friend. Aquatic, effervescent, 
copious, the spritzer can be adapted to 
whatever wine you like—try it with red 
and watch the wine snobs faint! The 
spritzer feels trashy because at some 
point someone wanted to make a conve-
nience version of the world’s least incon-
venient drink and invented the dreaded 
“wine cooler,” but actually lengthen-
ing your wine with soda has been legit 
in various European contexts since the 
mid-nineteenth century. (See Eater’s 
“Everything You Need to Know About 
Wine Cocktails.”) Try it with vermouth; 
add fruit or bitters. Make a DIY spritzer 
bar with a range of ice-cold wines, maybe 

some more fortified and aromatic options 
like Campari, Aperol, or vermouth, then a 
lavish amount of ice and some sliced fruit.

Everyone’s soul-spritzer is different, but if 
you like precise instructions, I include this 
recipe for an amaro spritz by Alex Delaney 
at Bon Appétit, because I like the addition 
of a cocktail olive—a hint of salinity to the 
sea you’ll stir up. 

• ice
• 2 oz. amaro (e.g., Cynar, Averna,  

Meletti)
• 3 oz. soda water
• fresh lemon juice, plus a strip of  

peel for garnish
• 1 green olive

Fill a tall glass with ice. Start with the 
amaro; top with soda water and a squeeze 
of lemon juice. Toss in a strip of lemon 
peel and a single green olive. Dive in.

https://www.bonappetit.com/story/simple-amaro-spritz
https://www.bonappetit.com/story/simple-amaro-spritz


PLAYLIST
1.   “Namenala” by Carlou D

2.   “Bartender” by Lana Del Ray

3.  “Tom the Model” by Beth Gibbons & 
Rustin Man

4. “California Dreamin’” by Bobby 
Womack

5. “Lived in Bars” by Cat Power

6. “After the Gold Rush” by Dolly  
Parton, Linda Ronstadt, and  
Emmylou Harris

7. “Oh Me Oh My (I’m a Fool for You 
Baby)” by Aretha Franklin

Listen to the Spotify playlist here. 
Or scan the code above! 

8. “The Ghost Inside” by Broken Bells

9. “You’re Too Weird” by Fruit Bats

10. “Paint a Vulgar Picture” by The 
Smiths

11. “Melt Your Heart” by Jenny Lewis 
with the Watson Twins

12. “Tadieu Bone” by Ismaël Lô

13. “Don’t Save Me” by Haim

14. “The Origin of Love,” from Hed-
wig and the Angry Inch,  
by Stephen Trask 

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/0Z67j8cyhK61UiG2iGpmbR

