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    JENNIFER EGAN


    AMERICAN NOVELIST AND SHORT-STORY WRITER


    
      	Born in Chicago, Illinois in 1962.


      	Notable works:

        
          	The Keep (2006), novel


          	“Black Box” (2012), short story


          	Manhattan Beach (2017), novel

        

      

    


    Jennifer Egan was born in Chicago but spent the majority of her childhood in San Francisco. She attended the University of Pennsylvania as an undergraduate and then went on to earn her MA at St John’s College, Cambridge. At Cambridge, she spent time travelling around Europe, and these experiences became the basis for her first novel, The Invisible Circus (1995), which was later made into a film (2001).


    After moving to New York City, Egan began writing articles and short stories for publications such as Harper’s Magazine and The New Yorker. Egan’s second novel, Look at Me was published in 2001 and became a finalist for the National Book Award. Egan later published The Keep in 2006 and A Visit from the Goon Squad in 2010. Goon Squad went on to win a Pulitzer Prize.


    Egan’s works deal with serious topics in often ironic and humorous ways. Her writing revels in the flaws of her characters. In several of her works, including A Visit from the Goon Squad, she actually writes from the perspective of criminals. Often playing with time, chronology and identity, the more salient theme throughout Egan’s work is simply life in all its realities and imperfections.

  


  
    A VISIT FROM THE GOON SQUAD


    A POLYPHONIC VIGNETTE COLLECTION


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Egan, J. (2010) A Visit from the Goon Squad. New York: Random House, Inc.


      	1st edition: 2010


      	Themes: time, age, music, voice, marriage, parenthood, change

    


    A Visit from the Goon Squad is a work somewhere between a novel and a short story collection. Each chapter is told from either the first or third person perspective of a different character and follows, in a sense, its own complete narrative. However, the stories of each character are interlaced with each other in more or less tangential ways. Often a side character briefly mentioned in one chapter will become the protagonist of the following chapter, and characters who were the heroes of their own chapters often reappear as side characters in later chapters.


    Even more striking than the intense genre mixing of the work (one chapter is told completely in the form of a PowerPoint presentation) is its complete disregard for chronology. It begins in a moment that feels roughly contemporary, before dipping back and forth between the punk era of the 1980s and a futuristic world dominated by the use of interpersonal technology. The lack of chronology shows how much things change over long time spans; however, it also shows that certain things do not change at all. After its publication in 2010, Goon Squad earned immediate critical acclaim, ultimately winning the Pulitzer Prize. While Egan’s earlier novels had been critically praised, it is undoubtedly Goon Squad that propelled her to the status of literary great.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    CHAPTERS 1-4: SASHA, BENNIE, RHEA, LOU


    Chapter 1 follows Sasha, a kleptomaniac, who steals a woman’s wallet on her first date with Alex. Sasha is seeking help from a therapist, but loves the way stealing makes her feel. She takes Alex home, but it is clear that their relationship does not have much of a future. Chapter2 follows Bennie Salazar, a big-time record executive (and Sasha’s boss). After his divorce, he is struggling to maintain his relationship with his son, Chris. He is also struggling to be sexually aroused and, as a remedy, he continually drops gold flakes into his coffee as he thinks this might constitute a medicinal cure. Ultimately he realises that he loves Sasha, but she no longer arouses him in the same way she used to.


    Chapter 3 is set back in the 80s, when Rhea, Jocelyn, Bennie, Scotty and Alice are teenagers who love punk rock. Bennie and Scotty are trying to make it as part of a band called the Flaming Dildos. Rhea’s best friend, Jocelyn, falls for an older record executive called Lou. Lou gives Bennie his start in the business. Jocelyn runs away from her family to be with Lou, and Rhea is crushed. In Chapter4, we see a younger Lou on vacation in Africa with his girlfriend and two children from a previous marriage (Charlie and Rolph). Part of the chapter is told from the perspective of Mindy, Lou’s girlfriend, as she realises she is attracted to another man on their tour. The remainder is told from the perspective of Lou’s daughter, Charlie, and his son, Rolph. Charlie is rebellious but Rolph loves and respects his father. We discover that later, as a young man, Rolph commits suicide.


    CHAPTERS 5-8: JOCELYN, SCOTTY, STEPHANIE, DOLLY


    In Chapter 5, Lou is an old man on his deathbed and Bennie gathers up the old gang to say goodbye to him. Jocelyn, now middle-aged, is angry at Lou and blames him for Rolph’s suicide. We also discover that Jocelyn had been involved with Rolph, but the memories are now painful. In Chapter6, we revisit Scotty, who is now a janitor in New York and spends his weekends fishing in the Hudson River. He decides to get back in touch with Bennie, so he stops by the record label, bringing a smelly fish as a present for him. Bennie offers to listen to a demo if he has one, but Scotty realises that he does not actually want anything from Bennie, and their former friendship is now over.


    In Chapter 7, we meet Stephanie, Bennie’s wife. She and Bennie have relocated to a rich community in Crandale, where they find they do not fit in with the tennis-playing Republicans. In the wake of 9/11, some friends of theirs make racist comments aimed at Bennie. However, Stephanie continues playing tennis with her friend, Kathy. She us crushed to find out that Bennie is sleeping with Kathy. In Chapter8, we meet Dolly. Dolly formerly went by the name of La Doll and was the most high-profile press agent in the business. However, she hosted a disastrous party that involved her A-list clients being burned with scalding oil. Now, desperate to support her daughter, Lulu, she offers to do PR for a genocidal dictator. Her idea is to have the dictator photographed with the washed-up Hollywood starlet Kitty Jackson. After Dolly, Kitty and Lulu travel to an undisclosed location to meet the dictator, Kitty goes rogue and confronts him about his atrocities. Dolly and Lulu return home and Kitty is held there. However, she turns out to be okay and the dictator later plays a pivotal role in transitioning his country into democracy.


    CHAPTERS 9-13: JULES, ROB, TED, ALISON, ALEX


    Jules Jones is Stephanie’s brother, a journalist who spent time in jail for sexually assaulting Kitty Jackson during an interview. Chapter9 describes the interview from Jules’ perspective and explains the circumstances that led up to his attempted rape of her. In Chapter10, we meet Rob, Sasha’s best friend from her university days. Rob struggles with his mental health and has attempted to commit suicide. He is desperately jealous of Sasha’s relationship with her boyfriend, Drew, and he feels that his relationship with Sasha is more intimate and meaningful. On top of that, he is a closeted homosexual and is attracted to Drew. After a night of partying, Rob and Drew go swimming and Rob drowns.


    In Chapter 11, we meet Sasha’s uncle, Ted. As a teenager, Sasha had run away to Europe and her mother had asked Ted to track her down in Naples. However, once he gets there, Ted is more interested in looking at the Italian art than actually searching for Sasha. Almost by accident, he finds her. They go out for dinner and she steals his wallet. He finds her again, discovers how lonely she is, and convinces her to come home. Chapter12 is told in the form of a PowerPoint presentation made by Alison Blake, Sasha’s 12-year-old daughter. We discover that Sasha has reconnected with and married Drew. She has followed him overseas to a nameless desert where he is a humanitarian doctor. Their son, Lincoln, has special needs and has a hard time communicating with his often-absent father. Lincoln communicates primarily by talking about important pauses in rock ‘n’ roll songs.


    In the final chapter, we are reintroduced to Alex, the man Sasha went on a date with in Chapter1. Bennie hires Alex to create a slightly illegal underground campaign to promote Scotty’s musical debut. The popularity of artists in the music industry now is primarily determined by babies, who electronically “point” at the songs they like through their wireless handsets. Alex liaises with Bennie’s assistant, Lulu. We discover that Bennie had fired Sasha after discovering her stealing habits. Scotty’s concert is a huge success. At the end of the novel, Bennie and Alex reminisce about Sasha and wonder where she is now; they cannot believe how much the world has changed.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    SASHA BLAKE


    Sasha appears at the start of the novel in her mid-thirties. Bennie describes her, saying “she had high cheekbones and narrow green eyes, wavy hair that ranged from reddish to purplish, depending on the month. Today it was red” (p.29). Sasha’s red hair is one of her most iconic and defining physical characteristics in various chapters. When she is stranded in Naples as a teenager, her uncle, Ted, looks for her by asking the locals: “American. Capelli rossi” (p.236).


    In the chapters from Bennie’s perspective, Sasha is presented as an object of lust. Bennie stares at her breasts in an effort to arouse himself. However, as the novel progresses, we learn that Sasha has had an incredibly difficult past. Ted’s chapter reveals that the relationship between Sasha’s parents was somewhat abusive. Rob’s chapter reveals that, when lost in Naples, Sasha was forced to work as a prostitute. Hanging in the background of all these new details is the understanding that throughout her life, Sasha has been prone, even addicted, to stealing things.


    After marrying Drew and becoming a mother to Alison and Lincoln, we get the sense that Sasha has changed. She becomes less fiercely independent and more maternal. Because Drew is often absent, she becomes her children's primary caregiver. Alison is annoyed by her mother’s habit of repeating people’s exact words back to them. For example, if someone says “Adios,” Alison remarks that her mother will respond with “Adios” (p.247). If someone says “See you tomorrow,” her mother will respond with “See you tomorrow” (ibid.). Through these casual remarks, we learn that, after becoming a wife and mother, Sasha has lost, to an extent, her own voice, her own words and her own identity. As far as we know, she no longer steals, but instead puts her energy into scrapbooking.


    At the end of the novel, Sasha is most notable for her absence. Bennie and Alex stop by her old apartment, curious to see if she might still be there. Of course, she is not. Still, the more Sasha eludes them, the more Bennie and Alex become desperate to find her. We are told that, hearing footsteps, Bennie and Alex “turned — whirled, really, peering for Sasha in the ashy dark. But it was another girl, young and new to the city, fiddling with her keys” (p.349). The Sasha that had been no longer exists. Her place has been taken up by someone new. Thus, Sasha’s change, move or disappearance becomes symbolic of the way all people and all relationships must change, move and disappear. The new girl fiddling with her keys becomes symbolic of the fact that while everything changes (she is not Sasha), in other ways, everything stays the same (in a way, she is the new Sasha).


    BENNIE SALAZAR


    Bennie Salazar similarly develops intensely over the course of the work. Initially a middle-aged divorcé with erectile dysfunction, we soon meet a much younger Bennie in Rhea’s chapter. Whereas our initial Bennie is anything but desirable, the Bennie in Chapter3 is the absolute object of Rhea’s unrequited affections. Rhea describes him: “Bennie has light brown skin and excellent eyes, and he irons his hair in a Mohawk as shiny black as a virgin record” (p.44). Although Bennie’s actual ethnicity is never explicitly discussed, we are told that his skin is brown. Bennie’s skin colour is also a topic of discussion in Stephanie’s chapter about the pressures of living in Crandale. Stephanie reveals that racist comments “didn’t seem to bother Bennie deeply; he’d been asked, ‘What kind of a name is Salazar?’ enough times in his life to be fairly immune to skepticism about his origins and race, and he’d perfected an arsenal of charms to obliterate that skepticism, especially in women” (p.122).


    Bennie’s natural inclination to flirt with women at times verges on misogyny or sleaziness. We know that while Sasha was his assistant, he often stared at her breasts. Bennie himself reveals an anecdote in which he suddenly feels the urge to kiss the Mother Superior of an abbey. Finally, we know that he repeatedly cheated on Stephanie during their marriage.


    However, Bennie’s redemption lies in his devoted and undying passion for music. During his youth, he spends most of his time playing in his band, The Flaming Dildos, with his friend Scotty. Later, in his middle age, it is music that ignites Bennie’s dwindling sexual passion. While listening to

  

OEBPS/Images/couv.jpg
tht
=Su

mmaries.com

A Visit from
the Goon Squad

BY JENNIFER EGAN





OEBPS/Images/BS-Promo1.jpg
o
wn
2
<
Z
<
X
o
0
(]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





