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About the Book

If someone hurts your sister and you're any kind of man, you seek revenge. If your brother's accused of a terrible 

crime but says he didn't do it, you defend him.

When Mikey's sister claims a boy assaulted her, his world begins to fall apart. When Ellie's brother is charged with 

the offense, her world begins to unravel. When Mikey and Ellie meet, two worlds collide.

This is a brave and unflinching novel from the bestselling author of Before I Die. It's a book about loyalty and the 

choices that come with it. But above all, it's a book about love.

Discussion Guide

1. Mikey McKenzie is already the "man" of his family. How is he forced to take total responsibility for his family after 

Karyn is assaulted? He says that taking care of Karyn makes him feel "adult, male, and purposeful." (p. 20) How does 

his mother's inability to accept responsibility for her family contribute to Mikey's sense of duty?

2. Discuss the difference between a primary and secondary survivor of sexual assault. Karyn is the primary survivor. 

How might her family be considered secondary survivors? Mikey is angry with Tom Parker and is determined to 

retaliate by fighting him. How is this a typical response from a secondary survivor? Debate what action Mikey should 

have taken. It is common for a secondary survivor to feel guilt, shame, frustration, and helplessness. How do each of 

these emotions describe Karyn's mother?

3. Debate whether Ellie Parker is a secondary survivor. At what point does she feel frustrated and helpless? Discuss 

whether it's guilt and shame that ultimately causes her to tell the truth.
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4. Karyn's mum deals with her daughter's rape by hiding away. How do the Parkers deal with the rape? Why do they 

plan a party for their son when he gets bail? Debate whether this type of celebration is a form of hiding. Why does the 

party make Tom nervous?

5. The McKenzie family is overtly dysfunctional, and requires the aide of social services. How is the Parker family 

covertly dysfunctional? Which family faces the toughest road toward becoming a functioning family unit? Discuss their 

greatest obstacles.

6. Karyn's mum takes her to the police because she thinks they will help her. A policewoman is assigned to Karyn's case. 

Why does Karyn refuse to talk with her? Discuss why Mrs. McKenzie is sorry she ever got the cops involved.

7. Ellie Parker is a primary witness for her brother. She feels a mixture of "pity and fear" in this role. For whom does she 

feel pity? Discuss who and what she fears the most. How does watching her family preceding the trial escalate her 

feelings?

8. Karyn won't go to school because she fears that people will stare at her as if she deserved to be assaulted by Tom 

Parker. Explain why Karyn feels that her peers will think she "deserved" the assault. Her friends are supportive, but she 

blocks them completely out. Why does she refuse to see them?

9. Ellie Parker is a new kid at school, and finds it difficult to make friends. How does being the sister of an alleged rapist 

make Ellie even more an outsider? Discuss how Karyn's friends treat her. Compare and contrast Ellie's relationship with 

Tom to Karyn's relationship with Mikey. How do Ellie and Tom restore their relationship at the end of the novel, in spite 

of their father?

10. Mikey says to Ellie, "What I did to you was out of order. What you did to me I probably deserved. So we're even, 

ok?" (p. 227) Why was it legally dangerous for Mikey and Ellie to take matters into their own hands? How do they both 

grow and change because their plans went awry?

11. Explain what Mikey's mother means when she tells him, "If you want a girl to like you, you have to listen like a 

woman and love like a man." (p. 166) How does Mikey treat Ellie with respect and tenderness once they realize that they 

care for one another?

12. Both Karyn and Ellie are afraid of going to court. What does Karyn fear most about testifying before a judge? 

Discuss Ellie's fears. Debate whether they have conquered their fears by the end of the novel.

13. Ellie admits that she lied to the police. She tells Mikey, "You might think that I'm brave, but really I'm a coward." (p. 

296) Why does Ellie think that she is a coward? How does it take bravery to tell the truth? Discuss how Ellie is the 

bravest member of her family.

14. Ellie's mother and father react very differently to her confession. What causes the change in Mrs. Parker? Debate 

whether she is strong enough to support her daughter through the ordeal of the trial.

15. Ellie still has to testify against her brother. Discuss the wrath that she is likely to experience from her father. Why is 

Mr. Parker so willing to sacrifice his daughter's reputation to save his son? Explain Mr. Parker's reaction when Tom 



says, "I can't do it to her Dad.... You said yourself that they will break her apart." (p. 399)

16. Mikey tells Ellie that Karyn gets help through social services. How does Mikey provide Ellie the help she needs? 

Why does he think it a good idea that Ellie talk to Karyn?

17. At the end of the novel, Mikey says, "Maybe we can grab something good out of this while we can." (p. 409) What 

good has come out of this entire situation? Talk about the lessons that Karyn and her peers, and Tom and his mates, have 

learned. Discuss whether the novel is Ellie and Mikey's story or Karyn and Tom's story.

18. As in the novel, many sexual assault cases are one person's word against another. What is the overall message that a 

reader should take away from You Against Me?

Author Bio

Jenny Downham was an actress for many years before concentrating on her writing full-time. She lives in London with 

her two sons.

Her book BEFORE I DIE was critically acclaimed and was shortlisted for the 2007 Guardian Award and the 2008 

Lancashire Children's Book of the Year, nominated for the 2008 Carnegie Medal and the 2008 Booktrust Teenage Prize, 

and won the 2008 Branford Boase Award.

Critical Praise

"Well-drawn characters allow readers to sympathize with nearly everyone... With no tidy solutions, it's an unflinching 

portrayal of love under pressure."
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