Above
by Isla Morley

About the Book
Blythe Hallowell is 16 when she is abducted by a survivalist and locked away in an abandoned missile silo in Eudora,
Kansas. At first, she focuses frantically on finding a way out, until the harrowing truth of her new existence settles in --the crushing loneliness, the terrifying madness of a captor who believes he is saving her from the end of the world and
the persistent temptation to give up. But nothing prepares Blythe for the burden of raising a child in confinement.
Determined to give the boy everything she has lost, she pushes aside the truth about a world he may never see for a myth
that just might give meaning to their lives below ground. Years later, their lives are ambushed by an event at once
promising and devastating. As Blythe’s dream of going home hangs in the balance, she faces the ultimate choice --between survival and freedom.
ABOVE is a riveting tale of resilience in which “stunning” (Daily Beast) new literary voice Isla Morley compels us to
imagine what we would do if everything we had ever known was taken away. Like the bestselling authors of ROOM and
THE LOVELY BONES before her, Morley explores the unthinkable with haunting detail and tenderly depicts our
boundless capacity for hope.

Discussion Guide
1. The book opens with Blythe already held captive by Dobbs. What effect did this have on your understanding of
Blythe and her life before being kidnapped? Why do you think the author chose to reveal Blythe’s early life through
flashbacks, and in small pieces?
2. Like with Blythe, we come to understand Dobbs and his psychosis over time. How does Dobbs compare to other
kidnappers in real life, or in fiction? Were there aspects of his character that surprised you? How come?
3. Blythe characterizes Dobbs and his madness on page 36 as “a kind of craziness you can’t tell from the outside. Only

the whistle gives him away. There’s harm in that whistle…” Do you agree with this identification of Dobbs, and of
psychosis generally? Do you think it’s something that can really be hidden, or just missed, not noticed?
4. On page 27, Blythe says, “I give myself the small task of finding the sweater, believing if I can do this, I will be able
to do greater things when the time comes.” What other techniques does Blythe use to cope with and negotiate her way
through being a captive? How does she adapt to her unbelievably difficult situation?
5. While Blythe is held captive in the silo, she frequently imagines a monster, always hidden out of sight or in the
darkness. What does the monster mean to Blythe? Does it have a specific symbolism? Is it just her imagination?
6. What does memory mean to Blythe, during her captivity? How is it a double-edged sword for her, making her time
both easier and more difficult?
7. Over time, Blythe begins to focus less on escaping her situation and more on making her own day-to-day life
tolerable. How does this change come about, and why? Is it part of Dobbs’ manipulation or Blythe’s coping
mechanisms? How does the arrival of first Charlie, and then Adam, affect this shift?
8. Blythe’s first pregnancy, then Charlie and finally, Adam, change everything about her situation. Discuss some of the
ways in which they alter Blythe’s priorities, goals and life in general? How do they each affect the dynamic between
Dobbs and Blythe?
9. As Adam grows up Blythe must make choices about how best to raise him --- and decides primarily to ‘’play along’’
with Dobbs’s story. What do you make of this decision? What do you think led Blythe to this choice? What effect does
this have on Adam?
10. What are the first hints that Dobbs’ story might not be entirely false? When did you begin to suspect that the world
outside of the silo wasn’t as Blythe left it? When Blythe and Adam finally escape, what was your reaction to the reality
of the world outside? How did the author make this twist so effective?
11. Right before Blythe and Adam leave the silo, Blythe reflects on her time there and says, “You can’t see change; you
can only feel it.” (p.229) What do you think this means? Do you agree that real change is something that you feel more
than see, or touch?
12. As Blythe and Adam find their way in the strange and terrifying landscape outside their captivity, what surprised you
most about Blythe’s reactions and choices? Do you think you would act differently in her place? Is it possible for you to
imagine yourself in Blythe’s shoes?
13. Discuss with your group the change in Blythe’s attitude towards Dobbs after her escape --- how does it evolve, and
why? Were you shocked by the feelings she comes to have for him as the book ends? Would you characterize it as
sympathy, or something different?

14. The explanation for why the world is the way it is, i.e. what has happened since Blythe was kidnapped, unfolds
slowly, and only after Blythe and Adam have been free for many days --- what effect did this have on you as a reader?
Did your confusion help you identify with Blythe?
15. Read Blythe’s conversation with Ginny on pages 379-382: How is Blythe’s relationship to the post-apocalyptic
world a metaphor for her struggles readapting to the world after escaping such trauma? Which of Blythe’s struggles have
to do with the changed world, and which are particular to her kidnapping and captivity? How do these intersect?
16. On page 420, Blythe says, “I am the one who has swallowed the darkness.” What does she mean by this? What are
some of the difficulties that Blythe has adapting to freedom? Why do you think she deals with things the way she does?
17. Blythe’s evolving understanding of freedom becomes a major theme in this novel. What does freedom mean to you,
and what does it mean to Blythe? Can a person in captivity ever be considered “free”? And conversely, in what ways are
the people “above” captives?
18. At the end of the book, Blythe says of Dobbs, “Maybe forgiving him a little at a time is the only way I’m ever going
to be free of him.” Discuss this idea with your group: Can you imagine forgiving Dobbs for all he did? Do you think
Blythe is right that forgiveness is the only way for her to move forward? Were you surprised at how far she has come
from the beginning of the book?
19. One of the most important symbols of the book is Blythe’s grandfather’s watch and its inscription. What does this
mean for Blythe during her time in captivity, and how does its meaning evolve for her over the course of the book?
20. Home is a very important concept to Blythe. What does home mean to Blythe when she is in captivity, and how does
it change during that period, especially after her escape?

Enhance your Book Club
1. Blythe’s experience being kidnapped and held captive, while fictional, is similar to scenarios that have occurred in
real life. One remarkable example of this is the story of Jaycee Dugard, who was kidnapped at age 11 and held captive
for 18 years. Her memoir, A STOLEN LIFE, tells the story of this time, and her life afterwards. Read it with your book
club and discuss how it resonates with ABOVE. What are some of the similarities between Jaycee’s real experience and
Blythe’s fictional one? What are some of the differences? How did they cope with their captivity and adjust to life
afterwards?

2. The second half of ABOVE deals with a world radically altered by an apocalyptic event. There are many examples of
post-apocalyptic fiction in contemporary writing --- choose a book (or a movie) that deals with a post-apocalyptic
scenario, and present it to your group: What is similar between the example you chose and ABOVE? What’s different?
How do people cope with each seemingly impossible situation? What remnants of society remain? Which are gone
forever? What do you think holds our attention about these scenarios? What can we learn from them about our own
situation? Some good examples of apocalyptic literature you might try: RIVERS by Michael Farris, WOOL by Hugh
Howey, THE ROAD by Cormac McCarthy and WHITE HORSE by Alex Adams.
3. Continue the story! Jump five years into the future, and write what you imagine is happening in the world of Blythe
and Adam, from either of their points of view. Where are they? Who are they with? Be creative, and write as much as
you want --- a few paragraphs, or a few chapters! Share with your group --- what did you imagine similarly? What
surprised you about each other’s stories?

Author Bio
Isla Morley grew up in South Africa during apartheid, the child of a British father and fourth-generation South African
mother. She now lives in Los Angeles with her husband (a minister) and daughter and an assortment of animals. Her
debut novel, COME SUNDAY, was published by Sarah Crichton / FSG (2009). It was awarded the Janet Heidinger
Kafka Prize for Fiction in 2009 and was a finalist for the Commonwealth Prize. It has been translated into seven
languages.

Critical Praise
“Quite moving…intriguing and provocative.”
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