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T H E  G E TAWAY  B Y L A M A R  G I L E S  

Essay Prompts / Book Club Questions 
 

1. On his website, Lamar Giles states, “My books are the kind that anybody 
can enjoy. But, while anybody can enjoy them, they’re not about generic 
avatars; my books are about Black kids. They may be in strange 
situations, or have talents you don’t expect, but they are Black.” 

i. Think about the four main characters of The Getaway: Jay, Chelle, 
Zeke, and Connie. How does Giles write them as “Black kids” 
instead of “generic avatars”? What kinds of personal history, 
concerns, or mannerisms does he use to show this specific identity? 

ii. Although Giles writes about kids raised within Black American 
culture, he also describes his books as “the kind that anybody can 
enjoy.” How does Giles also make The Getaway accessible to readers 
who may be less familiar with Black American culture? 
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2. The Getaway combines two genres: science fiction and horror. Sci-fi is an 
“intellectual” genre, inviting the reader to explore social, philosophical, 
and ethical questions in a setting outside of our everyday reality. Horror, 
on the other hand, is an “emotional” genre defined by the feeling it 
creates in the reader. 

i. A sci-fi novel will typically examine how technology has shaped a 
possible future of humanity, allowing the reader to consider larger 
questions in the process (such as, “What is a human being?”, or, 
“How should society be organized?”). Creating a detailed and 
believable imagined world is crucial. Strong characters are less 
important than a well-designed and thought-provoking story. 
 

Do you think The Getaway succeeds as a sci-fi novel? 

ii. A horror novel typically explores age-old questions about human 
nature, human capabilities, and human anxieties. Often the 
protagonist is already haunted or lacking self-control at the 
beginning of the story, leaving them vulnerable. Strong characters 
are important, since a reader’s emotional response is tightly tied to 
whether or not they care what happens to the people on the page. 
 

Do you think The Getaway succeeds as a horror novel? 

iii. In her critique of science fiction published in the past few decades 
for teens, literary critic Farah Mendlesohn wrote, “... we have a 
bunch of readers who want stuff that tells them about the world, 
and the future, and what they can do to take part in it, and they are 
mostly being told that it’s really depressing, the world is going to 
hell in a handbasket, and now is the best of all possible worlds.” Do 
you think her criticism of young adult sci-fi here is also true for The 
Getaway? Why or why not? 

iv. Regarding the horror genre, librarian Megan M. McArdle stated, 
“The monsters of horror have great appeal in that one can read 
about them and then safely close the cover and leave those horrors 
on the shelf.” Do you think this statement holds true for The 
Getaway and other horror novels about social issues like racism or 
sexism? Why or why not? 
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3. Speculative fiction like sci-fi and fantasy is often critiqued for the quality 
of its worldbuilding: how well the author makes the fictional world feel 
“real.” Do you think Giles’ imagined world is complex and vivid? Do you 
think Giles does a good job of delivering worldbuilding information in a 
way that makes sense and feels natural? Does the world of The Getaway 
feel “real” to you? Why or why not?  

i. During the Juneteenth celebration, Jay says, “A DJ blasted playlist 
tracks that ranged from ancient times to… slightly less ancient 
times.” With the exception of the Karloff animations, Jay’s 
statement could apply to all of the media (books, TV shows, 
musicals, etc.) that he and his friends reference throughout the 
book—even though the story takes place several decades in the 
future. While reading, did you find these frequent references to 
“ancient times” unrealistic or did they not bother you? How do you 
think Giles could have dealt with this time gap more gracefully?  

ii. Jay frequently reads sci-fi novels written by Black women. Some of 
these books have themes relevant to The Getaway, such as Octavia 
Butler’s Kindred, which transports a present-day Black woman back 
in time to a slave plantation. 
 

Any reference that an author includes in their book has the 
potential to add new meanings or further explore particular 
themes. Do you feel that Giles is taking advantage of this potential 
when referencing media in The Getaway? For instance, does the 
media Giles references further your understanding of the book’s 
ideas and themes? Why or why not? 
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4. An epistolary novel originally meant a novel written entirely in letters, 
but these days an epistolary novel might include all kinds of documents: 
advertisements, interview transcripts, chat messages, and more. Novels 
written mostly in narration can also include occasional epistolary 
documents, as is the case in The Getaway. 

i. Why do you think an author might choose to include epistolary 
documents in their novel? What do epistolary documents do that 
ordinary narration doesn’t? 

ii. What specific purpose do the epistolary materials in The Getaway 
serve? 

iii. Do you think The Getaway uses its occasional epistolary documents 
effectively? Why or why not? 

5. Although Jay narrates most of The Getaway, Connie, Zeke, and Chelle all 
have their own turns. 

i. Why do you think Giles chose to bring in these additional narrative 
voices? What could they add to the story that would not otherwise 
have been there? 

ii. Did you find Giles’ use of these additional voices to be effective? In 
other words, do they strengthen the story or do they weaken it? 
Explain your answer. 

iii. Do you think Giles should have provided these different points of 
view more often? How would doing so have changed the story? Do 
you think those changes would have helped Giles better explore the 
themes of his novel? Or would they have distracted from his overall 
goals? 
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6. When Karloff Country first begins going into lockdown, the Jubilee 
residents lose the ability to watch the news, use the internet, or even 
communicate with each other via phone. 

i. Consider your own daily life. What kinds of sources do you use in 
order to get information about what’s happening in the world—
globally, nationally, locally, or even personally among your friends 
and family members? 

ii. Consider each of those sources in turn. How do you know whether 
or not the information you receive from each source is 
trustworthy? Which sources do you consider the most accurate? 
Which sources do you depend on the most? 

iii. Imagine you were in Jay’s position and suddenly lost any ability to 
access TV, internet, or a phone connection. What would you do in 
order to get information about what’s happening in the world—
globally, nationally, locally, or personally? 
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7. When Harry is first electrocuted, Jay states, “All around Trustees 
watched my boss—my friend—convulse and drool. Like children 
watching a mildly amusing puppet show.” 

i. In this scene, every Trustee appears to be immediately comfortable 
with the horrific torture of another human being. Did you find this 
scene believable? Why or why not? 

ii. Consider all of the Trustees who we meet. Did you ever feel 
empathy and understanding for any of them while reading? Explain 
your answer. 

iii. Why do you think the Trustees behaved with such cruelty towards 
the Helpers and Concierges? Imagine you yourself are a Trustee. 
What would it take for you to allow yourself to treat someone else 
like the Karloff employees are treated in this novel? 

iv. Civil rights organizer and Black Power leader Stokely Carmichael 
criticized Martin Luther King Jr.’s policy of nonviolence, stating, 
“His major assumption was that if you are nonviolent, if you suffer, 
your opponent will see your suffering and will be moved to change 
his heart. That’s very good. He only made one fallacious 
assumption: In order for nonviolence to work, your opponent must 
have a conscience. The United States has none.” 
 
Do you agree with Carmichael’s statement? Why or why not? Feel 
free to draw on examples from your own life, American history, or 
current events to support your answer. 
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8. Zeke accuses Jay of not doing enough to fight back against the Trustees, 
calling him “Go Along to Get Along Jay.” 

i. Why do you think Zeke has this perspective of Jay? Do you think 
Zeke’s belief is justified, based on the information he knows? Given 
what you know of Jay, do you think Zeke’s belief is actually true? 

ii. When Zeke makes this accusation in Chapter 32, Jay says, “Rage 
and denial and confusion swirled in me. Zeke was way out of line… 
The dead Splash Zone Helpers were a whole conversation to be 
had, but not with him.” Jay then leaves without any attempt to 
explain himself or better understand Zeke’s point of view. 
 

Do you think it would have been possible for Zeke to understand 
Jay’s behavior if Jay had tried to explain it better? Do you think it 
would have been possible for Jay to understand Zeke’s perspective 
if he had asked Zeke to explain himself instead of getting angry and 
defensive? Why do you think Jay left instead of trying either of 
these options? 

iii. When Jay and Zeke see the Popsicle Man killed, Zeke asks, “Could 
we have helped the man? … Should we have tried?” Jay responds, 
“We could’ve tried, but we’d—we’d still be there with him.” 
 

Do you think Jay and Zeke made the right choice in not trying to 
help the Popsicle Man? Why or why not? What do you think is the 
difference (if any) between the Popsicle Man situation and the “go 
along to get along” behavior Zeke finds so shameful? 
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9. Frequent advice for writers of speculative fiction like sci-fi and fantasy is 
to create your world’s rules and then firmly stick to them. Clear rules not 
only help the reader understand how the world operates, but also help 
create obstacles that the main characters must then figure out how to 
overcome as part of the story. 

i. What are the rules of The Getaway’s speculative world that are 
different from our own world? 

ii. Does Giles stick to these rules throughout the book? Use examples 
from the text to explain your answer. 

iii. Do Jay and his friends figure out how to overcome the obstacles 
created by The Getaway’s rules? Use examples from the text to 
explain your answer. If you think that they don’t overcome them, do 
you feel that choice on Giles’ part weakens the story? Why or why 
not? 
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10. The panopticon is a hypothetical prison design in which any prisoner can 
be observed at any time by a prison guard; however, the prisoner never 
knows for sure whether they are actually being observed. In 1975, 
philosopher Michel Foucault used the panopticon to illustrate systems 
of power, control, and punishment in modern society. In the case of 
prisons, Foucault argued that we have moved from punishment of the 
body (through torture and executions) to punishment of the soul as we 
seek to watch and control prisoners until they begin to police 
themselves unthinkingly. 

i. What panopticons—either physical or metaphorical—do we see in 
The Getaway? 

ii. Giles deliberately references the panopticon in the name of Zeke’s 
message board, as well as the design of Connie and Jay’s prison. Did 
you find these references to be effective? Why or why not? 

iii. Foucault also suggested that the techniques for control developed 
in prisons can be seen in other public institutions, saying, “Is it 
surprising that prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks, 
hospitals, which all resemble prisons?” 
 

What similarities do you see between our own modern-day prisons 
and other public institutions, such as schools and hospitals? 
Foucault was writing in 1975, but our society and its technologies 
have changed a great deal since then. What systems of surveillance 
do you see existing in our own society today? 

11. In 2014, author and poet Scott Woods wrote, “Racism is a complex 
system of social and political levers and pulleys set up generations ago to 
continue working on the behalf of whites at other people’s expense, 
whether whites know/like it or not. … Yes, racism looks like hate, but 
hate is just one manifestation. Privilege is another. Access is another. 
Ignorance is another. Apathy is another. And so on.” 

i. What manifestations of racism do you see portrayed in The 
Getaway? Use examples from the text to support your answer. 

ii. In The Getaway, is racism a “complex system” as it is in our present-
day American society? Or is it a simple one? Explain your answer. 

12. At the end of The Getaway, Chelle says to Jay, “You and your family have 
to be careful out there. Find some good people and stick with them.” Jay 
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then responds, “Who are the good people?”, prompting Chelle to reflect, 
“... I got his point. You never know for sure. Even if all’s good at first, it 
can change.” 

i. Based on this quote and the book as a whole, what do you think 
Giles wants readers to take away from this novel? What insights or 
realizations do you personally feel the novel offers? 

ii. In her speech at the 2014 National Book Awards, science fiction 
author Ursula K. Le Guin stated, “Hard times are coming, when we’ll 
be wanting the voices of writers who can see alternatives to how 
we live now, can see through our fear-stricken society and its 
obsessive technologies to other ways of being, and even imagine 
real grounds for hope.” 
 

Do you think The Getaway is a book that imagines “other ways of 
being” and gives us “real grounds for hope”? Why or why not? 

iii. Did the ending of The Getaway satisfy you as a reader? Why or why 
not? 


