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Readers’ Guide

When disaster strikes, where do you turn?

Rowan Morgan thinks she’s ready for the rare great earthquake that devastates the Pacific 
Northwest but she quickly finds out there is more to emergency preparation than 
stockpiling food. Disasters change people, make them anxious. 

Anxious people make bad decisions, take silly risks.  

At their father’s insistence Rowan and her brother have taken first aid courses, learned to 
fish and hunt, and know to close ranks around the family in emergencies. When she has to 
put that training into practice, Rowan discovers many situations are not covered in 
survival manuals.

A free-range child, MAGGIE BOLITHO grew up in Victoria BC. She spent 
her childhood flying under the radar, constructing alternate universes, 

and wishing for 20/20 vision. At age seventeen she left home and let 
curiosity shape her life. She lived in four different Canadian cities before 

moving to Australia for twenty years.

While she was Down Under she started writing fiction. Her short stories 
have been published in anthologies in Australia, the US and Canada. Her 

poetry has been published in Quills Canadian Poetry Magazine. You can 
read a collection of her flash fiction and some of her short stories on her 

website (www.maggiebolitho.com). 



Dear Reader,

Lockdown started as a collection of stories. The hardest part about creating the novel was 
narrowing the focus to a few major characters.

The book grew out of a number of influences. It started when I lived in Australia, on the side of a 
forest. My house was in a red-zone in respect to bushfire danger. The local fire brigade taught CFU 
(Community Fire Unit) members how to prepare, prevent, and protect our homes from bushfires. 
I learned to connect a hose to the hydrant, to pump water from a pool, and to handle a residential-
scale fire hose. 

Only once did fire blaze fifty feet from my back door, during a controlled (fuel reduction) burn. 
Even though the neighbourhood was blanketed with firefighters using full-size hoses and full ser-
vice water supply, the sound and fury of the fire made me realize I was only physically prepared 
for fire. Emotionally I had to dig deep to stay calm.

Afterward I was part of the clean up crew, extinguishing smouldering trees and stumps. For the 
first time I experienced what it was like to be close to radiant heat so fierce it made my skin tingle 
through fire retardant overalls. At one point, I stepped on the forest floor only to sink two feet 
into warm ashes. The psychological impact of the heat, noise, and unpredictable nature of a burn 
could not be created in any training session.  

When I moved back to Vancouver and took more emergency-preparedness training, I became 
aware of how much emphasis is on the physical. Have emergency food and water on hand. Protect 
yourself. Find a safe place. Wait for instructions.

Rowan knows all of those things and more. Just like the preppers on the TV shows, Tony has 
trained his children well. But priming a person psychologically for a physical threat is a difficult 
challenge. When a sudden disaster hits, it may only last a few seconds 
or a few minutes. The recovery time can take months, even years. How 
does a person prepare for that? As I researched earthquakes, particularly 
the 2011 ones in New Zealand and Japan, I quickly understood that my 
emergency pack needed something beyond a flashlight, food, and water. 
It needed things to comfort and entertain me. I added a favourite novel, a 
deck of cards, and pen and paper. 

I hope that Lockdown helps you understand what people go through 
during times of natural disasters. Maybe it will help you should you ever 
experience one yourself. 

Happy reading,

Maggie

From the author



1. Rowan is a strong character who has had a lot of emergency preparation training. How does her 
training help her make choices when the earthquake hits? Do you agree with all her choices? 

2. Jake has been fairly protected for most of his life. How does this influence his ability to deal with 
the earthquake? How does he change over the next week? 

3. To Rowan, it’s really important to see her father in the hospital. If you were in her situation, do you  
think you would leave the compound to try to see someone you loved? What do you think Rowan  
should have done?

4. It’s revealed in a couple of places that Michael is gay. Some readers thought the theme of his 
gender identity should have been more fully explored. Did it make sense to you that his sexuality was 
just part of his character, like having brown hair and hazel eyes? Or did this fact need greater 
investigation?

5. Rowan’s mother, Dixie, is determined to get back to her family as soon as she can. To what extend 
do you think that Rowan is like Dixie?

6. Linda has not told Jake who his real father is for sixteen years. Do you think she should have told 
Jake sooner? If not, then when? Should she have told him at all?

7. Did Greg / Ray have any right to approach Jake without first contacting Linda for permission? 
How did the earthquake change his timing?

8. It’s important to prepare for emergencies but do you think it’s possible to be too prepared? Was 
Tony too prepared? Do you think his house, with its chain-link fence made people curious about what 
was inside? 

9. Before the earthquake Tony boasted to neighbours about how prepared he was. Do you think this 
in fluenced the fact that the house was targeted by crowds? 

10. If you were preparing for an emergency today, what do you think you would put in your back-
pack?  If you were going to pack something for entertainment (cards, books, maybe some comfort 
food) what would your choices be? 

11. Stories don’t really end. How do you think Rowan and her family would be living in one week’s 
time?  One month? One year?

Discussion Questions
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Praise for Lockdown
Bolitho’s novel is arresting and hopeful. Her language is both precise and evocative. An earthquake 
is a great metaphor for the tumultuousness of adolescence, and the dynamics of a family character-
ised by eccentricities.   —  Alyssa Brugman PhD in Young Adult Literature, author of Alex as Well   
    Solo, The Girl Next Door, Finding Grace among others. 

The story is well-paced and thought-provoking, with many plot twists and well-developed characters 
that illustrate the effect of desperation on human nature. The main character, Rowan, is a smart, 
level-headed teen ... Lockdown is refreshing and realistic with none of the clichés that readers of the 
genre are tiring of. Bolitho’s writing style is rich with details that made the story real. 
       — Lisa Voisin, author of The Watcher and The Angel Killer (coming 2015) 

“Bolitho has written some emotionally complex characters who are believable in the face of horrific 
circumstances. Lockdown is an intriguing story, illustrating a true fear for many British Columbia 
residents. A worthy addition to school and public library collections.”  — Rob Bittner, CM  Magazine

“What a wonderful book for both teens and adults alike. Maggie Bolitho is a remarkable storyteller 
who has a facility with words. I could visualize the highly descriptive scenes as the story unfolded. 
From the first paragraph, one is caught up in the flow of the authors’ words, that compels one to 
read on.”  — Sandra, goodreads.com


