
Context

Biography: Patrick Ness (born 17 October 1971) is a British-
American author, journalist, lecturer and screenwriter. He is best 
known for his books for young adults, including the Chaos 
Walking trilogy and A Monster Calls.

Origin: Siobhan Dowd conceived the novel while she had cancer. 
After Dowd's death in August 2007, Walker arranged for Ness to 
write the story.

Plot Overview

Beginning: Thirteen-year-old Conor O'Malley awakens from the same nightmare he has been experiencing 
for the past few months. At seven minutes after midnight, a voice calls to him from outside his bedroom 
window. Conor meets the monster who called, a towering mass of branches and leaves formed in a human 
shape from the yew tree. The monster claims to be a version of the green man and warns that it will tell 
Conor three true stories, after which Conor must tell a story of his own.

Middle: The monster continues to meet Conor. Between its tales, which aim to demonstrate the 
complications in humans, it is revealed that Conor's mother is undergoing chemotherapy and has been 
afflicted with terminal cancer for the past year. As the story progresses, his mother's condition worsens 
and Conor's encounters with the monster have escalating consequences.

End: At the end of the book we find out why the monster has been coming and about the nightmare Conor 
is so afraid of, which is him holding onto his mother’s arms gripping her tightly as she’s about to fall off a 
cliff and Conor loosens his grip, lets his mother fall purposely, though he could have held on to her longer. 
The monster came for Conor to confess the truth to his mother, and by doing so Conor could finally let his 
mother go. And at 12:07 Conor’s mother passed and so did all their pain.

The Four Tales

The First Tale: An old king remarries a beautiful young woman many claim to be a witch. He dies before the 
young prince has come of age, leaving the step-grandmother as regent. She plots to marry the prince and 
remain queen. The prince, who has a lover, runs away with his chosen bride, planning to flee to the 
neighbouring kingdom. They stop and sleep under the yew tree (the monster), but in the morning, the 
young woman is dead and the shocked young prince is covered in blood. Enraged, the commoners rally 
around the prince to storm the castle, and the monster follows. They capture the queen and condemn her 
to burn at the stake. The monster arrives to carry her away to a far-off land where she lives out the rest of 
her life. While disagreeable and a witch, she was not the one who had killed the girl. The prince had 
murdered her to inspire his people to back him into overthrowing the queen.

The Second Tale: A greedy, ill-tempered apothecary pesters a parson to allow him to cut down the yew 
tree in the church yard and use it for medicinal ingredients. When a sickness sweeps the land and many 
die, the parson asks him to save the lives of his two ill daughters. The parson promises to give him the yew 
tree and revoke his beliefs and give up everything if only his daughters are healed. The apothecary says 
that he cannot help and the girls die. The monster awakens to destroy the parson's house as punishment. 
While the apothecary was nasty, he was a healer. The parson was a man who lived off of belief, but had 
none of his own and changed beliefs as it suited him. His disbelief of the apothecary's skill caused many to 
die, even his children. 

The Third Tale: There was a man who was invisible because no one ever saw him. Tired of this, he 
summoned the monster to ensure no one forgot to see him again. The monster made them see, but there 
are harder things than being invisible. As this story is told, Conor is briefly possessed by the monster and 
assaults Harry, the school bully, throwing him across the dining hall, putting the boy in the hospital.

The Fourth Tale: Conor must confront his nightmare to tell the fourth story or face being engulfed by 
smoke and flames. His mother has been pulled from a cliff by a terrifying creature from the darkness below 
and Conor must hold on to her hand to save her from being dragged down by the creature. Eventually, his 
grip fails and the creature claims his mother.

Characters

Conor O’Malley: The protagonist of the book, thirteen-year-old Conor is very 
responsible for his age, due primarily to the fact that his mother was 
diagnosed with cancer a year before the start of the book. Conor is her 
primary caretaker because Conor’s mother and father had gotten divorced 
five years before her diagnosis. Conor refuses to believe that his mother’s 
health is deteriorating and tries to act as though everything is normal.

The Monster: A giant creature who takes the shape of a yew tree. Conor’s 
pain, grief, and inability to accept his feelings and his mother’s impending 
death is what calls the monster to him. The monster says that it has been 
called Herne the Hunter, Cernunnos, and the Green Man in the past—all 
implying that it is a natural spirit of pagan lore. The monster comes to tell 
stories to Conor to try and help him heal, and to help him understand that 
life and human emotions are complex and resist simple answers. 

Conor’s Mum: Though it is only explicitly stated that Conor’s mother is sick, 
details that Ness includes heavily implies that she has cancer: Conor’s 
mother has lost her hair and wears a scarf, goes through rounds of 
treatments, and is often exhausted and nauseous. As Conor’s mother’s 
condition deteriorates over the course of the book, she feels increasingly 
guilty about the responsibility that Conor has been forced to take on in 
caring for her.

Conor’s Grandma: Conor’s grandmother is cold and somewhat strict, and 
Conor doesn’t like her very much. He doesn’t understand why she tries to 
make herself look young and still works. Conor is disdainful of her visit, both 
because she treats him like a child (even though he’s been taking care of his 
mother alone up to this point), and because her presence inherently 
indicates that something is wrong.

Conor’s Father: Conor’s father now lives in America with his new wife and 
baby. Conor’s father comes to visit when Conor’s mother ends up in hospital. 
Conor enjoys being with his father and is comforted to have a parental figure 
to help take care of him and relieve him of some of his responsibility. 
However, he quickly makes excuses as to why Conor can’t live with him. 

Lily: Conor’s best friend and classmate. Conor’s mother and Lily’s mother 
have been friends for a long time, and Conor and Lily grew up together. 
Conor is angry with Lily: when she found out about Conor’s mother’s 
diagnosis, she told a few friends, who quickly spread the news to the entire 
school and caused people to avoid him. 

Harry: The school bully, who has been targeting Conor ever since his 
mother’s diagnosis. However, when Harry starts to realize that Conor 
actually wants to get beaten up because bullying is one of the only things 
that feels normal in his life, he tells Conor that he is going to do the worst 
thing he can think of: ignore him along with the rest of the students.

Key Quotations

“You do not write your life with words...You write it with actions. 
What you think is not important. It is only important what you 
do.” 

“There is not always a good guy. Nor is there always a bad one. 
Most people are somewhere in between.” 

“Stories are wild creatures, the monster said. When you let them 
loose, who knows what havoc they might wreak?” 

“Your mind will believe comforting lies while also knowing the 
painful truths that make those lies necessary.” 

“It's not that you should never love something so much that it 
can control you. It's that you need to love something that much 
so you can never be controlled. It's not a weakness. It's your best 
strength.” 

“Stories are important, the monster said. They can be more 
important than anything. If they carry the truth.” 

Themes

Family: the text explores different relationships and how the 
family interact with each other during such as difficult time.

Death: throughout the text Conor’s mother is sick, as the reader 
is kept in suspense all the way up to the very end of the text to 
find out whether or not she will die or get better.

Supernatural: during the beginning of the text, Conor constantly 
wrestles with the idea of the monster being real or a figment of 
his imagination.

Storytelling: through the monster’s stories, it is conveyed that 
stories are an important part of life and understanding meaning 
behind things that happen.


