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1
Pen

GREASE HISSES AND POPS beneath the staccato drums 
ticking from the speaker above my brother Angel’s head. 
The song fades beneath the clank of metal and the sound of 
his voice calling orders across the kitchen.

“Adobada. Mole verde. Guiso de flor.”
I hear him through the crack in the back door of the 

restaurant, my forehead pressed to the cold metal as I 
count my breaths, the beats in between. Go inside. The res-
taurant is descending into chaos. You don’t have time to fall 
apart.

But the voice in my head isn’t alone. There’s another 
voice, biting and cold and cruel.

You’re a mess, Pen. You’re just going to make a mess.
I call it a liar, I pray that it is. Then I grit my teeth and 

yank the door open.
In the kitchen, glass bowls full of garlic, cilantro, and 
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guajillos slide across the counter, crashing against the faded 
Spanish labels pressed to jars of canela, anise, and comino. 
The glass jar of cumin tumbles, exploding against the con‑
crete floor like a flash of orange gunpowder.

The impact ignites a thousand memories. My father’s 
pipe speaking in tobacco apparitions. The knock and twist 
of the molcajete, the slap of my mother’s bare feet on the 
kitchen floor. “Volver Volver” low and stretched like dough 
as my father hums it over the sound of the radio. Even 
when they’re not here, their love is still the heartbeat of 
the place.

“Comin’ in hot!” Angel slams a slab of meat down on 
the cutting board. “I need runners!” He slaps the counter, 
summoning the waiters who are dripping in sweat and try‑
ing to remember to smile.

But that’s hard to do when you’re slammed and  short‑ 
 staffed. Not to mention the fact that the number of free 
meals my father’s been doling out has nearly doubled, 
which means fewer tips but twice the work.

Glass shatters and I rush into the dining room. Gabby, 
the new girl I spent six hours training this week, is on all 
fours. When she sees me, she cowers. I don’t just forget 
to smile. When I’m at the restaurant my face is physically 
incapable.

She scrambles to scrape up the broken plate and slices 
her hand. She winces, but I’m not sure if the tears are from 
the pain or my proximity.

My other half, Chloe, abandons the hostess stand and 
steps between us. “Try using a broom next time.” She helps 
Gabby to her feet before trading her hand for the broom. 
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While Gabby cleans up the mess, Chloe pulls me aside. 
“It was an accident,” she says, reminding me that these 
kinds of things do indeed happen and that I should defer 
to her in moments requiring human compassion since she 
is much better equipped for them. Which also reminds me 
why she’s my best friend. “Besides, half the people in here 
are so drunk they didn’t even notice.”

Chloe’s right. We’ve reached that point in the night when 
we’re slinging more drinks than tacos, and the Frankenstein 
monsters on our menu—which I’d created specifically for 
the inebriated—are flooding the line. There’s the fried egg 
pork carnitas perfect for a pounding headache, and the bar‑
bacoa with bacon and refried beans that soaks up alcohol like 
a sponge. I watch as one of the waitresses carries out a stack 
of corn tortillas filled with tripas and potatoes smothered in 
queso  blanco—  the holy grail of hangover remedies.

Chloe pushes up her glasses, using her shirt to dry the 
bridge of her nose. “You okay?”

Beneath the buzz, her voice sounds far away. It still 
stings. But just because Chloe can sense something’s off 
with me doesn’t mean anyone else can.

Seeing my anxiety grow fangs is a privilege reserved for 
exactly one person (and only when we’re  spoon‑  deep in a 
carton of Amy’s Mexican vanilla ice cream and there’s no 
one else around to see me cry).

“I just took a quick break,” I say, eyes trying to steal 
back more questions. “I’ll be fine.” I’m not exactly sure 
what fine even means, but it’s good enough for her to let 
me walk away. For now.

On my way back to the kitchen I’m stopped by one of 
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our neighbors, Mr. Cantu. His baseball cap is covered in 
paint, and that’s when I notice the spray can in each hand.

“Pen, is your father here?”
“He’ll be back in the morning. Is there something I can 

help you with?”
He deflates. “I’m here to paint the sidewalk. He said 

he’d pay me fifty bucks.”
I look from him to the crowd outside the entrance. The 

sidewalk’s full of people. “Tonight?”
“Well, tomorrow morning. But it’s just that I could 

really use the money now.” He motions to the parking lot. 
“My wife’s right outside. She already had the stencils made. 
We can get started right away.”

Mrs. Cantu can draw almost  anything—  caricatures, 
animals, flowers. She turns her sketches into stencils and 
her husband paints them into custom house numbers. I 
didn’t know my father had commissioned them to paint the 
sidewalk outside the restaurant, but it doesn’t surprise me. 
There’s someone doing odd jobs around here almost every 
day, not because we need the help but because they do.

“We’re really busy tonight, Mr. Cantu. . . .”
“I can set up cones. I can work around the crowd. Just 

give him a call,” he pleads.
I lead him back toward the entrance. “I’m sorry, but 

he’ll meet you in the morning. Like he promised.”
He stops. “Then an advance. You pay me now, and I’ll 

get to work as soon as the sun comes up.” He’s got a death 
grip on both paint cans, his eyes red like he hasn’t slept in 
days. “Please, I have to have the money tonight.”

I lower my voice. “Or what?”
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He lowers his too, glancing at the faces nearby. “Or 
he’ll take something else.”

The look in Mr. Cantu’s eyes spurs my pulse, then my 
feet. I make my way to the bar, knocking on the counter 
where Java, one of the bartenders, is flirting with some 
girls from a bachelorette party waiting to be seated.

“I need fifty from the cash register.” I motion toward 
Mr. Cantu. “Another side job.”

“What about when I come up short tonight?”
I sigh, taking the cash. “I’ll figure it out.”
He nods, relieved. Because I always do.
That’s who I have to be when I’m here. Pragmatic. A 

 problem‑  solver. Even when my brain is quicksand and no 
amount of medication can drag me out.

You’re a mess, Pen.
Everything is a mess.
I find Mr. Cantu and hand over the money. “And you’ll 

be here first thing in the morning.”
“Yes, yes, of course.” He shakes my hand. “Thank you, 

Pen. Tell your father thank you.”
On my way back to the kitchen, the burn in my 

knees finally registers. Somehow, my  five‑  hour shift has 
stretched into seven. I take the place of one of the platers, 
my thoughts silenced the moment my signature desserts 
start coming up the line. For the first time all night, the 
clenched fist around my lungs lets go. I adorn cakes and 
pastries with mint leaves and powdered sugar, cinnamon 
and drizzled cajeta. I suck the Mexican caramel from my 
thumb. Nothing hurts anymore.

Someone knocks into me from behind, my chest 
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smearing the coconut icing on the piece of cake I just 
plated. The cake I bake from scratch every single day.

I can hear Struggles, resident dish boy, wheezing 
behind me, his shoes squeaking as he tries to tiptoe back to 
the dish pit. I spin, my ponytail whipping him in the face 
as he raises his hands in surrender.

“I’m s‑sorry. . . .  I was  just—”
I grab him by the shirt collar, waiting for everyone else 

to turn and look. I prefer an audience when I bite some‑
one’s head off. Not because I like the attention, but because 
I like the insurance. The scarier I am on the outside, the 
less likely they are to see what’s underneath.

“Bring me another piece.” Struggles takes a step and 
I yank him back. “If you so much as breathe on it, I will 
hurt you.”

He scampers away just as another crash ignites from 
the dining room. I scan the floor for Gabby. Instead, two 
guys are wrestling by the bar, their bodies knocking drinks 
off the countertop.

As I wind back through the dining tables, the other 
bartender, Solana, claws at the arm of one of the drunk‑
ards until it’s twisted behind his back. Java ducks behind 
the bar, groaning as he searches the shelves. I find what 
he’s looking for before he does, and I poise the air horn 
between the two brutes. Then I squeeze. They hold their 
ears, rolling like insects until Solana and a few of our regu‑
lars drag them outside.

I call out to Java, “Disaster tax, stat!”
It’s his cue to bump up the price of alcohol for the rest of 

the night. It’s almost 1:00 AM, which means that everyone 
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left in the bar will be too drunk to care. We’ll make back 
what’s currently stuck to the floor and then some.

Chloe already has a mop in hand, and I whistle for 
Struggles to roll out the bucket. He lathers the floor. Gabby 
grabs a tray of food. She takes one step into the soapsuds 
and busts.

I find Angel through the order window. He rakes a 
hand down his face, calculations racing behind his eyes of 
every broken glass and plate, every spoiled piece of food.

I can see that he’s about to lose his shit, but the chaos 
of the restaurant is nothing compared to what’s thrashing 
inside my own head. The voice I’ve been trying to ignore 
all night sinks its hooks in me.

Just collapse, Pen.
Let it all collapse.
The sound is a tsunami. But  this—  the mess, the 

money we’ve lost, the money we’ve been hemorrhaging 
for  months—  is more like a Category 5 hurricane, grainy 
and muted in a  black‑  and‑  white photo. The worst of it still 
looming in the distance. Moving so fast it’s practically still.

I can navigate that kind of stillness. Which is why 
Angel is always the one who gets to lose his shit while I’m 
the one who cleans up the mess.

As he hurls a string of expletives at anyone within ear‑
shot, I shove away the voice for the millionth time tonight, 
find a pair of gloves, and get to work.

By closing time, I reek of tequila and onions. There are 
only four hours until my father and the morning crew 
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will get breakfast started. But I know he’s already awake. 
From where I’m scrubbing tables in the center of the din‑
ing room, I see his headlights creep up the mural on the 
back wall of the restaurant, settling over the  guitar‑  playing 
skeletons as he puts his truck in park.

Java strips off his shirt on his way to the back door. 
“Sol, you’re still covering my shift tomorrow, right?”

She looks back at Angel. “I can’t pour drinks and plate 
at the same time.”

“New guy’s starting tomorrow, so we won’t need you in 
the kitchen.”

“But we just got Gabby,” I say.
“Yeah, and we all know how that worked out,” Solana 

huffs.
“What’s with all the new hires?” Java asks.
I want to ask the same question, and more specifically, 

why our father hasn’t said anything about it to me.
“Struggles . . .” Angel slaps the dumpster out back. 

Struggles is halfway inside. “What the hell are you doing?”
Struggles climbs back out holding a crate of canned 

tomatoes. When he notices our looks of disgust, he says, 
“They’re still good.”

“You mean they expired three days ago.” Angel tries to 
yank the crate from his grasp.

I step between them. “Which means they’re still good 
enough for Struggles.” I push the crate back into his arms 
and he races down the steps to his ride.

We wait for everyone to pull out of the parking lot and 
then we walk back around to our father’s truck. Angel pulls 
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the door open, letting me slide in first before he slumps 
down next to me with a sigh.

My back hurts, my legs burn, sweat painting my neck. 
I scrape my hair out of my face and find pieces of lettuce 
and dried enchilada sauce. Angel is just as filthy, the hours 
stuck to us in layers of grease while time has burrowed 
even deeper into my father’s skin.

He’s been waking up before the sun every morning 
for the past fifteen years. Cooking migas and tamales and 
carne asada. Cleaning up broken glass and spilled drinks 
and  half‑  eaten food. Hiring cooks and bartenders and dish 
washers; firing them too. Wondering if people are going to 
show up that day, if they’re going to like the food, if they’re 
going to pay what it’s worth. And going to bed every night 
hoping that it was enough. To pay the bills. To raise four 
kids. To open the doors another day.

I can see those worries on his face. But even covered in 
filth, in food my father used to love, in sweat I can’t wait 
to wash off, there’s nothing I want more than to wear the 
same worry he does, to wake up with the same freedom.

“You smell like shit,” my father says.
“You mean I smell like money,” Angel corrects him.
My father almost laughs, but then his eyes track to the 

neon glow of the restaurant sign stamped against the hood 
of the truck. There’s something on his mind that can’t 
quite make it to his lips.

“Mr. Cantu asked for an advance on the sidewalk,” I say.
He sighs. “Did you give it to him?”
I nod.
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“Good,” he says, backing out onto the street.
“He seemed scared,” I add, some of that fear still cling‑

ing to me.
This gets his attention, and it’s just a flicker, his eyes 

quickly returning to the road, but I swear there was some‑
thing like fear in them too.

“What’s going on?” I ask.
Angel jumps in. “Did he take money from you- 

know-who?”
“Mind your own business,” my father says.
Angel huffs. “Well, if he did, he’s a fool. Especially 

after what happened  to—”
My father slams on the brakes. Angel and I are thrown 

forward as the truck idles in the middle of the empty 
street.

My father looks right at us and says, “Never judge 
another man for how he tries to feed his family. We’re no 
better than him. We’re no better than anyone.”

On the rest of the drive home, our father is quiet, 
Angel and I so still we’re both close to dozing off. Sud‑
denly, I feel my father reach an arm around me, letting me 
use his shoulder as a pillow. With the same hand he musses 
Angel’s hair, and even though I know this is all we’ll ever 
get, that his tenderness toward us will always be confined 
to the dark, I curl as close to him as I can and wish with 
everything in me that someday I’ll grow into the parts of 
him that are better than us all.
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CHAPTER 1

When I was a kid, my mom constantly invented games. 

The Quiet Game. The Who Can Make Their Cookie 

Last Longer? Game. A perennial favorite, The Marshmallow Game 

involved eating marshmallows while wearing puffy Goodwill jack-

ets indoors, to avoid turning on the heat. The Flashlight Game was 

what we played when the electricity went out. We never walked 

anywhere—we raced. The floor was nearly always lava. The pri-

mary purpose of pillows was building forts.

Our longest-lasting game was called I Have A Secret, because 

my mom said that everyone should always have at least one. Some 

days she guessed mine. Some days she didn’t. We played every 

week, right up until I was fifteen and one of her secrets landed her 

in the hospital.

The next thing I knew, she was gone.

“Your move, princess.” A gravelly voice dragged me back to the 

present. “I don’t have all day.”

“Not a princess,” I retorted, sliding one of my knights into place. 

“Your move, old man.”

Harry scowled at me. I didn’t know how old he was, really, and 
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I had no idea how he’d come to be homeless and living in the park 

where we played chess each morning. I did know that he was a 

formidable opponent.

“You,” he grumbled, eyeing the board, “are a horrible person.”

Three moves later, I had him. “Checkmate. You know what that 

means, Harry.”

He gave me a dirty look. “I have to let you buy me breakfast.” 

Those were the terms of our long-standing bet. When I won, he 

couldn’t turn down the free meal.

To my credit, I only gloated a little. “It’s good to be queen.”

I made it to school on time but barely. I had a habit of cutting 

things close. I walked the same tightrope with my grades: How 

little effort could I put in and still get an A? I wasn’t lazy. I was 

practical. Picking up an extra shift was worth trading a 98 for a 92.

I was in the middle of drafting an English paper in Spanish 

class when I was called to the office. Girls like me were supposed 

to be invisible. We didn’t get summoned for sit-downs with the 

principal. We made exactly as much trouble as we could afford to 

make, which in my case was none.

“Avery.” Principal Altman’s greeting was not what one would call 

warm. “Have a seat.”

I sat.

He folded his hands on the desk between us. “I assume you 

know why you’re here.”

Unless this was about the weekly poker game I’d been running 

in the parking lot to finance Harry’s breakfasts—and sometimes 

my own—I had no idea what I’d done to draw the administration’s 

attention. “Sorry,” I said, trying to sound sufficiently meek, “but I 

don’t.”

Principal Altman let me sit with my response for a moment, 
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then presented me with a stapled packet of paper. “This is the phys-

ics test you took yesterday.”

“Okay,” I said. That wasn’t the response he was looking for, but 

it was all I had. For once, I’d actually studied. I couldn’t imagine I’d 

done badly enough to merit intervention.

“Mr. Yates graded the tests, Avery. Yours was the only perfect 

score.”

“Great,” I said, in a deliberate effort to keep myself from saying 

okay again.

“Not great, young lady. Mr. Yates intentionally creates exams 

that challenge the abilities of his students. In twenty years, he’s 

never given a perfect score. Do you see the problem?”

I couldn’t quite bite back my instinctive reply. “A teacher who 

designs tests most of his students can’t pass?”

Mr. Altman narrowed his eyes. “You’re a good student, Avery. 

Quite good, given your circumstances. But you don’t exactly have a 

history of setting the curve.”

That was fair, so why did I feel like he’d gut-punched me?

“I am not without sympathy for your situation,” Principal Altman 

continued, “but I need you to be straight with me here.” He locked 

his eyes onto mine. “Were you aware that Mr. Yates keeps copies 

of all his exams on the cloud?” He thought I’d cheated. He was 

sitting there, staring me down, and I’d never felt less seen. “I’d like 

to help you, Avery. You’ve done extremely well, given the hand life 

has dealt you. I would hate to see any plans you might have for the 

future derailed.”

“Any plans I might have?” I repeated. If I’d had a different last 

name, if I’d had a dad who was a dentist and a mom who stayed 

home, he wouldn’t have acted like the future was something I might 
have thought about. “I’m a junior,” I gritted out. “I’ll graduate next 

year with at least two semesters’ worth of college credit. My test 
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scores should put me in scholarship contention at UConn, which 

has one of the top actuarial science programs in the country.”

Mr. Altman frowned. “Actuarial science?”

“Statistical risk assessment.” It was the closest I could come to 

double-majoring in poker and math. Besides, it was one of the most 

employable majors on the planet.

“Are you a fan of calculated risks, Ms. Grambs?”

Like cheating? I couldn’t let myself get any angrier. Instead, I 

pictured myself playing chess. I marked out the moves in my mind. 

Girls like me didn’t get to explode. “I didn’t cheat.” I said calmly. “I 

studied.”

I’d scraped together time—in other classes, between shifts, later 

at night than I should have stayed up. Knowing that Mr. Yates was 

infamous for giving impossible tests had made me want to redefine 

possible. For once, instead of seeing how close I could cut it, I’d 

wanted to see how far I could go.

And this was what I got for my effort, because girls like me 

didn’t ace impossible exams.

“I’ll take the test again,” I said, trying not to sound furious, or 

worse, wounded. “I’ll get the same grade again.”

“And what would you say if I told you that Mr. Yates had pre-

pared a new exam? All new questions, every bit as difficult as the 

first.”

I didn’t even hesitate. “I’ll take it.”

“That can be arranged tomorrow during third period, but I have 

to warn you that this will go significantly better for you if—”

“Now.”
Mr. Altman stared at me. “Excuse me?”

Forget sounding meek. Forget being invisible. “I want to take 

the new exam right here, in your office, right now.”
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CHAPTER 2

R ough day?” Libby asked. My sister was seven years older 

than me and way too empathetic for her own good—or 

mine.

“I’m fine,” I replied. Recounting my trip to Altman’s office would 

only have worried her, and until Mr. Yates graded my second test 

there was nothing anyone could do. I changed the subject. “Tips 

were good tonight.”

“How good?” Libby’s sense of style resided somewhere between 

punk and goth, but personality-wise, she was the kind of eternal 

optimist who believed a hundred-dollar-tip was always just around 

the corner at a hole-in-the-wall diner where most entrees cost $6.99.

I pressed a wad of crumpled singles into her hand. “Good 

enough to help make rent.”

Libby tried to hand the money back, but I moved out of reach 

before she could. “I will throw this cash at you,” she warned sternly.

I shrugged. “I’d dodge.”

“You’re impossible.” Libby grudgingly put the money away, pro-

duced a muffin tin out of nowhere, and fixed me with a look. “You 

will accept this muffin to make it up to me.”
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“Yes, ma’am.” I went to take it from her outstretched hand, but 

then I looked past her to the counter and realized she’d baked more 

than muffins. There were also cupcakes. I felt my stomach plum-

met. “Oh no, Lib.”

“It’s not what you think,” Libby promised. She was an apology 

cupcake baker. A guilty cupcake baker. A please-don’t-be-mad-at-

me cupcake baker.

“Not what I think?” I repeated softly. “So he’s not moving 

back in?”

“It’s going to be different this time,” Libby promised. “And the 

cupcakes are chocolate!”

My favorite.

“It’s never going to be different,” I said, but if I’d been capable of 

making her believe that, she’d have believed it already.

Right on cue, Libby’s on-again, off-again boyfriend—who had a 

fondness for punching walls and extolling his own virtues for not 

punching Libby—strolled in. He snagged a cupcake off the counter 

and let his gaze rake over me. “Hey, jailbait.”

“Drake,” Libby said.

“I’m kidding.” Drake smiled. “You know I’m kidding, Libby-mine. 

You and your sister just need to learn how to take a joke.”

One minute in, and he was already making us the problem. 

“This is not healthy,” I told Libby. He hadn’t wanted her to take me 

in—and he’d never stopped punishing her for it.

“This is not your apartment,” Drake shot back.

“Avery’s my sister,” Libby insisted.

“Half sister,” Drake corrected, and then he smiled again. 

“Joking.”

He wasn’t, but he also wasn’t wrong. Libby and I shared an 

absent father, but had different moms. We’d only seen each other 

once or twice a year growing up. No one had expected her to take 
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custody of me two years earlier. She was young. She was barely 

scraping by. But she was Libby. Loving people was what she did.

“If Drake’s staying here,” I told her quietly, “then I’m not.”

Libby picked up a cupcake and cradled it in her hands. “I’m 

doing the best I can, Avery.”

She was a people pleaser. Drake liked putting her in the middle. 

He used me to hurt her.

I couldn’t just wait around for the day he stopped punching 

walls.
“If you need me,” I told Libby, “I’ll be living in my car.”
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CHAPTER 3

My ancient Pontiac was a piece of junk, but at least the 

heater worked. Mostly. I parked at the diner, around 

the back, where no one would see me. Libby texted, but I couldn’t 

bring myself to text back, so I ended up just staring at my phone 

instead. The screen was cracked. My data plan was practically non-

existent, so I couldn’t go online, but I did have unlimited texts.

Besides Libby, there was exactly one person in my life worth 

texting. I kept my message to Max short and sweet: You-know-who 
is back.

There was no immediate response. Max’s parents were big 

on “phone-free” time and confiscated hers frequently. They were 

also infamous for intermittently monitoring her messages, which 

was why I hadn’t named Drake and wouldn’t type a word about 

where I was spending the night. Neither the Liu family nor my 

social worker needed to know that I wasn’t where I was supposed 

to be.

Setting my phone down, I glanced at my backpack in the pas-

senger seat, but decided that the rest of my homework could wait 

for morning. I laid my seat back and closed my eyes but couldn’t 

sleep, so I reached into the glove box and retrieved the only thing 
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of value that my mother had left me: a stack of postcards. Dozens 

of them. Dozens of places we’d planned to go together.

Hawaii. New Zealand. Machu Picchu. Staring at each of the 

pictures in turn, I imagined myself anywhere but here. Tokyo. Bali. 

Greece. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been lost in thought when my 

phone beeped. I picked it up and was greeted by Max’s response to 

my message about Drake.

That mother-faxer. And then, a moment later: Are you okay?
Max had moved away the summer after eighth grade. Most of 

our communication was written, and she refused to write curse 

words, lest her parents see them.

So she got creative.

I’m fine, I wrote back, and that was all the impetus she needed 

to unleash her righteous fury on my behalf.

THAT FAXING CHIPHEAD CAN GO STRAIGHT TO ELF 
AND EAT A BAG OF DUCKS!!!

A second later, my phone rang. “Are you really okay?” Max asked 

when I answered.

I looked back down at the postcards in my lap, and the mus-

cles in my throat tightened. I would make it through high school. 

I’d apply for every scholarship I qualified for. I’d get a marketable 

degree that allowed me to work remotely and paid me well.

I’d travel the world.

I let out a long, jagged breath, and then answered Max’s ques-

tion. “You know me, Maxine. I always land on my feet.”

InheritanceGam_HCtextF1.indd 9 6/29/20 11:03:09 PM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



Copyright © 2020 by Elizabeth Gatland

All rights reserved. Published by Hyperion, an imprint of Disney Book Group. No part 

of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic 

or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and 

retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher. For information address 

Hyperion, 125 West End Avenue, New York, New York 10023.

First Edition, May 2020

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

FAC-020093-20101

Printed in the United States of America

This book is set in 11.5-pt Goudy Old Style MT Std, Goudy MT Pro, 

Minion Pro/Monotype; Dearjoe 2, Mocha Matteri, Typewrither/Fontspring

Designed by Phil Buchanan

Library of Congress Control Number: 2019049235

ISBN 978-1-368-01258-4

Reinforced binding

Visit www.hyperionteens.com 

Logo Applies to Text Stock Only

SFI-00993

EnigmaGame_INT_i-vi,1-442_4ppF_OTP_prep18.indd   4 2/10/20   11:44 AM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



5

Flight Lieutenant James G. Beaufort-Stuart:

The night of 6–7 November 1940—how many of us dead 

in that raid?

I don’t know.

I know nine men in 648 Squadron’s A-Flight were 

killed that night just because of weather. Two planes col-

lided in fog just before landing, and one came down heavy 

with ice. But I don’t know how many in A-Flight fell to 

enemy fire.

How many in B-Flight, then? My own lads . . . I ought 

to know that, at least.

But I don’t. Not offhand. I’d have to sit and count. I 

probably made a note in my logbook. That night wasn’t 

the first time we took a heavy loss, and it wasn’t the last 

time. Buckets of blood. It wasn’t as many as last time. Any-

way it’s hard to remember all the losses, which for Bristol 

Blenheim bomber crews was just about every mission, 

and I get some of the dead men muddled when I try to 

count. The Royal Air Force isn’t going to win the war fly-

ing Bristol Blenheims.

I’d argued with Wing Commander Talbot Cromwell 

before we took off on that mission. That wasn’t the first 

time, either. I knew he didn’t like me, and I risked an 

official reprimand, or worse, a demotion, every time I 

challenged him. We didn’t see eye to eye on anything.
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“We’ll never find German warships if we’re flying at 

twenty thousand feet!” I told my commanding officer. I 

didn’t even try to hide my anger. “There’s no hope in hell 

of a Blenheim hitting anything from that height anyway. 

The bomb doors don’t always open when you want them 

to, and up there you can’t tell whether a speck out the 

window is an enemy destroyer or a bit of runway mud 

stuck on the Perspex!”

“Are you quite finished, Flight Lieutenant Beaufort- 

Stuart?” said Cromwell, lowering his eyebrows like bar-

rier gates. “You’ll fly at twenty thousand feet, and so will 

all your men. Orders are orders. That’s where Coastal 

Command wants you to fly. I take my instructions from 

headquarters and you take yours from me.”

Cromwell and I had been at each other since the day 

we first came together about two weeks earlier.

He got transferred to us in October when we moved 

to Shetland as the Battle of Britain came to an end. Our 

squadron patrolled the North Sea for the Royal Air Force, 

the RAF, just as we’d done at other bases all through the 

summer of 1940. But Cromwell’s role with 648 Squadron 

was new. Before he got lumbered with us, he’d com-

manded a squadron of speedy new Spitfire fighters. In 

August and September, while we were flying Blenheims 

under cover of cloud on low-level bombing raids targeting 

German ships, he’d been sending fighter pilots into soar-

ing dogfights in the sun.

None of our experiences matched up. He couldn’t 

manage twin engines and didn’t join us when we flew. 

And he didn’t like it that at nineteen years old I was half 

his age, shorter and slighter than most of the other lads 

and barely needing a shave, yet I talked back. He didn’t 

like that all of B-Flight were on my side because they were 
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Blenheim airmen too; maybe I looked like a schoolboy, 

but they knew I wasn’t. I’d been their flight leader since 

August.

And sending us on a bombing raid with only a half-

moon to light us, above cloud at twenty thousand feet? I 

was reckless with frustration.

“It’s stupid, stupid—everyone knows it. The men are 

complaining. You know it’s stupid. Above the cloud? We 

won’t be able to see the sea, let alone ships in the dark! 

And the air’s too thin up there for a Blenheim to oper-

ate efficiently. It’s not like flying a Spitfire! We cruise best 

at fifteen thousand feet, and when we’re in combat we 

take it as low as we can, it helps camouflage us. And the 

Jerries—the German fighters all know they can go higher 

and faster, and they circle like vultures, waiting—”

“None of my Spitfire pilots complained about dan-

ger,” Cromwell said coldly. “I expect more of a young 

man of your caliber, Beaufort-Stuart. This sounds like lack 

of moral fiber.”

Lack of moral fiber—that wonderful euphemism for 

cowardice.

I couldn’t let him accuse me, or worse, my 648 

 Squadron airmen, of being cowards.

I said stiffly, “Sir. I’m leading B-Flight on a mission 

tonight. I want the best for them.”

“When you go in at low level, you get shot up by 

enemy antiaircraft guns,” Cromwell told me, as if I didn’t 

know. “We need to change our tactics.”

It was true that most of our losses came from guns 

on the ground or at sea level. I couldn’t argue with that. 

But I felt sure that a raid at twenty thousand feet would 

end in the same tears for different reasons, or at best, be 

completely pointless because we wouldn’t hit anything. It 
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wasn’t the first time Coastal Command had tried it.

However, with no winning counterargument, off we 

went, hoping a few of us would make it back safely in five 

hours or so. Following orders.

The Blenheims were like a herd of shadowy bronto-

sauri waiting on the airfield in the dark beneath the high 

cloud.

“Come on, Scotty, buck up,” said David Silvermont, 

my navigator, as we lowered ourselves in our bulky flight 

suits through the forward hatch of that night’s plane. 

Being the only Scot in the squadron meant that I mostly 

hadn’t been called Jamie for the past year or so, except on 

leave. “We can’t have you in a funk—it brings everybody 

down. The lads take your moods very seriously.”

“Wing Commander Cromwell bloody well doesn’t,” I 

retorted. “I wish he’d have a go at you sometime instead 

of me.”

“No chance, as you’re the officer in charge. Anyway 

I am much bigger and older than you, and better looking 

too and probably smarter, so he doesn’t dare.”

“And you have a bigger head than me!” I laughed.

Most of those things were true, as David Silvermont 

was two years my senior and had been halfway through a 

medical degree when the war started. But he was also my 

best friend. He was easy to like and smooth with girls, 

with the brooding dark looks of a film star, and was good 

at breaking up fights and at making me laugh. Silver read 

poetry before he went to bed; he played Mozart on the 

cracked fiddle he’d found in the officers’ lounge when 

we were off duty; but those highbrow occupations didn’t 

stop him plotting a course by dead reckoning, or spotting 

enemy convoys, or having a sense of humor.

He was a wizard navigator.
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“What’s up?” called our air gunner and wireless oper-

ator, Colin Oldham, from his place in the back of the 

Blenheim.

“Just the usual scrapping with Cromwell,” I grum-

bled. “Accused me of ‘lack of moral fiber.’ ”

“Rubbish! He’s not flying tonight, is he!” Colin 

exclaimed.

“I expect he doesn’t like your poncey double-

barreled surname,” Silver teased me. “It reminds the old 

Roundhead that your dad’s the Earl of Craigie, and then 

he wants to start the Civil War over again. Can’t have 

teenage toffs telling him what to do.”

Colin howled. “ ‘The Old Roundhead!’ Suits him!”

“I don’t tell him what to do,” I protested, checking 

the instruments and controls while Silver and Colin 

belted their harnesses in place. “I make polite suggestions 

about what not to do. And being the youngest of five sons 

doesn’t mean a thing. They ran out of titles before they 

got to me.”

“It’s your classical education he doesn’t like,” put in 

Colin.

“I’ll make a list, shall I? Perhaps if I were taller or big-

ger or grew a mustache—”

“He doesn’t like me much, either,” Silver said with 

sympathy.

“You both make him feel inferior,” said Colin. “All 

that heady talk in the officers’ lounge comparing hydrau-

lics to blood pressure. He can’t keep up.”

“Hydraulics and blood pressure are endlessly fasci-

nating,” said Silver. He spread his chart on his knees, 

holding his electric torch ready in his gauntleted hand. He 

declared with satisfaction, “From tonight I shall always 

think of him as the Old Roundhead.”
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My B-Flight aircrews knew what we were doing that 

night—three planes in my own Pimms Section and three 

in Madeira Section, with three men in each plane. In a 

few minutes I’d be in the sky in the dark in charge of 

eighteen men, counting myself, and in a few hours half of 

them would be dead.

I didn’t know then what the full toll of that night 

would be, and I tried to lighten the tone as we set out. I 

called over the radio to Pimms and Madeira as we took 

off. “Setting course for target and climbing to twenty 

thousand feet, as per orders from the Old Roundhead.”

Over the intercom I heard Colin behind me laughing 

again.

“The Old Roundhead might be keeping a listening 

watch,” Silver warned me.

“I don’t mind. I’ll get another damned reprimand. He 

already knows what I think of him.”

We flew obediently high, heading for a flotilla of 

German warships that was supposed to be cruising fifty 

miles off the Norwegian coast. After about an hour and 

a half, maybe we were over the ships we were supposed 

to hit and maybe we weren’t. The sky was clear and blue-

black, but the half-moon lit the thin cloud below us like a 

sheet of milky Chinese silk. I could see the other B-Flight 

planes standing out in black silhouette like decals against 

that cloud.

So, too, could the German Messerschmitt 110 night 

fighters on patrol.

We didn’t have lights and neither did they, and we 

didn’t see them coming. They can fly a hundred miles 

an hour faster than we can. But Silver and I both saw 

the streaks of green flame as the tracers flew from the 

first rounds of their thundering guns. And we saw the 
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explosion of golden fire as the bullets struck an engine on 

another Blenheim in our formation.

Silver opened the observer’s panel in the window next 

to his head and twisted around to stick his nose out so he 

could see behind us. “There’s one on our tail!” he cried. 

“Dive, dive—”

“Down, everybody get down!” I called to my lads over 

the radio. “Use the cloud! Get into it or below it where 

they can’t see you! Drop your bombs if you have to,  

lose the weight—”

I pushed my own plane into a nosedive. Our only 

hope against an Me-110 was to get away from it. Hide in 

cloud, camouflage yourself against the earth’s surface. For 

a moment, behind me, I could hear Colin’s gun rattling 

back at our attackers.

In a Blenheim, the air gunner has to sit with his head 

up out of the plane in a bubble of Perspex like a goldfish 

bowl on a windowsill. The gunner’s turret is often the 

first thing that goes when the Jerries are after you. And 

that’s exactly what happened that night, with a deafening 

bang that I felt more than heard. God. The wind in the 

cockpit, after our turret exploded, howling around us as 

we sped toward the black sea below. The mess of blood 

and bone that had been Colin, all over the inside of the 

plane and the back of Silver’s leather helmet.

That missed me, anyway—I was protected from Colin 

by the bulkhead between the pilot’s seat and the radio 

equipment.

The sky went small and gray. I was diving too fast—in 

another few seconds the increased gravity would knock 

us out.

I must have leveled up somehow.

I skimmed so low over the sea, when I reached it, that 
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the poor Blenheim’s tail wheel snagged in a swell and 

snapped off.

In front of us, seawater erupted like a geyser as some-

one overhead got rid of their explosives, and I was too 

close to the surface to turn away from the pluming water-

spout. I had to fly through it. We lost windowpanes in the 

front cockpit and Silver’s charts were soaked, but we were 

still flying on the other side.

We were being bombed by our own planes.

We saw two Blenheims go plummeting in flames into 

the water around us while we struggled away from the 

waves.

It was the morning of 7 November 1940, and I was so 

stunned and spent after I landed back at our base in 

Shetland that I couldn’t think. I shut down the engines, 

and Silver and I sat in silence. We didn’t even try to 

get out.

Then a couple of mechanics climbed on the wing to 

open the hatches, and Silver looked up. He put a hand on 

my shoulder and said softly, “Nice flying, Scotty, as per 

usual. Thanks for getting us home.”

He’d taken off his gloves to rescue the charts and to 

use the pencils and flight calculator on the way back. His 

hands must have been freezing. But he made the same 

cheesy joke every time we landed safely—he’d be able to 

play the violin again. He pulled the little box of rosin 

from his knee pocket, the lucky charm that went with 

him on every op, and held it between thumb and fore-

finger with both hands in front of his face.

“Look, everything still in one piece.”

He couldn’t not say it. He couldn’t not take the rosin 

with him. I had a charm too, in the breast pocket of 
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my uniform beneath my flight suit, a perfectly round 

quartz pebble from the Iron Age hill fort on my father’s 

grouse moor.

“You’re welcome,” I croaked.

Our clothes were soaked with seawater and Colin 

Oldham’s blood. It was all over the cockpit, and we had 

to climb through it to get out the hatch.

Half an hour later I sat down in front of Flight 

 Officer Phyllis Pennyworth, our brisk, chirpy robin of a 

Women’s Auxiliary Air Force interrogator who was in 

charge of grilling us after a mission—and I got so choked 

up I couldn’t talk. I sat for a while with my elbows on 

my knees and my head in my hands, and she just let me 

do that, didn’t say anything, knew what was coming—or 

guessed, anyway.

When I looked up, the pretty pink had faded a bit 

from her rosy cheeks. She loved us all very much. But in 

the debriefing room Pennyworth took care to be all busi-

ness, and this time I was too broken and beat to do my 

job politely.

“Too many German planes to count,” I told her. 

“Bloody Jerries in their bloody Messerschmitt 110s. Those 

Luftwaffe night fighters. Like a swarm of hornets—they 

know where we’re coming from and what we’re after, and 

they’re a million miles an hour faster than us—”

“Not a million, Scotty,” Phyllis corrected gently. 

Using my nickname instead of my rank title the way most 

of my lads did, so that I knew she cared, but reminding 

me to be precise so she could make an accurate report. 

She was a stickler for rules herself, and she was scared of 

the Old Roundhead.

“Might as well be a million.” It came out as a sort of 

sob. “These old Blenheims we fly, these airborne buckets 
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of bolts we’re in, these crates don’t have a chance against 

a Messerschmitt 110 night fighter!”

And I gave a real sob then, because of Colin.

I didn’t tell Phyllis Pennyworth about the mess. She’d 

seen our busted-up plane—half the glass in the front 

cockpit punched out, a furrow plowed in the airfield 

behind us by our tail because we’d lost the tail wheel, 

the gaping hole where the gunner’s turret used to be. She 

wasn’t stupid; she knew what had happened to Colin. She 

waited while I tried to pull myself together, and when I 

still didn’t say anything, she sighed and put down her pen 

and lit a cigarette for me.

I took it and my hands didn’t shake. I hadn’t lost 

my nerve—I was angry. Not just at the Germans, our 

enemy. I was angry at my commanding officer, at Wing 

 Commander Talbot Cromwell, for being so blind to what 

we were up against, and at Coastal Command itself, 

whoever they were, making impossible rules in some 

comfortable headquarters in England while we bled our 

lives out in unforgiving sky and sea.

I tried to smoke. Phyllis passed me her ashtray. I was 

nearly angry at her, too, behaving herself and reporting to 

them. But she was good at her job, unlike Cromwell; she’d 

been with us since June and she knew us well.

“When we fly that high the mission is absolutely 

pointless, but when we come in at a low level to bomb the 

German ships, we get shot up by their antiaircraft guns,” I 

said bitterly. “I just want an advantage, you know? I want 

to know where their submarines are, or if there are night 

fighters about, before they’re on top of us. Some wee 

thing. One thing that we can do better than the Germans. 

One surprising smack in their faces.”

“We stopped the invasion,” Phyllis said. “You helped 
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too, two months ago when we were fighting the Battle of 

Britain. We made them back off. That was a smack in 

their faces.”

“Now they’re bombing our cities to blazes—that’s not 

backing off!”

“We all want revenge,” Phyllis said softly.

That surprised me a little. I didn’t think of earnest, 

diligent Flight Officer Pennyworth as someone who had 

unwholesome emotions that might involve a thirst for 

blood. I glanced up at her, thinking she might be offering 

mechanical sympathy to another shot-down airman—or I 

suppose I should say shot up, not shot down, as I’d managed 

to bring the crate back and land it in one piece.

Her eyes were red and her mouth was set in a stub-

born, steely pout. I guess Flight Officer Pennyworth got 

the job partly because she didn’t cry easily. Maybe she did 

want revenge.

“We’ll win,” Phyllis said firmly. “We’ll keep fighting, 

and someday we’ll win fair and square.”

I’d let my cigarette go out. I dumped it in the ashtray. 

What had Cromwell told me?

We need to change our tactics.

“I don’t want to win fair and square anymore,” I said 

through my teeth. “I want to cheat.”
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Prologue

Walking in the streets of Birmingham with my brothers, 

mum, and dad, I pause for a second to feel the peace. 

It is all around us, in the trees swaying gently in the breeze, in 

the sound of the cars coming and going, in the laughter of a 

child, in a girl and boy tentatively holding hands as they trail 

behind their friends. But I feel the peace, too, in my bones. I 

thank Allah for everything, for being alive, for being safe, for 

my family being safe.

It never fails to shock me how people take peace for 

granted. I am grateful for it every day. Not everyone has it. 

Millions of men, women, and children witness wars every 

day. Their reality is violence, homes destroyed, innocent 
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WE ARE DISPLACED

lives lost. And the only choice they have for safety is to leave. 

To “choose” to be displaced. That is not much of a choice.

Ten years ago, before anyone outside Pakistan knew my 

name, I had to leave my home with my family and more 

than two million people from the Swat Valley. We had no 

other option. It was not safe to stay. But where would we go?

I was eleven years old. And I was displaced.

For any refugee, or person displaced by violence, which is 

what most often makes people flee, it seems as if there is no 

safe place today. As of 2017, the United Nations counts 68.5 

million people who were forcibly displaced worldwide, 25.4 

million of which are considered refugees.

The numbers are so staggering that you forget these 

are people forced to leave their homes. They are doctors 

and teachers. Lawyers, journalists, poets, and priests. And 

children, so many children. People forget that you were an 

activist, a student, that you were a father named Ziauddin, 

a daughter named Malala. The refugees who make up these 

staggering numbers are human beings with hopes for a bet-

ter future.

I have had the immense privilege of meeting many 

individuals who had to rebuild their lives, often in totally 
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PrOLOgUE

foreign places. People who have lost so  much—  including 

loved  ones—  and then had to start over. This means learn-

ing a new language, a new culture, a new way of being. I 

share my story of being displaced not out of a desire to focus 

on my past, but to honor the people I’ve met and those I’ll 

never meet.

I wrote this book because it seems that too many peo-

ple don’t understand that refugees are ordinary people. All 

that differentiates them is that they got caught in the mid-

dle of a conflict that forced them to leave their homes, their 

loved ones, and the only lives they had known. They risked 

so much along the way, and why? Because it is too often a 

choice between life and death.

And, as my family did a decade ago, they chose life.

WeAreDisplaced_HCtext3P.indd xi 11/9/18 1:57:15 AM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



3

CHAPTER 1

Life as We Knew It

When I close my eyes and think of my childhood, I see 

pine forests and  snow  capped mountains; I hear rush-

ing rivers; I feel the calm earth beneath my feet. I was born in 

the Swat Valley, once known as the Switzerland of the East. 

Others have called it paradise, and that is how I think of Swat. 

It is the backdrop to all my happiest childhood  memories— 

 running in the streets with my friends; playing on the roof 

of our house in Mingora, the main city in Swat; visiting our 

cousins and extended family in Shangla, the mountain vil-

lage where both of my parents were born; listening to my 

mother and all her friends chatting over afternoon tea in our 

home, and my father discussing politics with his friends.
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WE ARE DISPLACED

I do recall my father talking about the Taliban, but as a 

faraway threat. Even as a young child, I was interested in 

politics and would listen to everything my father and his 

friends discussed, even if I didn’t always understand. In 

those days, the Taliban were in Afghanistan, not Pakistan. 

Nothing for us to be concerned with. Certainly nothing for 

me and my younger brother, Khushal, to worry about. And 

then came Atal, the baby. My biggest problem was how I felt 

about these brothers taking over the house.

That began to change in 2004. I was only six years old, 

so I didn’t notice anything at first, but when I think back 

on those years, my memories are tinged with the fear that 

I know must have been growing in my parents’ eyes. And 

then five years later, my beloved Swat was no longer safe, 

and we were forced from our home along with hundreds of 

thousands of others.

It started slowly. Our country had begun a time of advance-

ment for women, but our region was going backward. In 

2003, my father opened his first high school, and boys and 

girls attended classes together. By 2004, co-ed classes were 

not possible.

An earthquake in 2005 was not only devastating for the 
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LIFE AS WE KNEW IT

destruction it caused and the lives it  took—  more than  seventy- 

 three thousand were killed, including eighteen thousand 

 children—  but it also left vulnerable survivors. When men 

from an extremist group who had provided aid to so many who 

had been displaced by this natural disaster began to preach that 

the earthquake was a warning from god, people listened. Soon 

those men, who later became part of the Taliban, began preach-

ing strict interpretations of Islam on the local radio, saying that 

all women must cover their faces entirely and that music and 

dancing and Western movies were sinful. That men should 

grow their beards long. That girls should not go to school.

This was not our Islam.

These were religious fundamentalists who claimed they 

wanted to return to an old way of living, which was ironic 

considering that they used  technology—  the  radio—  to spread 

this very message. They attacked our daily way of life in the 

name of Islam. They told people what they could wear, what 

they could listen to, what they could watch. And most of all, 

they tried to take away the rights of women.

By 2007, the dictates had become more aggressive and 

specific: They called for TVs, computers, and other electron-

ics to be not only banished from homes but also burned and 

destroyed. I can still smell the stench of melting plastic and 

wires from the bonfires they organized. They aggressively 
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WE ARE DISPLACED

discouraged girls from going to school, commending by name 

parents who had kept their girls out of school as well as the 

girls themselves, and condemning by name those who had 

not. Soon they declared that educating girls was un-Islamic.

How was going to school un-Islamic? It made no sense to 

me. How was any of this un-Islamic?

My family mostly ignored these commands, though we 

did start lowering the volume on our TV in case anyone 

walking by outside could hear us.

The call for girls to be kept home upset my father, Ziaud-

din, too. He ran two schools that he had built from scratch; 

one was for girls. At first, these extremists still felt fringe to 

my  father—  more an annoyance than a real terror. He had 

been focusing his activism on the environment. Our city 

was growing quickly; air pollution and access to clean water 

had become problems. He and some friends had founded an 

organization to protect the environment as well as promote 

peace and education in the Swat Valley. He was becoming 

known by some as a man to be listened to, and by others as a 

troublemaker. But my father has a deep sense of justice and 

cannot help but fight for good.

Then the Taliban gained more followers and more 

power, and soon life as we knew it became a collection of 

happy memories.
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LIFE AS WE KNEW IT

The words Taliban and militant entered our daily conver-

sations; it was not simply something discussed on the news 

anymore. And rumors were spreading throughout Mingora 

that these militants were infiltrating Swat Valley.

I began to see men with long beards and black turbans 

walking in the streets. One of them could intimidate a whole 

village. Now they were patrolling our streets. No one knew 

who they were exactly, but everyone knew they were con-

nected to the Taliban and enforcing their decrees.

I had my first real brush with the Taliban on our way to visit 

family in Shangla. My cousin had several music cassettes in 

his car for the ride and had just inserted one into the player 

when he saw two men wearing black turbans and camou-

flage vests waving down cars ahead.

My cousin ejected the tape, grabbed the others, and 

passed them to my mother. “Hide these,” he whispered.

My mother shoved them into her handbag without say-

ing a word as our car slowed to a stop.

Both men had long beards and cruel eyes. Each had a 

machine gun slung over one shoulder. My mother pulled 

her veil across her face, and I could see that her hands were 

trembling, which caused my heart to beat more quickly.
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WE ARE DISPLACED

One of the men leaned into the car and asked, “Do you 

have any cassettes or CDs?”

My cousin shook his head no, and my mother and I stayed 

silent. I worried the Talib could hear my heart thumping or 

see my mother’s hands shaking. I held my breath when he 

pushed his face into the back window to address us both.

“Sister,” he said sternly to me. “You should cover your 

face.”

I wanted to ask, Why? I am only a child. But the Kalash-

nikov slung over his shoulder stopped me from speaking.

They waved us on, but all the excitement we had felt ear-

lier that day disappeared. We spent the next hour in total 

silence. The cassettes stayed in my mother’s purse.

The fear that had been growing around us now felt too 

close to ignore. And then the violence began.
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PROLOGUE

Once, a girl lived in a  double‑  wide trailer on ranchland, 
beneath a wide white sky tumbled with clouds. The Prophet, 

a scowling crow of a man, presided over everyone and everything. 
When the girl wasn’t praying or busy with chores, she’d spin in 
meadows dancing with bees and dandelions, until Father called 
her name from the porch: “Agnes, back in the house!”

Run.
In Agnes’s world, secular music was forbidden, as was tele‑

vision, radio, and all technologies of sin. She wore homemade 
dresses that draped every inch of skin, though they were far too 
hot. At twelve, boys and girls were forbidden to play together, and 
the Prophet called the children little sinners with a sneer.

Nevertheless, Agnes loved her world. Loved the meadow and 
the rocky canyon and the hawks that screeched overhead, wing‑
ing impossibly high.

One day, the meadow spoke. She was dancing when the hum 
rose up through the bottoms of her feet and into her small,  little‑ 
 girl bones.

It was like a song. An old song. She pressed her ear to the 
ground and listened. Rocks pulsed, stones echoed, and clouds, 
trees, leaves rustled with melody. The girl smiled, her heart full, 
because God had opened her ears. He’d scratched the earth with 
His fingernail and revealed a hidden world.

The girl was too young to see the danger in being singled out 
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in a land where the Prophet expected his faithful to march like 
paper dolls, arm in arm, and all the same.

Perfect obedience produces perfect faith.
In Sunday school, Mrs. King asked the children if they 

remembered to pray.
“I don’t need to pray,” said Agnes. “Because God is singing, 

everywhere, all the time.”
Children snickered. Their teacher swiftly crossed the room. 

She grabbed Agnes’s arm, her face purple with anger, and 
stretched it across the desk. Then she slammed a Bible’s spine 
across the girl’s knuckles, over and over, until the middle knuckle 
of her right hand cracked like a nut.

Pain exploded up her arm. She knew better than to scream.
The woman bent and poured poison into her ear. “Insolent 

child. Only the Prophet hears the voice of God. Lie again and I’ll 
show you real pain.”

That night, hand throbbing and swollen, the girl told herself 
she didn’t hear the sky singing or the earth humming. That she’d 
never heard such lovely, evil things.

Never. Never.
Perfect obedience produces perfect faith.
Agnes pretended so hard not to hear that one day, she didn’t. 

The world went silent, all song snuffed out like a candle flame.
When she returned, hesitant and barefoot, to the  bee‑  spun 

meadow, she heard nothing.
Nothing at all.

AgnesAtEndOfWo_HCtextF3.indd 4 3/11/20 8:40:35 AM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



1
AGNES

Sickness is punishment for your rebellion.  

It must be corrected by prayer alone.

—  Prophet Jacob Rollins

Agnes, are you in rebellion?”
The question startled her like a rifle’s crack in the dark. 

Agnes froze with her hand on the trailer’s doorknob, her backpack 
slung over her shoulder. It was a quarter to midnight, and her fifteen‑ 
 year‑  old sister was sitting bolt upright in bed, staring hungrily at her.

Agnes’s pulse throbbed in the hollow of her throat, beating a 
single word: Caught.

She’d been sneaking out the last Saturday of every month for 
two years, and she’d never been seen before.

Such an obedient daughter, the matrons always said.
No one would ever suspect that such a sweet, hardworking 

girl regularly broke one of Red Creek’s strictest  Laws—  no contact 
with Outsiders.

It was an act for which she could be banished, and she never 
would’ve risked it if her brother’s life weren’t at stake. Luckily, her 
family were deep sleepers. But some  sound—  or dark  intuition— 
 had woken her sister tonight.
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Are you in rebellion?
Agnes shut her eyes, dreading the truth.
She’d always wanted, more than anything, to be good. Would 

God understand she’d never wanted to break His Laws?
Would the Prophet, if he ever found out?
“You can tell me,” her sister coaxed. “I won’t condemn you. 

I’m the only one who wouldn’t.”
“Please, Beth,” she pleaded. “Go back to sleep.”
Beth was already standing, shivering barefoot in her white 

nightgown. Her eyes shone lambent in the dark, and Agnes felt 
a cold wash of fear. She was well acquainted with her sister’s 
stubbornness.

Oh, why couldn’t she have slept on, like all the times before?
“Wherever you’re going, take me with you.”
“It’s too dangerous.”
Beth’s eyes flicked over the living room. “I don’t care. I’m 

bored to death here. Please.”
The twins rolled over in their cot. Agnes held her breath, but 

the younger girls didn’t wake. In the far corner, a crucifix  night‑ 
 light illuminated Ezekiel’s sleeping face.

For as long as Agnes could remember, she and Beth had 
shared  everything—  a bed, a hairbrush, their dreams.

Everything, except this. Agnes’s only secret, too dangerous to 
share.

Beth’s eyes lit up. “Is it a boy? Is that it?”
Agnes pinched the bridge of her nose. She loved her sister 

dearly, but people whispered she was trouble waiting to happen. 
They whispered that she was impulsive, spoiled, vain, and exactly 
the sort of girl to lead an innocent boy into the shadow of the valley 
of death.
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But Agnes loved her too much to believe it.
“No,” she said miserably. “I’m not meeting a boy. Why would 

you even ask me that?”
Beth cocked her head, calculating. “If not a boy, then what on 

 earth—?”
Agnes’s cheeks burned. She hated living this shadowy double 

 life—  the lies breeding ever more lies, the constant shame like a 
ball of fire in her chest.

She met Beth’s  too‑  pretty eyes, green as lake shallows, and 
nearly confessed.

I have no choice, she wanted to say. I sold my soul two years 
ago. If I hadn’t, we’d have buried Ezekiel in the meadow.

Yet to save his life was a  grave‑  deep sin, and so it must be her 
cross to  bear—  hers, alone. As much as she loved her sister, she 
knew Beth wasn’t strong enough to carry that burden for long.

To save her brother’s life, Agnes bit her tongue.
“If you are in rebellion, I understand,” Beth insisted. “Don’t 

you know I have doubts, too? Lately, I think Red Creek  is—”
“Stop,” Agnes whispered fiercely. She’d had enough of her 

willful younger sister for one night. “It’s none of your business 
where I go!”

Beth rocked back like she’d been slapped. Then a chill settled 
over her fine features, an icy mask of rage, and Agnes trembled 
despite herself.

“Everyone always says you’re so faithful,” Beth bit out. “But it’s 
all lies, isn’t it?”

“Beth.” She willed her to understand. “I’m trying my best.”
And not everything is about you.
Agnes glanced at Ezekiel clutching his stuffed toy Sheep, 

then quickly looked away.
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“You think I’m a child.” Beth’s voice smarted with hurt. “But 
you can’t keep me in the dark forever.”

“Don’t tell,” she said urgently. “Hate me if you want, but don’t 
tell.”

“Fine.” Beth turned her back, digging under the mattress for 
her diary. “But I’ll never forgive you for this. Never.”

She scribbled furiously in her book, sheltering in her own 
little world.

Beth, I love you, Agnes wanted to say, but didn’t. Beth, I’m 
sorry.

She glanced at the clock, and her heart contracted. It was 
nearly midnight. She didn’t have much time.

Quietly, Agnes pushed open the trailer door and slipped into 
the evening air.

The night smelled of lavender, dust, and danger.


Agnes always met the Outsider in the King family cemetery, at the 
bottom of the hilly meadow that sprawled like a green carpet from 
their porch, unrolling all the way to the forest’s edge. The grave‑
yard marked the boundary she absolutely couldn’t cross. The end 
of her world, before the wild Outside took over.

Holding a flashlight and blue picnic cooler, she hurried towards 
the small collection of headstones that rose from the ground like 
rotten teeth. The grass was velvet, the moon a white slice.

The Outsider wasn’t there.
Stomach knotting, Agnes sank among the graves to wait.
The King family had lost five children. The stones read: JERE‑

MIAH, STILLBORN. ANNABELLE, STILLBORN. NOAH, STILLBORN. And 
JONAH. And RUTH.
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Ruth had been a beautiful baby, and Agnes would never 
forget her funeral. The little wooden casket and how the baby’s 
tiny fingers curled inwards like petals in a bud. The Prophet 
said God’s will had been done when the fever took the child, 
and Agnes believed him. But she ached for the baby and for her 
mother, whom all of Red Creek blamed. It was a sign the woman 
had earned God’s wrath that so many children had died, and a 
judgment she had no choice but to accept.

In the graveyard, an electric certainty struck Agnes like light‑
ning. Keeping Ezekiel  alive—  administering his shots, checking 
his blood, praying he wouldn’t collapse when she wasn’t there to 
revive  him—  her head swam with the mountainous, unholy dif‑
ficulty of caring for a child so ill, all on her own.

She should walk away. Go home, confess, and beg God’s for‑
giveness. If Ezekiel fell  sick—  died,  even—  well, it wasn’t her place 
to interfere.

But she was glued to the earth. She loved her baby brother 
with her whole soul, and she’d rather lose her chance at heaven 
than see him so sick again.

“Agnes?”
She spun around and saw the Outsider coming towards her. A 

 middle‑  aged woman dressed in her cotton nurse’s outfit. Her hair 
frizzed a halo around her head, and her lips were richly painted. 
Her skin was darker than any she’d ever seen  before—  an umber 
nearly black. The Prophet would call her a child of Cain, a mem‑
ber of a race damned long ago. But Agnes struggled to see her that 
way, carrying as she was a cooler full of lifesaving medicine in a 
hand spangled with rings.

Her name was Matilda, and two years ago, she’d saved Eze‑
kiel’s life.

AgnesAtEndOfWo_HCtextF3.indd 9 3/11/20 8:40:35 AM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



10

And thrust Agnes into this endless, living nightmare.
“Sorry I’m late.” Matilda paused, catching her breath. “It’s 

chaos at the hospital. Have you had much trouble here?”
“No trouble, ma’am.”
She blinked. “No sickness? Nothing strange?”
Agnes didn’t know what she was talking about and didn’t care. 

She wished Matilda would just get on with it, so she could get 
back to her world and forget all about this.

Or try.
“Oh, sweetheart, you’re pale.” Matilda touched her shoulder. 

“Everything okay at home? You can tell me, you know.”
Agnes looked away, blinking back tears. It would be so much 

easier if she could hate the Outsider. But Matilda was gentle, 
motherly, and Agnes had yearned for a mother ever since her 
own had taken to her bed. Maybe Matilda knew that. Maybe she 
was only playing a role. Didn’t the Prophet say Outsiders would 
try to trick you? That they’d hide their wickedness until it was 
too late?

“Do you ever wish you could leave this place? Go to school?”
Agnes bristled. “I do go to school. On Sundays.”
Matilda frowned. “I mean a real school, with other kids. A 

public education.”
“I’d hate that more than anything.” Agnes caught herself, low‑

ered her voice. “Outsider teachings are against our faith.”
Matilda smiled sadly. “You’re a good girl, trying to keep faith 

and care for your brother, too. But Agnes, obedience and faith 
aren’t the same thing.”

“You don’t like us.” Agnes felt increasingly defensive. “But 
we’re following God’s word.”

The nurse shook her head. “Just think about it, okay?”
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Outsiders are devious, the Prophet always said. Trust them at 
your peril.

Agnes glanced back at her trailer, small on the hilltop. Every 
minute she spent in the cemetery she risked everything. If some‑
one caught her, she might never see her siblings again, and the 
kids were all she’d ever had.

When daylight came and her brother had his medicine, Agnes 
swore she’d think of the Outsider as little as humanly possible.

“Insulin for thirty days.” Matilda’s tone turned businesslike. 
She handed Agnes a  blue picnic cooler.

It felt heavy in her  hand—  sinful. In exchange, Agnes passed 
her the empty one. Also, the piece of folded notebook paper she 
kept in her breast pocket: Ezekiel’s diabetes log.

In it, she tracked his blood sugar, carbs, and activity. Her chest 
tightened while Matilda read it over. Agnes was supposed to keep 
Ezekiel’s blood glucose between 80 and 130, and she tried her 
best. But despite constant vigilance, his log showed peaks and val‑
leys as mountainous as Red Creek itself.

Matilda’s eyes softened. “Fluctuation is normal. You’re doing 
a fine job. Let me guess. You’re probably dreaming in numbers 
now, right?”

Agnes managed a wan smile, thinking of the  carb‑  counter 
book Matilda had given her two years ago. She’d practically mem‑
orized it.

Matilda held her eyes. “Agnes. If he lived in the world, your 
brother could have all the power of technology keeping him  
alive.”

Yes, she thought sadly. But what of his soul?
Matilda sighed, resigned. “Where do you keep his insulin, 

anyway?”
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Agnes chewed her lip, knowing how bizarre it would sound. 
“I bury it in my garden. Deep, where the earth is cool.”

Matilda looked shocked. “Well. I guess you can’t keep it in 
the fridge. You’re right that I don’t like what I’ve heard about this 
place. But I do like you.”

Agnes fought the urge to be flattered, which was only weak‑
ness, plain and simple. Quickly, she zipped the cooler into her 
backpack.

When she looked up, Matilda was frowning again, and 
Agnes’s stomach clenched.

“Listen,” Matilda said. “I can’t make it next month. I’m taking 
on more hospital shifts.”

She froze, remembering Ezekiel’s first crisis. How close death 
had come.

“Sweetheart, I’m sending someone else. My son. Danny.”
Her son?
Was she insane?
She opened her mouth to protest, to tell Matilda that she 

couldn’t under any circumstances sneak out at night to meet a 
boy. God would surely destroy her for that, if Father didn’t first.

She heard Beth’s voice, rebelliously eager: Is it a boy? Is that it?
Inwardly, she groaned. But the Outsider was already fishing 

in her purse for car keys. She left her alone and dazed among the 
graves.

Beneath the stars, Agnes bowed her head to pray.
God forgive me.
The Prophet was right about Outsiders. They tricked you with 

kindness, and nothing they said was as simple as it seemed.
If she had to meet a boy in the dark next  month—  a faithless, 

Gentile  boy—  she’d bring Father’s gun along with her.
In the meantime, she’d bury her secret deeper than the insulin 
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cooler. She’d pretend she’d never met Matilda or witnessed the 
miracle of her medicine. When she administered Ezekiel’s shots, 
she’d watch the needle with only half her mind, keeping the other 
half pure and clean.

Every day, she’d be so faithful that God might overlook this 
trespass. Might even decide it was finally time to cure Ezekiel.

What a miracle it would be, Agnes thought fervently, trudging 
up the steep hill. If God took his sickness away.
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