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P A R T  I

The Joker

He rises from a horizon of chaos. An eternal 
conflicting force disrupting the balance of things. 
The God of Opposition, a cosmic Darth Vader 
dressed as a clown to prevent you from seeing 
the true darkness of his antics. A  trickster—  look 
at the wicked smile on his  face—  mocking, unset-
tling. He knows. He thrives off disorienting the 
living. His purpose is to destroy from the inside 
out until pain rolls down like water.

He’s the ultimate test for Luke and the Jedi of 
Chosen Ones. He wants to know what their 
souls are made of, to test whether they have the 
strength to answer the call, survive his madness, 
and complete the mission.
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C H A P T ER  O N E

Someone is watching me. It’s not my mother’s Jesus, who 

hangs in blissful peace above the desk in my dorm room, 

or my roommate, Amanda, aka Mandy, aka Manda Panda, 

which her closest friends have painfully named her. There 

are many watchers and they are always white. My mother 

warned me about “lookin’ ass white people” that follow you 

in stores and stare at you on the sidewalk when you’re in 

the wrong neighborhood, attempting to control your entire 

existence with their eyes. I’ve learned from Children of the 
Corn, The Hills Have Eyes, and Jason Voorhees from the 

Friday the 13th movies that white people are always watch-

ing, especially when they are about to kill you. I don’t 

think anyone’s trying to murder me, but I am concerned.

Dartmouth has more white people than I’ve ever seen 

in my life. Sometimes I just walk around campus marvel-

ing at how many there are. Prior to being here, I thought 

most of the world was Black, like my neighborhood in 

Cleveland. I was wrong. The real world is white and they 

ChosenOne_HCtext4P.indd 3 9/24/21 1:12:34 PM



LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL

4

are all watching me. Dean Harrison, the dean for  first-  year 

students, who also happens to be Black and talks in riddles 

and quotes, says everything happens for a reason, but she 

wasn’t in math class with me last week when I caught a 

group of students blatantly staring at me. The only possible 

reason for that is intimidation.

I am sitting in class looking down at the blank piece of 

paper in front of me, pretending to study, but I’m really 

doodling, which I regularly do in this class since I never 

know what Professor Cartwright is talking about. Math is 

a foreign language. Even though I can speak and compre-

hend a few phrases, I am nowhere near fluent. I feel so 

stupid in this class. The stupidest. Professor Cartwright is 

 world-  renowned, yet he is a terrible teacher. He lectures 

like he is bored or can’t be bothered with the words com-

ing out of his mouth. His “simplified” explanations are 

always complicated and confusing. What’s the point of all 

that brilliance if you can’t transmit anything to others?

Instead of listening, I draw long curvy lines across the 

length of the page. On this particular day, I am doodling 

cheerfully when I feel the familiar chill of watching eyes. 

I glance up at the clock and notice a group of classmates 

to my right staring. Their hands are folded on the table in 

front of them. Their eyes, piercing and calm, land deci-

sively on me. They don’t blink. I look around the room 

to see if anyone else notices, but everyone is focused on 

Professor Cartwright. I turn back toward them and shrug 
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my head aggressively in frustration, at which point they 

look away one by one. I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone. I 

wonder if this is a bullying tactic against students of color? 

A way to make us feel unwelcome and out of place? I heard 

about stuff like that happening from juniors and seniors, 

but I’m not going to stand for it.

Class ends. I stomp over to the culprits and con-

front them. “Your intimidation won’t work on me,” I say, 

inflamed.

“What are you talking about? I don’t even know you,” 

a  long-  blond-  haired girl responds. They each shuffle out of 

the room confusedly, whispering among themselves. The 

resoluteness of her response makes me question myself. 

Maybe they were looking at something else in my direc-

tion. Regardless, it’s strange that they would all be staring 

at the same time.

A week later, I’m still bothered. I grab a large bag of 

Lays potato chips from the secret stash at the bottom of my 

closet while replaying the incident in my mind. I hope they 

aren’t all sitting together again today, which makes their 

group staring more terrifying. I open the chips, inhaling 

the salty goodness, then, like a character on a soap opera, 

I emerge from my dorm room, fake smiling for the imagi-

nary camera. I pose dramatically in the doorway before 

beginning my walk to math class. I take the long route to 

delay the inevitable.

“The Young, Black, and Restless at Dartmouth Col-

lege,” I say, giggling. I’ve learned to entertain myself here in 
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the backwoods of New Hampshire. I stop in front of Baker 

Tower, which is attached to the main library and is promi-

nently featured in all the new student material.

Those brochures made many promises they could not 

keep. The biggest one being an abundance of  rainbow- 

 colored minority students, who are actually very hard to 

find on campus. We are few and far between, and there 

definitely was no mention of threatening watchers who 

intimidate with their eyes. But the white clock tower, 

stacked on manicured red  bricks—  a staple of Ivy League 

 architecture—  has remained true to its collegiate mythol-

ogy and is even more stunning in person. I imagined what 

it would be like to stand before this tower for months, 

despite my high school guidance counselor Mr. Walsh’s 

repeated attempts to dissuade me from attending a top 

ten school. I still remember sitting in his office senior year 

reading the posters on the wall.

“IF YOU BELIEVE IT, YOU CAN ACHIEVE IT.”

“REACH FOR THE STARS.”

“NO DREAM IS TOO BIG.”

“Why Dartmouth?” he asks.

“It looks nice in the brochure.”

“Well, you know, you really shouldn’t choose colleges 

based on the pictures in the brochure.”
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He reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out several 

pamphlets: Ohio State, Kenyon College, and Oberlin College.

“All great schools. All local. Perhaps you should con-

sider one of these. I would hate for you to . . .”

He hesitates. I know what the silence

between Professor 

Cartwright’s words mean. “Well, this really isn’t a good way 

to start the semester,” he continues. He hands me the paper, 

which has a large red F circled at the top. “I mean, these 

quizzes won’t be a big percentage of your grade, but . . .  I don’t 

want you to fall further behind. Why don’t you stop by the 

student center and get a tutor? This kind of math is complex. 

You really needed to start establishing a solid mathemati-

cal foundation in high school, which I bet you didn’t. Real 

shame so many come here unprepared for the vigor of aca-

demic life.” He assumes he knows my story, subtly suggesting 

I’m not capable given my background. I thought getting into 

Dartmouth was enough to escape low expectations, but he 

builds another cage of limitation around me. As if the one 

Mr. Walsh built wasn’t enough

to make me rethink my entire 

path in life. “Take some time to mull it over,” Mr. Walsh 

continues. “I want you to be realistic and clear about the 

odds. That’s my only goal.” I stare up at the posters on his 

wall again and then back at him, trying to mend the gap. 

Why did he bother hanging them at all?
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*  *  *
“Fools,” I say while continuing to take in the beauty of the 

clock tower and munch my chips. “How dare they try and 

dash the dreams of a savant”—  a word I recently learned in 

Comp  Lit—“from the inner city. We are already a rare and 

endangered species.” I’ll show Professor Cartwright, I say to 

myself triumphantly before shaking my head in disgust. I 

often engage in deep conversations with this tower, which 

briefly makes me feel like I belong here, even though I don’t 

really feel that way inside and the watching doesn’t help. 

I hilariously name the tower Matthew McConaughey to 

further amuse myself and distract from the deep discom-

fort churning in my core. I chose the whitest and cutest 

actor I could think of to channel the experience of being 

on a mostly white campus. I’m trying not to focus so much 

on race, but it’s hard when I feel so Black and out of place.

“You know what?” I ask Matthew defiantly. “I’m gonna 

ace all my classes, confront them both, and fling my tran-

script in their faces. I can’t wait to watch their shocked 

reactions.” I speak passionately, convincingly, but deep 

down I wonder if Professor Cartwright and Mr. Walsh are 

right. It’s still early in the semester, but I’m also struggling 

in other classes. “Crap,” I say, careening backward down a 

rabbit hole of  self-  pity. Will I be among the thirty percent 

of  first-  generation college students who flunk out? Why 

are the voices of the naysayers always the loudest? Why do 

I never feel good enough no matter how much I achieve? I 

sulk as students scurry to class all around me, unconcerned 
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about my growing  self-  doubt and probably consumed by 

their own.

What the hell am I doing? This place is going to eat me alive. 
I concede my defeat. Then, Hark! The Defiance emerges. 

I knew they would come. They always show up when I 

doubt myself or am about to make a bad decision. They are 

my inner voice manifested as dramatic  one-  dimensional 

characters, reminding me of my own greatness. They are 

called the Defiance because they oppose all the negative 

messaging that has been programmed into my mind. Every 

Black girl needs a team of inner cheerleaders who can lift 

her spirits when the world tries to come for her.

There are three of them: Shaquanda, who wears dark 

blond wigs and looks like Lil’ Kim; Damon, who is bald and 

wears glasses and blue jean overalls with tan Timberland 

boots; and Terrell, who is suave and cool and sounds like 

the fourth member of Boyz II Men who talks but doesn’t 

sing. Shaquanda always punctuates her statements with 

“bitch” and claps when she speaks, for emphasis. Some-

times she claps so hard her  electric-  pink press-on nails 

come flying off. Damon usually pulls out a microphone 

as if he is about to give a speech to a large audience and 

finishes all his sentences with “you feel me.” Terrell sounds 

like a Black preacher with his deep baritone voice and his 

constant “hah” between words.

When they finally reach me, I tell Matthew to prepare 

for a show. They form a circle around me and all speak at 

once, their voices a chorus of validation: Do you know who 
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the hell you are, bitch?!—  You da best dat ever did it! Don’t let 
small minds dim ya light, you feel me? Mr. Walsh and Profes-
sor Cartwright cannot see you. How dey gon’ know what you 
capable of, you feel me? Bitch, you ain’t neva met an obstacle 
you couldn’t overcome. Fuck da bullshit! Yo mother’s God, 
hah, is sittin’ right over dere on dat  big-  ass mountain, hah, 
waitin’ to pounce on dese hatin’ nonbelievers, hah. You gon’ 
win, my nigga, you feel me? All we do is win, bitch, despite the 
challenges. Keep ya head up, ma.

I cheer quietly to myself, but loud enough for others 

in my immediate vicinity to hear, while pumping my fists. 

“That’s right! I’m gon’ win! They don’t know me. Who gon’ 

stop me, haah?!”

I continue hyping myself up with the Defiance until 

I hear someone behind me interrupt, “What in the 

Boyz-N-Da-Hood is going on here? Have you forgotten 

where you are, Negro Brown? Talking to yourself like that 

in the middle of this  snow-  white campus? Now I’ve seen it 

all.” I know who it is, but I don’t turn around. Instead, I roll 

my eyes and take a deep breath in preparation for dealing 

with the force of life that is Earnell Jackson. When I finally 

find the strength to face him, I see that he’s with Keli-

cia, Keli for short, another close friend. Earnell is a “loud, 

animated negro” (we playfully call each other negroes to 

remember our roots) from Atlanta, and Keli is a short, 

 brown-  skinned negro from Chicago. We all have similar 

backgrounds: poor and the first in their family to go to 

college. We met during  first-  year orientation. The entire 
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incoming class can probably recognize Earnell’s outrageous 

laugh, which rang out boisterously across the auditorium as 

various speakers told jokes while welcoming us. Numerous 

heads around the room pivoted angrily in our  direction— 

 watching—  while Earnell unapologetically waved as if he 

were the president driving down Pennsylvania Avenue on 

Inauguration Day.

Earnell’s lively spirit is infectious. Keli has more of 

a brooding nature, similar to mine, but Earnell is always 

positive, upbeat, and outgoing despite the many obstacles 

in front of us. If you didn’t know him well you might never 

be able to tell that he comes from such impoverished and 

bleak conditions. Keli, Earnell, and I were  all-  stars in high 

school but are struggling to catch up here at Dartmouth. 

Earnell and I were both valedictorians and Keli was third 

in her class, which Earnell relentlessly teases her about. 

“We can’t all be number one,” he says, after  out-  arguing 

her over something unimportant.

Our high school ranks don’t matter here, however. Now 

all of our classes are “introductory preparation” courses, 

which is just a fancy term for remedial. We are competing 

against students who come from schools with unlimited 

resources. Catching up is not easy. I’m taking Introductory 

Calculus, Comprehensive Literature (Comp Lit), Sociology, 

and American Government as well as a History of Film class.

“I call them the dream team,” Earnell says about the 

roster of tutors and study groups he uses. “Helping negroes 

advance since America decided nothing will ever be truly 
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just and equal. I’m not ashamed in the least and you 

shouldn’t be either. The system that failed us created this 

situation. Do you really think we’d be behind if we had 

grown up next door to Becky and Ken?” Earnell shakes his 

head in disapproval. “I think you should call Baker Tower 

Jim Crow instead of Matthew McConaughey. It’s a bet-

ter fit,” he says. Earnell’s focus on race is next level. He is 

deeply suspicious of white people after having grown up in 

a racist town in the South and he lets it be known now that 

he’s in the “free North.”

“And another thing,” Earnell continues, “I really think 

you should liberate yourself from the toxic myth of minor-

ity exceptionalism. We are only an endangered species, as 

you say, because of extraordinary oppression. Not because 

there aren’t literally thousands of people just like us out 

there in the trenches unable to excel due to systematic 

obstacles. Sorry to break it to you, but you ain’t that special, 

dear, and you shouldn’t turn away from all the resources at 

our disposal here. It’s foolish.”

Earnell doesn’t want to see me fail, so he is always hard 

on me. He and Keli are less stubborn about asking for help. 

Maybe they don’t have a Mr. Walsh they are trying to prove 

wrong. Maybe their egos aren’t easily bruised like mine. I 

don’t know why, but they see our predicaments much dif-

ferently than me. I’m too embarrassed to get a tutor, but 

Earnell and Keli have completely thrown the lid off the 

“do it yourself” mentality that got us here, while my pride 

keeps me suffering in isolation.
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“Earnell’s a straight-up fool,” Keli says, “but he’s right. 

This shit is not a game. I’m headed to meet my tutor now. 

Tryin’ to get these grades locked down. We’re not in Comp-

ton anymore. You can’t soar here without their help.”

“But you’re from Chicago,” Earnell interjects. “And 

we’re”—  pointing dramatically to him and  me—“not from 

Cali either so do better with your idioms. Again, we can’t 

all  be—”

“Shut up, fool,” Keli responds. “You know what I meant. 

I gotta run. I’ll catch y’all on the flipside.” Keli sprints off, 

leaving me to reconsider my entire approach since I’m defi-

nitely not soaring in Matthew McConaughey’s paradise.

“Don’t look now,” Earnell says, suddenly stiffening and 

blocking me with his body, “but that Christian white boy you 

like is walking this way. Alert, alert. Nazarene is approach-

ing.” The good thing about a small campus is that if you 

stand in the middle long enough, you’ll run into everyone 

you know. My body freezes as Bryson Parker, a junior I met 

during orientation week, walks toward us. Bryce, which is 

what everyone calls him, is a tall,  soft-  spoken,  curly-  haired 

white boy with the jawline of a superhero. He’s so good-

looking, I can barely meet his eyes for more than a few 

seconds. He’s devoutly Christian, regularly attending the 

Servants for Jesus prayer group, and he also participates in 

some of the diversity programs the college offers. “Sooner 

or later, he’s going to figure out you’re actually a pagan and 

leave you by the side of the road with the rest of us sinners,” 

Earnell whispers into my ear just as Bryce joins us.
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“Do you know when it was built?” Bryce asks, referring 

to Matthew. Earnell rolls his eyes and I respond, “No clue.”

Bryce smiles with the radiance of a thousand suns. “Me 

neither. I just know it was before 1928 since that’s when it 

opened. Pretty cool, huh?”

“What’s cool about that?” Earnell snarks.

“This is my friend Earnell,” I say, before he has a chance 

to further interrogate Bryce.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Bryce says enthusiastically 

while extending his hand.

“Super rad to finally meet you.” Earnell stares at 

Bryce’s hand for several seconds until I smack him on the 

shoulder. He reluctantly reaches his arm forward and sim-

ply responds “hmph” while sizing him up and awkwardly 

shaking his hand.

“So this  is—”

“The guy that does diversity stuff,” I say, cutting off 

Earnell before he has a chance to do more damage.

“Hmph,” Earnell says again, unimpressed. “Can you 

explain to me your interest in helping negroes and other 

people of color? Now that’s something I’m very curious 

about.” I choke on my potato chips. Bryce chokes on air.

“I know,” Earnell continues woefully, “the tension is 

thick when the descendants of slaves and slave owners have 

difficult conversations in liberal bastions of freedom such 

as this.” He spins around like Mary Poppins. “Well, guess I 

better get going. Don’t want to be late for class.”

Bryce and I watch as Earnell sprints off, leaving us to 
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climb the mountain of discomfort he has erected. Just like 
Earnell to stir the pot and then book it. I shake my head in 

shame.

“ He—” I start, unable to finish.

“ I—” Bryce begins, also unable to find more words.

“Are you going to see the hypnotist tonight?” Bryce 

asks after several seconds of silence.

“No, I’m not interested in mind games.”

“It’s actually really amazing. And trust me, you won’t 

ever forget seeing some of your peers doing absolutely 

ridiculous things. One of my friends, Connor Raskins, got 

hypnotized our freshman year and will still cluck like a 

chicken if you clap your hands quickly three times. Hypno-

tist Jerry has been coming for fifteen years and it’s always 

an amazing show.”

When I don’t respond, Bryce playfully nudges me with 

his elbow. His gentle touch, however slight, awakens some-

thing in me and now I’m the one smiling with the radiance 

of a thousand suns.

“OK,” I reply finally. “I’ll go. What time are you getting 

there?”

“ ’Round seven,” he says. “Cool. It’s a date.”
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voice, we all sing along at full volume and with dramatic 

gestures. Everyone’s excited about competing and even 

about the trip to the capital. To them, it’s a big city. The 

nearest real big city is Chicago, and that’s the better part of 

a day’s drive. As Mrs. McElroy pulls out of the parking lot, 

we ignore the stares from the kids waiting for their parents 

or the bus.

Or maybe we don’t. All of us love an audience. It’s kind 

of a given if you’re an actor.

“I’m not sure one minivan can contain all this energy,” 

Mrs. McElroy says in a pause between songs. But she’s 

grinning when she says it.

We all live, sleep, and breathe theater. For many of us, 

theater is our truest family, sometimes our only family. 

Theater is the place where being weird is embraced, not 

shunned. We know what we’re like when we’re stripped 

of everything, both literally and figuratively— and yet we 

still love one another.

Six hours later, it’s become clear that the forecast was wrong.

As the hours have passed and the snow kept falling, 

the minivan has gotten quiet. The weather app had some‑

thing about the polar vortex shifting unexpectedly.

And then we lost service.

By that time we were surrounded by acres of flat farm‑

land, halfway between home and the capital and with no 
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LOOK WHERE YOU  
WANT TO GO
Friday, 2:40 PM

“SHOTGUN!” I SHOUT AS MRS. MCELROY PULLS UP TO THE CURB.

Through some mysterious magic known only to her, 

Mrs. McElroy has been able to wheedle use of a school‑ 

district vehicle this weekend. Normally only the athletic 

 teams— we theater kids lump them together as “sports 

ball”— get that kind of support. So we’ll be traveling to 

the theater competition at the state capital in style.

That is, if your idea of style is a tan minivan.

“No fair, Mom!” Raven pouts. The nickname got 

started last fall after I brought in treats to make Hell Week 

(the week prior to opening night) more bearable.

“Hey, the adults always sit in the front seat,” Adam 
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says, opening the back gate. All five of us try to jam our 

suitcases into the small luggage space, until he takes 

charge.

As Adam fits all the suitcases together like puzzle 

pieces, something soft and cold dots the tip of my nose. I 

look up. Flakes are falling from the concrete‑ gray sky.

With a grin, my best friend, Min, tips her head back 

and sticks out her tongue to catch one.

Maybe I look anxious, because Adam says, “Don’t 

worry, Nell,” as he slots a backpack into a gap. “It won’t 

stick. The forecast says just a few flurries.”

We haven’t gotten much snow this winter, at least 

by Midwest standards. My family moved here from Los 

Angeles a little over a year ago, so the snow is still sort 

of a novelty. I had imagined pristine drifts, snowmen, and 

snowball fights. The reality has been a lot less picturesque. 

In the corner of the parking lot, just like all parking lots 

around here, there’s a head‑ high, dingy gray pile. With 

each passing week, it gets a little dirtier and little smaller. 

Now it’s spring, at least on paper.

Beep! Beep! Mrs. McElroy honks the horn to hurry us 

up. Adam slides open the side door and then scrambles in, 

contorting his long legs to sit in the far corner. Everyone 

else follows. I pull the door shut and then take my seat in 

the front.

Min starts immediately playing the Hamilton sound‑

track on her phone. While she has by far the best singing 
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voice, we all sing along at full volume and with dramatic 

gestures. Everyone’s excited about competing and even 

about the trip to the capital. To them, it’s a big city. The 

nearest real big city is Chicago, and that’s the better part of 

a day’s drive. As Mrs. McElroy pulls out of the parking lot, 

we ignore the stares from the kids waiting for their parents 

or the bus.

Or maybe we don’t. All of us love an audience. It’s kind 

of a given if you’re an actor.

“I’m not sure one minivan can contain all this energy,” 

Mrs. McElroy says in a pause between songs. But she’s 

grinning when she says it.

We all live, sleep, and breathe theater. For many of us, 

theater is our truest family, sometimes our only family. 

Theater is the place where being weird is embraced, not 

shunned. We know what we’re like when we’re stripped 

of everything, both literally and figuratively— and yet we 

still love one another.

Six hours later, it’s become clear that the forecast was wrong.

As the hours have passed and the snow kept falling, 

the minivan has gotten quiet. The weather app had some‑

thing about the polar vortex shifting unexpectedly.

And then we lost service.

By that time we were surrounded by acres of flat farm‑

land, halfway between home and the capital and with no 
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good choices. But we had already come so far. And the 

snow wasn’t falling that hard. We decided to continue.

Which was clearly a mistake.

For the millionth time, I check my phone. No service. 

Knowing theoretically that some areas don’t have cell ser‑

vice is way different than experiencing it yourself.

We’re already nearly six hours into what was supposed 

to be a four‑ hour drive and still have a least a hundred 

miles to go. Mrs. McElroy is holding the steering wheel so 

tightly that her gnarled fingers are nearly as white as the 

world outside the windows.

White, dancing flakes falling through the darkness. 

White snow‑ covered empty fields stretching endlessly on 

either side of us. The headlights barely illuminate the faint 

black ruts in the white that are the only sign we’re still on 

the highway.

A half hour ago, the semi we’d followed for miles 

turned off. Now we’re all alone, a tiny boat in the middle 

of a vast ocean.

A yellow light flickers in the sky ahead of us. As we 

drive underneath an overpass, I tip back my head to read 

the flashing sign. BLIZZARD WARNING. BLIZZARD WARNING. BLIZ‑

ZARD WARNING. It wasn’t until I moved here that I learned 

that a blizzard isn’t just snow— you also need at least 

thirty‑ five‑ mile‑an‑hour winds.

I turn to look behind me. Instead of everyone staring 

tensely out the windows, they all seem to be asleep. Asleep!
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Min is the only one awake. She’s in the back seat 

with Adam, playing a game on her phone. Back when we 

still had service and the snow was light, she was on Yelp, 

checking out coffee shops along our route. But even then 

Mrs. McElroy insisted there would no detours or delays.

In the middle row of seats, Raven sleeps with her head 

against Jermaine’s broad shoulder. It’s odd to see her still. 

Normally, Raven puts the drama in drama club.

Jermaine’s new to acting. On a whim, he tried out for a 

part in the winter play. A wide receiver, acting? But he’s been 

good, as natural as he is on the field. He likes the behind‑ the‑ 

scenes stuff, too, like the lingo and the little tricks we use to 

make things look real. Plus having half the football team in 

the audience on opening night was a nice bonus.

A certain tension in the lines of Raven’s and Jermaine’s 

bodies makes me think they’re both pretending to be doz‑

ing. It gives their current cuddling a certain plausible deni‑

ability. For weeks, Raven’s been angling to get Jermaine 

to notice her. Now one of her hands is even resting on his 

thigh.

Mrs. McElroy’s smoker’s voice interrupts my thoughts. 

“It’s getting harder and harder to see.” Her shoulders are 

hunched, her head jutting forward like a turtle’s. The fear 

in her voice unsettles me even more than the snow. Mrs. 

McElroy isn’t afraid of anything.

“Maybe try the brights?” I touch the gold tragedy/

comedy‑ mask necklace my moms gave me on my sixteenth 
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birthday. It feels like it brings me luck, so onstage, I tuck it 

in a pocket or my bra. And right now, it feels like we could 

use a little luck.

When Mrs. McElroy flicks the switch, the road totally 

disappears. All we can see is a swarm of flakes rushing at 

us. With a gasp, she quickly switches the lights back to the 

regular setting.

Suddenly, there’s a sickening, sliding sensation as our 

back wheels lose purchase. Startled awake, Raven shrieks. 

Just when I think we’re going to crash, the minivan 

straightens out.

“Sorry, everybody.” Mrs. McElroy takes a deep breath. 

“I’ve got to remember to be very gentle with the brakes.”

“In driver’s ed,” Adam says from the back, “they tell 

us to look where you want to go, not at what you’re afraid 

of. I guess you subconsciously drive toward whatever you 

are focused on.”

Raven’s voice trembles. “If it were me driving right 

now, the only way that idea would work would be if I 

closed my eyes!” She clutches Jermaine.

“Shh, Babe.” His voice is soft. “It’ll be okay.”

“I can’t keep driving in this.” Mrs. McElroy says. 

“Everyone keep an eye out. As soon as we see any kind of 

hotel or town, I’m getting off this road.”
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BEHAVE YOURSELVES
Friday, 8:39 PM

FINALLY, A SIGN APPEARS IN THE DARKNESS. “THAT SAYS ‘LODG‑

ing ahead.’ ” I squint, trying to make out the words. 

“ ‘Travel Inn and Out.’ ” The pun makes me wince.

A ticking sound fills the van as Mrs. McElroy puts on 

her turn signal like there’s someone to see it. The minivan 

slows to a crawl as she takes the exit. The ruts of other cars 

are now just suggestions.

“There!” I call out. Part of the lighted sign is dead, so it 

just reads TRAVEL INN.

We turn into the parking lot, which holds only a big 

rig and a handful of cars. Every time the tires slide, Raven 

squeals. Jermaine is now wincing and leaning away from her.
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Light from the lobby reflects on the snow, but the rest 

of the motel looks dark.

“I don’t think we’ll have any trouble getting rooms,” 

Adam says as Mrs. McElroy stops under an overhang.

“Maybe it’s not even open.” Min’s mouth twists.

“But the sign’s lit up.” I press my face against the cold 

window. “And I think I see someone inside.”

“I hope they have a restaurant,” Jermaine says. “I’m 

starving.”

Adam reaches past him to touch Mrs. McElroy’s shoul‑

der. “Thank you for getting us here safely.”

Everyone echoes him as Raven opens the sliding door. 

People start climbing out.

When I open my door, a gust yanks it out of my hand. 

The outside air is so cold it feels like it’s pulling my lungs 

inside out.

Shivering, I gather with the rest at the back of the min‑

ivan. Even under the overhang, there are several inches 

of snow. After grabbing my suitcase, I follow the others 

inside. There’s a small vestibule with doors on either side, 

probably to keep weather like this out.

As soon as she’s through the second set of doors, Raven 

drops to her knees and makes a show of kissing the tile 

floor, like she’s been lost at sea.

Behind her, Min and I exchange an eye roll, before she 

clasps her hands and looks heavenward. “Thank you, Jesus! 

Thank you!” Then she snorts in my ear as she gives me a hug.
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The clerk looks at us with his head tilted. He’s tall and 

thin, a pale middle‑ aged guy with receding black hair.

“Seeking refuge from the storm?” He does an admira‑

ble job of keeping a straight face at our antics.

Mrs. McElroy moves ahead of us as Jermaine helps 

Raven to her feet.

“Good evening, Mr., um”— she squints at his name 

tag—  “Mr. Nowell. Do you have any rooms with more than 

two beds?”

“Just call me Stuart. And I’m afraid all our rooms have 

just two queens or one king.”

As he’s speaking, a man dressed in coveralls and with 

a graying mullet pushes a yellow janitor’s cart out of an 

unmarked door. His mustache and goatee form a square 

around his lips, reminding me of a nutcracker soldier. 

Wordlessly, he starts to mop up the slushy snow we’ve 

tracked in with us. When he turns his head, the side of his 

face catches the light, and I flinch. On his temple is a dent 

about the size of a Brazil nut.

Mrs. McElroy turns to count heads as she pulls her 

wallet from her purse. “I’ve got three girls and two boys, 

so I guess we’ll just take four rooms.” She turns to us. 

“Adam and Jermaine, you’ll room together. I’ll let you girls 

decide which one of you is going to get a room by them‑

selves. And I’ll take a room.”

“Wait a minute.” Raven puts her hands on her hips. 

“Why do you automatically get a room to yourself ?”
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“Because I’m old and cranky, that’s why. Besides, I don’t 

see any of you pulling out your credit cards.” She holds 

up hers. “If you want to pay for it, feel free to upgrade 

yourself. I’ll be lucky if the school district reimburses me 

before I retire.”

When no one says anything, Mrs. McElroy finishes 

registering us. It’s kind of a given that Min and I will 

share a room. We’ve been best friends since I moved here. 

I expect Raven to protest that she’s scared to be alone— 

because Raven protests everything— but she keeps still. I 

wonder if she’s hoping to take advantage later.

Instead of card keys, we get actual metal keys, which I 

guess shouldn’t be a surprise. This place seems to exist in a 

time before we were born.

Jermaine looks up from his phone. “What’s the Wi‑Fi 

password?” he asks Stuart.

“TravelInn&Out, all one word, with an ampersand.” 

Everyone starts typing it into their phones, relieved to 

reconnect to the real world.

“That reminds me,” Mrs. McElroy says. “You all need to 

get in touch with your parents to let them know you’re safe.”

“How can we call with no cell service?” Min waves her 

phone.

Stuart pushes one of those cordless phones that looks 

like a TV clicker toward her . “You can use the motel phone 

for quick calls, but I’d do it soon. I wouldn’t be surprised if 

the lines go down later.”
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I just send my moms a short e‑mail. I don’t want to 

spend a bunch of time reassuring them, not when every‑

thing is okay now.

As Min picks up the handset, Mrs. McElroy sighs. “I’ll 

need to call our original hotel and the conference chair and 

tell them we’re not going to make it.”

“Maybe we can still get up early and drive in tomor‑

row,” Jermaine says. “That way we won’t miss that much 

of the contest.”

Adam looks up from his phone. “No one’s going any‑

place. There’s more snow in the forecast. And after a 

twenty‑ three car accident, they’re shutting down the 

highway.”

“But the competition was supposed to be our moment!” 

Raven says. “For us seniors, there won’t be another chance. 

This was our thing”— her voice breaks as she repeats the 

words— “our one thing, and it’s ruined.”

Jermaine put his arm around her shoulder. “Maybe 

they’ll reschedule.”

Which they won’t. Everyone knows that. He’s thinking 

like the football player he is. Sports are the most important 

thing at our school and in our state. Drama doesn’t even 

come in second. Or third or fourth. Maybe thirteenth.

Min is now using the old phone to call her parents. She 

actually has to raise her voice to be heard over the howling 

of the wind.

Hearing it makes me shiver, even though my coat’s still 

TwoTruthsAndLi_HCtext1P.indd 11 7/16/21 6:23:03 PM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



01

02

03

04

05

06

07

08

09

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26S

27N

12

zipped all the way up. Now that we’re inside a building, I 

should be feeling safe and warm. But it seems like forces 

bigger than us, bigger than this sprawling deserted motel, 

are at work. As if they want to pry the roof off this place 

like peeling back the lid on a tin can.

Stuart slides a laminated piece of paper toward us. 

“You should check out this map before you go to your 

rooms. This place can be like a maze. It was built in the 

fifties, but then it was added onto about ten years back, so 

the room numbers are a bit confusing. I’ll be putting you 

guys in rooms that start with four, but they’re actually on 

the second floor.” His finger traces a path. “To get to the 

elevator, you’ll need to go past the meeting rooms, the bar, 

and the pool.”

While a few of us give the map a cursory glance, Adam 

scans the large lobby, empty except for us and the guy who 

is now finishing up the mopping. “Why is this motel so 

big? We only saw a few lights when we pulled in.”

Stuart presses his lips together for a second. “My par‑

ents tried to turn this place into a convention center, but it 

never really took off. That’s why we’ve got meeting rooms 

and even a ballroom.” He brightens. “But the common 

room has some board games you kids might enjoy. It’s also 

where we serve breakfast.”

“Speaking of breakfast,” Jermaine puts his hand on his 

stomach. “Is there a place we can grab some dinner?”

Stuart shakes his head. “We only serve lunch or dinner 
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when we’re catering events. Otherwise, there’s just a con‑

tinental breakfast from seven to ten on weekends. But we 

have a little store in the next room, plus a vending machine 

in the common room.”

I raise my hand. “And I packed some food in my luggage.”

“Ooh!” Raven sidles closer. “What you got for us, 

Mom?”

Now it doesn’t sound like much. “Mandarin oranges. 

And a bunch of mini candy bars.”

My paltry offerings aren’t enough to stop everyone 

from checking out the store. I follow them into a plain 

beige room. On two sides are wall‑ mounted shelves, with a 

cooler full of soda on the third.

Aside from Cup Noodles and a few tiny containers of 

microwavable ravioli, the shelves hold very little that can 

be thought of as dinner material. Instead it’s a junk‑ food 

paradise: Red Twizzlers, orange cheese popcorn, Dots, 

Oreos, Nerds, pretzels, Mike and Ikes, Twix, Snickers, Kit 

Kats, and Hostess fruit pies.

People are filling their arms when Raven leans close to 

a printout posted on the wall and lets out a shriek.

“Look at the prices! Five dollars for a little can of 

Pringles!”

Adam shrugs. He has only a Snickers. “Don’t you 

remember economics? It’s the law of supply and demand. 

We’re just lucky that Stuart guy hasn’t jacked up the prices 

now that he knows he has a captive audience.”
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Everyone begins to reluctantly follow Adam’s example, 

keeping only a couple of items and returning the others to 

the shelves. I end up with ravioli and a fruit pie.

Mrs. McElroy comes in and plucks the last chicken‑ 

 flavored Cup Noodles from the shelves. “After I moved the 

van, I talked to the hotel, but I couldn’t get hold of the con‑

ference chair. It just went straight to voice mail. Now I’m 

going to eat this in my room, and then I’m going to sleep. 

I expect you guys to behave yourselves. I do not want to 

have to spend time explaining myself to your parents.”

“We’ll be good,” Min says. “We promise!”

“Mm‑hmm.” Mrs. McElroy raises a skeptical eyebrow. 

“I trust that none of you is going to wake me up or do any‑

thing that causes me to be awoken. I’m taking a sleeping 

pill and putting on my sleep mask, and I plan to get up just 

before they stop serving breakfast.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jermaine says, while the rest of us nod 

or mutter agreement. We all love Mrs. McElroy, which is 

why we will all police one another. There’s nothing worse 

than disappointing her.

After she leaves, Min glances out at the dim lobby. 

“This place feels creepy.”

“Shh, he’ll hear you,” I say. Min’s right, but I don’t 

want Stuart to overhear.

Raven shrugs. “We’re only going to be here one night. 

What difference does it make?”

After leaving the little store, we pay for the items at the 
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front desk. Stuart rings up our purchases with an impas‑

sive face, so impassive I wonder if he heard Min. The jani‑

tor or handyman or whatever he was is gone, and the floor 

is as clean as if we had never tramped over it.

Dragging our suitcases behind us, we’re heading to the 

elevator with our packages of sugary, fatty goodness when 

the door to the foyer opens, letting in a gust of icy air.

And another group of teens.
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PROLOGUE

February

W ith her grandmother’s heart and arms too weak to lift the 

soil, Shania had come to help bury the dog.

“I think under the sycamore is best,” Gram said. “Or maybe 

by the willow. What do you think?”

Shania surveyed the wide green yard, the chipping white fence 

that contained it. There were only the two trees, as scrubby and 

stunted as the rest of her hometown of Morrisville, and Simon 

had spent enough hours under them, it was true. But like his per‑

son, Simon’s true love had been the shade of the garden, and Sha‑

nia’s eyes fell on the neat rows at the center of the yard. This was 

where he had often settled his smooth, spotted body while Gram 

tended the vegetables.

“What about by the tomatoes?” Shania asked. “Is that bad for 

the garden, to put a dead dog in it? He took so many naps there. 

Maybe right next to it?”

And if Shania hadn’t been thinking of one kind of grief, she 
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may not have missed the  other—  the cloud that passed over her 

grandmother’s face as she considered the garden, the only thing 

Gram really called her own. Medicine and doctors’ bills took 

the rest, Gram’s efforts to fix the heart in her chest that didn’t 

quite know how to be a heart without some help. Gram looked 

at the tomatoes, and Shania might have seen the remembering, 

but she was picking up the shovel, testing it against stiff earth.

“Why not?” her grandmother said softly. “Nothing helps 

growth like death.”

Shania dug while her grandmother watched, both shivering a 

little in the wind. The sycamore shuddered. At their feet was the 

bundle of yellow blanket, Simon inside, once a beagle but now 

just another seed. The wind shifted the fringe of the blanket he 

had claimed as his own. “Chenille!” Gram had always exclaimed, 

but she never took it from him. Now it was going in the ground.

“I don’t think I can keep it up,” her grandmother said, but 

Shania kept digging.

“I’ll help you,” Shania said. “Anything you can’t do, you can 

teach me, and I’ll do it.”

Shania was busy with the soil, the sharp tooth of the shovel, 

thinking about how this garden in the middle of Morrisville 

sometimes felt like the only place with life. Gram saw the whole 

town as an oasis she would never abandon, and Shania felt a duty 

to love it a little out of loyalty, but the way the garden looked in 

February was the way Morrisville felt to her  year‑  round. School 

was  school—  her handful of  half‑  friends, theater kids who didn’t 

mind that she sat silent most of the time. They needed an audi‑

ence, and Shania needed to  watch—  at least at first. But first 

impressions always turned into expectations, especially in Mor‑

risville, where you were cast as the role you auditioned for. In 
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first grade, Shania had been a swaying daisy in the background 

of the Alice in Wonderland musical, and a swaying daisy she had 

remained. In Morrisville, a daisy could never become Alice. 

At least in her grandmother’s garden, Shania was where a daisy 

belonged.

“There’s something I always wanted to tell you,” Gram said, 

and Shania looked. At some point while she’d been digging, 

Gram had crouched down next to the still form that had been 

Simon. “Something I think you need to know.”

Shania thought it was about her  father—  a feeling Gram had 

always had, an omen on Shania’s parents’ wedding night that pre‑

dicted his eventual departure with a rich woman eighteen years 

his senior, floating out of Morrisville the way Shania’s mother 

always wished she herself would. Shania went back to digging. 

The shovel sounded like a hatchet.

“If it’s about Dad,” Shania said, “I don’t really need to know, 

okay? He’s a liar.”

And if Shania hadn’t been so focused on the cracking in her 

heart, she might have noticed the way Gram’s hand had risen to 

cover her own.

“We all are, sweet pea,” Gram said. A few strands of silver hair 

had escaped from her hat and fluttered as the breeze picked up.

“We’re all what?” Shania said.

“Liars.”

At the moment Shania’s shovel cut through pale roots, her 

grandmother slumped over in the garden, lips fluttering. Her hat 

rolled on its brim and came to a rest beneath the tomatoes. Gram 

and the beagle were two bright, still things under a dishwater sky, 

and Shania’s scream rose into it, startling the crows, sending them 

spinning toward the sun, as her mother sprinted from the house.
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By the time the ambulance took her grandmother  away— 

 Shania’s mother in the back, her eyes dry and  grim—  the birds 

had settled back onto their branches. Shania had nothing else to 

do but put the dog in the hole she’d dug and smooth soil over the 

top like gauze over a wound.
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September

A fter the drab blue and gray of the bus’s  interior—  the color 

of a public bathroom, the same lingering  smell—  the blood 

on the concrete seems impossibly red. Comic book red. A deep, 

important scarlet. Shania doesn’t notice until it’s already on her 

shoes.

“Shit,” she whispers, staring down, trying to convince herself 

it’s paint. She looks up and scans the brick wall beyond the side‑

walk. Graffiti, but none of it red. None of it new. She assumes 

graffiti artists use spray paint, not a bucket that might be tipped. 

She glances around, but there’s no one near enough to see, and 

certainly no one she knows. She’s still learning the names of all 

this new city’s parts, and this is South Blue Rock, or as most peo‑

ple call it, SoBR.

At night SoBR’s streets swarm with bar hoppers, cars with 

Lyft signs in the windshields. At eight o’clock in the morning, 

however, just Paulie’s and Goddess are open: doughnuts and 
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 cold‑  pressed organic juice. SoBR has only been a trendy part of 

town for a few years. Graffiti is starting to peel in places, men 

with no homes fade in and out of sight like specters, and across 

the street two thin white women wearing leggings leave Goddess 

clutching cups of juice and laughing nasally laughs. Shania had 

applied to Goddess before Paulie’s but didn’t know what wheat‑

grass was. She knew what doughnuts were. Mr. Ahmed hired her 

immediately.

She steps inside Paulie’s, where Mr. Ahmed himself stands 

behind the counter. He’s tall and narrow as a phone pole, with 

only a slight paunch at his waist to indicate he owns the old‑

est doughnut shop in Blue Rock. When the door closes behind 

her, Shania is sealed into the yeasty aroma that only  old‑  fashioned 

bakeries can emit. She has to swallow then, as she does every time 

she walks in. The smell is like her grandmother’s house, and as 

happens often since the funeral, the memories are so loud in her 

head they threaten to scream.

“You’ve come for your riches,” calls Mr. Ahmed, not taking 

his eyes off the TV hanging in the corner.

“My  minimum‑  wage treasure, please,” Shania says, but he 

ignores her, gesturing instead at the TV in outrage.

“A new Dunking Donuts,” he enunciates. “By the airport. 

Bastards!”

“But the airport is like eight miles from here,” Shania says.

He narrows his eyes at her.

“You think people will not drive eight miles for this? Their 

cheap coffee? We must have a special now. We will call it Com‑

muter Coupon. You come Monday through Thursday, and then 

Friday you get free coffee. Eh?”

He opens his arms wide, a demand for feedback.
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“That’s pretty good,” Shania says. “Maybe let them choose 

whether they get a free coffee or a free doughnut. People like 

doughnuts on Fridays.”

“They do?”

“Yeah, sure. The weekend. You know? I don’t know.”

“Yes,” he says solemnly. “TGIF.”

“Right.”

“Everything is good, working at night?”

“Yeah, it’s good, Mr. Ahmed. Thanks for working with my 

school schedule.”

He nods, rubbing his short beard.

“You work late. You are a young woman. You have someone 

taking you home at night?”

“I take the bus,” she says. “It’s no big deal.”

“Your parents are happy with this?” he asks. She thinks he 

doesn’t really mean happy; he means okay. It’s not okay, but she 

lies.

“Sure,” she says. “SoBR is really busy at night. It’s not like 

anything’s going to happen with all those people around.”

“Yes, yes, but this neighborhood . . .  it is changing. Can cause 

bumps.”

“Huh?”

“You know. Like an earthquake.” He places his hands palm 

down, side by side, then rubs the sides of them against each other. 

His fingers overlap, then move apart, then overlap again. “When 

the plates in the earth shift, everything shakes. There is shaking 

here sometimes. Watch where you put your feet.”

Outside, check in hand, she feels the temporary surge of “hav‑

ing.” A few feet away, two more white women, one carrying a 

rolled‑up yoga mat, prepare to cross the street. The one carrying 
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the mat wears a shirt that reads  nama-  stay in bed. She discusses 

her imminent juice order, and Shania’s eyes flit toward Goddess. 

The woman is pretty, and Shania considers spending six dollars 

of her newly acquired money on the  bright‑  green juice, just to 

have something in common with her. But then she sees the wom‑

an’s teeth: impossibly white, all obeying the rules of geometry, a 

mouthful of blank dominoes. Shania’s tongue finds her  top‑  right 

canine, which sticks out slightly like a bent spoke on a bicycle. It’s 

her reminder: Every penny is already claimed. She imagines fix‑

ing her teeth will somehow fix all her other problems. But right 

now she needs to catch the bus.

The Blue Rock Transit Authority app tells her she has four 

minutes as she trots down the street toward the corner, eyeing 

the cracked soil on either edge of the sidewalk. Here and there 

is bindweed, which perhaps someone encouraged to grow, not 

recognizing a weed when they saw one. The roots, she knows, 

are nests of pallid snakes beneath the  ground—  the same plants are 

outside the dumpy apartment she and her mother now call home, 

their own roots dug out of Morrisville after her grandmother’s 

death. First her parents’ divorce and then Gram’s  funeral—  Shania 

doesn’t blame her mother for fleeing.

This new state is concave and humid, but it’s  green—  at least, 

once you get to the edges of Blue Rock. Gram never visited this 

city (or any city) and would’ve preferred, if they’d had to leave 

Morrisville, that they live in the country as she did. “Closer to 

God,” she always said, and even crocheted it on a pillow. But the 

countryside doesn’t have the most expensive high school in the 

region, and that’s why Shania and her mother are really  here—  a 

parting gift from her father, financed by “the woman,” as Shania’s 
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mother calls her: If the woman wants to try to buy us off by paying for 

your school, we’ll let her. But we won’t make it cheap.

Shania pulls out her student ID as she walks. In it, her face 

smiles out uncertainly, the pastel pink and blue in her hair still 

fresh from when she had it done over the summer, her eyes the 

same cerulean. They’d spelled her name wrong: shania gester. 

It’s Hester. But she’s grateful that they at least hadn’t spelled 

it with an F. The hair had been a “new school” gift from her 

mother when they decided she’d be going to Bard Academy for 

 Excellence—  a bribe for leaving Morrisville. Her life there has 

faded like the colors in her hair, and she’s glad of the latter, at 

least. She realized quickly that Bard isn’t the kind of school for 

unicorn hair. At the edge of SoBR, Bard is something like a hid‑

den fortress in Lord of the Rings, surrounded by (urban) wildlife, 

populated by the children of the oldest, wealthiest families in 

Blue Rock. Highlights are always  Legolas‑  blonde at Bard, one of 

their many codes.

Her phone  vibrates—  a text from Hallie, the one person from 

Morrisville who has tried to keep in touch.

Miss you! Guess who just found out she’s on the event planning 

committee? PROM SHALL BE MINE.

Shania smiles. Hallie is a theater kid but also a big activity girl. 

Whoever gave her the reins would realize very soon that they 

may have created a monster. Shania replies with a long string of 

hearts and a Cinderella GIF. It feels a little strange texting  her— 

 like Gram’s death turned Morrisville into a cemetery. Texting 

Hallie is like communing with the dead.

At the bus stop she almost steps in blood again. The sun has 

moved just in these few minutes and falls differently on the 
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puddle now. It coats the pavement ahead of her in a wet, crimson 

splash, an undefined shape like a red cloud or a puff of smoke.

And there she is, appearing as she so often does. Her 

 grandmother—  the blood is hers for the instant Shania lets her 

mind wander. It’s a strange thing, because Gram’s death wasn’t 

the bloody kind. It was the slow kind, the kind with tubes and 

shrugging doctors. So perhaps, Shania thinks, the blood on the 

pavement feels like her  own—  as if the ripping of her grandmother 

from her life left a gaping hole, as red and raw as fresh meat.

“Breakfast,” a voice says, and Shania jerks. It comes from a 

man leaning in the corner of the bus shelter, his dingy gray shirt 

hanging off his body like a shroud. Shania hadn’t even noticed 

him.

“What?” she says.

He clears his throat.

“Puts you off your breakfast.” His gums are the bright pink of 

a kitten’s tongue.

“Yeah,” Shania mutters, looking again at the blood. Her mind 

reels back from the day in the garden, from the following days 

in the Morrisville hospital. Now a stab of different unease aches 

between her ribs, her mind beginning to run away with itself. 

The man’s proximity, the rasp of his voice, the hole in his shoe 

with the sock exposed like fuzzy organs through a wound. He, 

too, is staring at the blood.

“Called the police,” he says. “By the time they came, the thing 

was gone. Should’ve called animal control. Maybe they could’ve 

helped it.”

“Helped what?”

“The cat,” he says, blinking at her. “Somebody knifed it up. 

Started down there.” He points, and Shania follows his finger 
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with her eyes, back the way she had come. She sees the blood 

now, a trail down the concrete that she hadn’t noticed.

“In front of the hat shop,” he says. “That’s where it happened.”

“You saw it happen?”

“Cops weren’t interested,” he says, nodding. “I told ’em you 

gotta be a monster to kill an animal like that. No reason. No 

defense. What’s a cat going to do about a knife? I thought it came 

here to die.” His eyes are back on the blood at Shania’s feet. “But 

it ended up somewhere else.”

“Oh,” Shania says. She wants to be on the bus, to be departing.

“Watch yourself out here,” he says, and she thinks it sounds 

like he’s talking to himself now. “There’s monsters in Southtown. 

The light is always above them, so they don’t cast a shadow.”

She steps off the bus in front of Bard Academy, and the morning 

air curls around her ankles like uncut grass. The Farmers’ Alma-

nac, a slim bound book with dates and predictions for the year 

ahead, says it will be an early fall. Shania carries her own edi‑

tion, a sad replacement for the one she’d grown up watching her 

grandmother leaf through. Gram’s copy was out of  date—  from 

 1999—  but Gram always swore, without explanation, that it was 

the only year that mattered. It’s been almost seven months since 

her death, and where some people might get closer to the Bible, 

Shania has turned to the almanac. She and her mother had emp‑

tied Gram’s house after the funeral, Shania searching every inch 

for the 1999 copy. But like her grandmother, it was a ghost. Sha‑

nia’s current version is an imitational comfort, and she peeks in 

her bag to ensure it’s there, tucked in with her book of Anne 

Stanton’s poetry. Gram had liked Anne Stanton, a woman who 
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wrote about the earth and its creatures. So Shania carries them 

both: talismans.

Shania climbs the steps, moving between classmates who 

ignore her. If she had dreams of leaving the role of swaying daisy 

behind, she has now become a different sort of Alice. The student 

body of Bard regards her like the talking flowers did on the girl’s 

first foray into Wonderland: Is she one of us? No, not quite. Her dress 

is like petals but there’s something that’s off. She must be a weed.

She drops off her bag at her locker. Two girls brush past her, 

all  spray‑  tanned legs and white, white teeth. They carry over‑

priced coffee from Rhino. Before she moved here, Shania had 

no idea people her age drank coffee. In Morrisville, if you were 

tired before class, you drank Red Bull. Bard is like a  movie‑  set 

version of a school, and nothing about it feels like home. Except 

the greenhouse.

It’s nestled in the heart of the building, a humid core of flow‑

ers and vines and rows of work planters where every semester the 

class raises a variety of plants, experimenting with soil toxicity, 

different pesticides, hydroponics. Shania’s careful little family of 

hollyhocks and spiderwort are the only relationships she’s been 

able to cultivate since school began; her tiny crop of green babies 

is a mere two feet long, but she looks forward to seeing it, like a 

dog at the end of a long day. Except this day is just beginning. Just 

 sixty‑  two more until winter break.

Michelle is already there, at the neighboring planter, the only 

person who might like the greenhouse more than Shania.

“Hey,” Shania says. They usually say hey. Michelle doesn’t 

hear her today: She has earbuds in, and rap music drifts faintly to 

Shania’s ears, a small surprise. Michelle looks like a beauty queen, 

a Black girl with straight hair to her shoulders and a wide, warm 
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smile that belongs at the door of a church. She doesn’t seem like 

the  rap‑  music type, Shania thinks. When Michelle asked Sha‑

nia’s name at the beginning of the year, she’d said, “Oh, like the 

singer?” and Shania had reserved some small hope that perhaps 

they had some secret common interests. But Michelle mostly 

keeps to herself, and Shania hasn’t quite mastered the trick of 

being a normal person in a world without Gram. It’s a little like 

relearning how to walk.

She almost tries greeting Michelle again, but Adam and JP are 

blundering in, laughing. Michelle looks up, one hand plucking an 

earbud out. The music is gone.

“Those are my garden gloves, bro,” JP says, snatching a pair 

from Adam’s grasp. “You’ve got little, tiny  baby‑  hands. You can’t 

fit these.”

“Better than your little, tiny  baby—”

“Oh, bro, shut the fuck up!”

“What even is that?” JP grunts, pointing at Adam’s planter. 

“Did you plant poison ivy?”

“No, but that would be an epic prank.”

“Better if you planted some weed.”

Catherine Tane sweeps in, her blonde dreadlocks tied into a 

thick bushel at her neck. She doesn’t wear the short shorts and 

sandals that the rest of the girls wear: She swishes around in a long 

white peasant skirt, three inches of golden belly showing above it 

before the rest of her is concealed in what appears to be a  hand‑ 

 knit halter top. She’s fond of calling herself a sexy hippie.

“Who’s talking about weed?” Catherine says.

“Michelle,” JP says, pointing.

Michelle rolls her eyes. “Please.”

“I bet you Ms. Hassoon is a total weedhead,” JP says.
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“Obviously.” Catherine nods.

“Didn’t she move here from Cali? I’m going to ask her if she 

knows anybody who owns a dispensary. That’s what I’m going to 

do with this botany shit.”

“You and a thousand other people,” says Catherine. “By the 

time you graduate, there’s going to be so many.”

“It’s not even legal here yet! Maybe I’ll be the first fucking 

one.”

“You need to sell munchies too,” Adam offers. “What are 

those chips your brother’s always eating, Catherine? The square 

ones.”

“I don’t keep tabs on Prescott’s snack habits,” she says, star‑

ing at her phone. Shania’s heart flips a small, irrational somer‑

sault at the mention of Prescott Tane. Catherine’s brother is a 

Bard golden boy despite missing so much school that the teachers 

applaud when he actually shows up. He plays lacrosse and has 

Captain America hair and the same catalog smile as Catherine, 

though he uses it much less. Shania has never spoken to Prescott, 

but she sees him and has spent a lot of time thinking about what 

she would say to him if they did speak.

“Well, whatever they are, I’m going to need them,” JP says. 

“If I’m going to corner the market, then I need all your support.”

“Too much competition,” Catherine says, still looking at her 

phone.

JP laughs. “All my competition is in jail,” he says.

“This is the perfect time to become a weed expert,” Adam 

says with a nod. “You’re going to be rich!”

Richer, Shania thinks, annoyance sprouting in her like a sap‑

ling. JP’s car keys are sitting on his work  table—  she can see the 
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Jaguar emblem from where she sits. If the keys were hers, her 

tooth would already be in line.

“It’s not really fair that they have to be in jail if it’s legal now,” 

Shania says. She surprises herself. But there’s no going back now.

“What?” JP’s smirk is the expression one makes at an ant 

before it is squashed.

“If they’re legalizing weed everywhere,” Shania says, making 

it up as she goes along, “then, I don’t know, they should let out all 

the people that are in jail for it from before.”

If Shania’s mother were here, she’d stare at her daughter as if 

she had grown a second head. She’s worked in jails for the last 

twelve years, and Shania knows she would disagree with this 

speech. Shania doesn’t even know if she herself believes it, but the 

need to be contrary is like a sudden twitch of limbs. This is who 

Gram had  been—  tough as a walnut, mouthful of opinions. Sha‑

nia steps into her shadow.

Adam shrugs on behalf of JP.

“I mean, they broke a law, though. It was illegal before. They 

need to do their time.”

“That seems  like—  like bullshit,” Shania says, stammering a 

little now that it’s settled in that she’s actually talking to these 

people. “People are making tons of money doing the same thing 

other people used to get arrested for? That’s . . .  I mean, that’s 

bullshit.”

“Oh my God,” Catherine says, finally putting down her 

phone. “You are so fucking woke.”

On her other side, Shania hears the slightest scoff from 

Michelle, sees the smallest twist of her mouth. Michelle’s eyes 

dart in Catherine’s direction, then she puts her earbuds back in.
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“You hear that?” Catherine says, curling her lip at the boys. 

“Woke Girl says your dispensary plans are nardshark.”

“What does that even mean?” Shania says. This is part of 

the Bard lexicon. Nardshark. Quayloo. Tomrom. Nonsense words 

mostly invented by Catherine that the rest of the student body 

snaps up like piranhas.

“It means JP is an idiot,” Catherine says happily.

Ms. Hassoon glides in then, the hijab she wears a soft lavender. 

She’s paired it with a matching gardening apron.

“I’m having a party later,” Catherine says, addressing JP and 

Adam. “Bring some of your future stock.”

She winks, and then Shania is surprised when those shiny blue 

eyes are turned on her.

“You should come too. It’ll be fun. I need somebody to tag 

team JP with when he gets drunk and starts talking about how 

great Game of Thrones is. Do you hate Game of Thrones? You have 

the look of someone who hates Game of Thrones.”

“I do.” Shania nods, slipping on the lie like velvet gloves. She’s 

never seen the show.

“Tomrom,” says Catherine. “I knew it.”

“Pesticides,” Ms. Hassoon calls. “Who did the homework?”

Beside Shania, Michelle strokes the leaves of her roses. Shania 

looks down at the strong green shoots weaving their way up the 

trellis of her own planter. She makes plans to read the Game of 

Thrones wiki. She’s already planning what she will wear. Growth, 

she thinks. Good.
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–ONE–

Faith Was Here

T H E GR A FFI T I  WA L L H A D E X IS T E D FOR A S LONG  

as human thought. Or at least as far back as Mom and Dad had 
attended Sundance High. It had clearly been expanded upon in 
the two decades since. The thought was, if we let kids deface one 
wall as much as they want, they’ll leave the rest of SHS property 
alone. There were, of course, certain prohibitions—  no swears, no 
genitalia, no blasphemy (it was anyone’s guess what a “blasphemy” 
looked like)—  but otherwise, free game. And it worked! I mean, 
there was the occasional “867‑  5309 call for a good time” carved 
on the inside of a bathroom stall, but even those were relatively 
clean, content‑  wise.

Maybe it was just me, but I thought the graffiti wall was high 
art.

It was a mosaic of identity, generations on top of generations. 
Images and colors and emotions splashed together into a psy‑
chedelic, face‑  melting kaleidoscope. Words like “DOOM” and 
“EUPHORIA” filled incredible amounts of space, painted like 
monuments. Phrases like “Be Someone” and “Don’t Wait” offered 
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simple advice that had probably affected countless souls. There 
were images of staggering tree silhouettes with sprawling roots 
that wove into an invisible Earth. Black cats slinking by. Birds 
soaring. An impressive Chinese dragon, red with gold spines and 
whiskers, winding in and around the graffiti wall like a ribbon, 
tying the whole thing together.

At the very bottom corner, scribbled in thick black Sharpie, 
practically faded, someone had written “Faith was here.” It read 
like a metaphor. The power of past tense. Faith was here but no 
longer.

Unfortunately, Faith, in this case, was a very real person.
I was there when she wrote it.
I had joked about how tacky it looked next to everyone else’s 

art. I wasn’t trying to be mean. I was just joking.
Faith had shrugged sheepishly and said, “Yeah, but my exis‑

tence is all I have to offer.”
Looking back, now that she has left, these are the words that 

haunt me most.
What a cruel way for the universe to show me how much her 

existence meant.

      

I was born full of swear words.
This was what I told people when they asked me when it was, 

exactly, that I started swearing like a character in South Park. They 
always seemed curious, considering I was born into the most blis‑
teringly Christian family this side of the Black Hills. I certainly 
didn’t start verbally swearing until maybe a month before my 
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sixteenth birthday. But as far as my inner monologue was con‑
cerned, I felt like I was nothing but swear words. Swear words and 
this vast, consuming emptiness devouring me from the inside. I 
heard the word “fuck” once, and suddenly, it was the only word in 
the English language that made any sense. I held on to it like a life 
preserver in the middle of an endless ocean.

I’m not saying there was anything inherently meaningful 
about the f‑word. But sometimes, in a world that I completely 
failed to understand, it felt like the only word that understood me. 
All I really knew was that the God I had been taught to believe in 
since I was little had a real fucked‑up way of doing things, and I 
wasn’t sure I believed in that Holy Shithead anymore. And once 
you’ve allowed yourself to pull that spiritual rug out from beneath 
your feet, all equilibrium goes out the window. I was left reeling 
for balance in a world that didn’t seem to make sense anymore.

Anyway, I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me tell you about 
Faith.

Faith was my older sister. Faith was my best friend. Faith was 
the coolest person I ever met.

When I say “coolest,” I mean that in a more genuine, intimate 
sense of the word. Faith was a nerd and a total introvert weirdo. By 
some fake fashion magazine standard, she was like the exact oppo‑
site of cool. Outside of one‑on‑one conversations, she wasn’t elo‑
quent, she wasn’t TV‑definition attractive, and her sense of style 
didn’t extend beyond understanding the difference between shirts 
and pants. But she was gleefully, recklessly, 100 percent herself, 
and if that isn’t cool, then fuck. I don’t know what is.

Faith’s one true love was science fiction. She gobbled up all the 
subgenres—  hard sci‑fi, soft sci‑fi, apocalyptic, post apocalyptic, 
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space opera, space western, dystopia, alien invasion, dying Earth, 
Afrofuturism, steampunk, biopunk, nanopunk (there were seriously 
way too many “punks”)—  but her favorite was the granddaddy of 
the “punk” subgenres: cyberpunk. From books (Neuromancer, 
Snow Crash), to movies (Blade Runner, The Matrix) to anime and 
manga (Akira, Ghost in the Shell, Battle Angel Alita), she was hard‑
core for this shit. And that was just the classics. She had plenty of 
room for modern Netflix mindfucks like Black Mirror or Altered 
Carbon. She loved stories with artificial intelligence, virtual reali‑
ties, hackers, and megacorporations, juxtaposed against a radical 
change in the social order. When I tried to pry into her obsession, 
she explained that at their core these stories were about one person 
making a monumental difference. At their beating heart, these 
stories were about what it meant to be human.

For as long as I can remember, our family used to go to this 
megachurch (Faith liked to call it “MAGAchurch”—  not a com‑
pliment) in Gillette, the next big city from our town. We were 
there every single Sunday. It was called Traditional Family of 
Christ, and it looked like a sports stadium and a rock concert got 
baptized, married, and had good, old‑  fashioned marital sex. At the 
time, I didn’t even realize how problematic the title was. But Faith 
would always nudge me in the side and whisper her commentary 
into my ear. Like when Pastor Raines instructed his congregation 
of thousands, filled to the rafters, to not do anything without first 
consulting the Lord in prayer.

“Because God forbid we learn to make rational, independent 
choices for ourselves,” said Faith.

Or when Pastor Fulco said that all good is the product of Jesus 
and that all evil is the product of Satan.
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“It’s a good thing the world is so black and white,” said Faith. 
“Can you imagine if there was a gray area? We’d be screwed!”

Or when Pastor Brighton said that the Bible is the inerrant, 
infallible word of God. It is flawless and incapable of error.

“Like when those kids call Elisha ‘bald head,’ so he curses 
them, and two bears come out of the woods and eat the little 
 bastards—  Second Kings, Two Twenty‑  Three?” (This was tragi‑
cally and hilariously her favorite scripture and probably the only 
one she could cite off the top of her head.) “Like, screw those kids! 
Male pattern baldness is serious.”

If you’re wondering how I kept a straight face through all of 
this, I didn’t. It almost always resulted in me snorting, barely sti‑
fling my laughter, and—  when assailed by homicidal looks from 
both parents—  pretending I was just so totally moved by the word 
of God, praise him. *wipes away rapture-  filled tear*

When Pastor Raines went on an incredible rant about the 
“eternal nature” of gender, and homosexuality being a “direct 
attack” on the family unit—  that anything outside of this was 
unnatural and wrong—  I expected her to have an entire comedy 
skit. These guys didn’t get to go on crazy rants like this without 
some tasty riffing from Faith.

But Faith was perfectly still. Perfectly silent.
She was like that the entire drive home.
It wasn’t until later that evening that Faith knocked on my 

bedroom door and peeked inside.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” I said. “You okay?”
Faith nodded her head. Then shook her head.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Hopepunk_HCtextF1.indd 5 10/1/21 3:28:14 PM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



6

Faith stepped inside and shut the door behind her. “Can I tell 
you something?”

“You can tell me anything.” I thought this was a given, but 
I scooted across the bed, tucked my legs in, and patted the open 
space in front of me. I even moved my favorite stuffed animal, 
Loafy—  who was technically a plush loaf of bread with a smiley‑ 
 winky face—  and placed him in my lap, at attention. When we 
were in elementary school, Faith once told me that she watched 
the movie Flashdance at a friend’s house, and Loafy and I had kept 
that secret thus far, and we intended to keep it to the grave.

Faith sat on the edge of my bed, her hands balled tightly in 
her lap. She was staring at my wall. She couldn’t even look at me.

“I’m lesbian,” she said.
She was fifteen when she told me this. I was thirteen. What 

you have to understand is that we were essentially the Flanders 
family from The Simpsons. I had never met a real‑  life lesbian—  at 
least not one who was publicly out—  and the only famous queer 
woman I was consciously aware of was Kristen Stewart.

So I wasn’t deliberately being an ass when I said, “What, like 
Kristen Stewart?”

Faith paused to consider this. “I think she’s bisexual? But 
yeah, I guess?”

I nodded slowly. “I like Kristen Stewart.”
Faith started crying. Her face just completely broke apart.
“Whoa, hey,” I said, panicking. I dropped Loafy, scooched 

forward on the bed, and hugged her. “Hey, hey, hey. I love you, 
okay? Thank you for telling me that.”

“You’re not going to tell everyone, are you?”
“Do you want me to tell everyone?” I asked.
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Faith shook her head violently. “No. Not yet. I think Mom 
would murder me.”

I wanted to tell her that Mom wouldn’t murder her, but hon‑
estly, in my thirteen‑  year‑  old brain, I wasn’t entirely sure that was 
accurate. So instead, I just hugged her tighter. “Your secret is safe 
with me. Safe as Flashdance.”

Faith started crying even harder. When she finally hugged 
me, I thought I might snap in half. She hugged me like I was the 
only thing in the world she had to hold on to. Now that I think 
about it, I probably was.

I don’t remember that hug ever ending. That memory was 
pure hug. Pure love.

Faith and I were already close, but from that moment on, we 
were unbreakable. Our relationship was one of intimate under‑
standing, sacred trust, and fierce loyalty. Because I knew about her 
sexuality, I felt the need to tell her my deepest, darkest secrets— 
 which were honestly about as deep and dark as an Oprah Cinna‑
mon Chai Frappuccino with extra whipped cream. They consisted 
mostly of the fact that I was developing a deep, abiding, possibly 
sexual love for punk rock.

I was also in love with a boy, but someone else was in on that 
secret.

      

My name was Hope, and her name was Faith, so obviously we had 
a little sister named Charity. I guess my parents lucked out, hav‑
ing three girls in a row. We were all cesarean sections, each of us 
spaced roughly two years apart, and the doctor made it explicitly 
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clear you don’t have more than three of those bad boys if you’re 
keen on the miracle of life staying that way. Can you imagine if 
Mom wasted that last C‑section on a boy? Faith, Hope, and . . .  
 Charlie? What a disgrace. Bullet dodged.

Charity and I used to be super close, the way that young chil‑
dren often are. The beautiful thing about being a kid is that bore‑
dom and the insatiable need to have fun 24/7 often superseded any 
differences you had. If Faith was the nerd, and I was the wild child 
(by conservative Christian standards), Charity was the romantic. 
Eons before puberty, she loved to pick dandelions and wildflowers 
and make scraggly bouquets out of them; she’d hold Barbie and 
Ken wedding ceremonies; sometimes she would even try to write 
love letters to Jesus whom she legitimately wanted to marry—  and 
I did all this shit with her. During the Barbie wedding ceremo‑
nies, I usually played Ken, who happened to be an FBI agent 
well versed in the art of karate. When she “wrote” her love letters 
to Jesus, she usually recited while I transcribed. The deal was, if I 
played her games, she would play mine, and my favorite game 
was The Floor Is Lava. You know the game. We would jump 
around the living room from furniture to furniture, and if you 
touched the floor, you were dead. We would play this until we 
broke something, or Charity’s clumsy ass fell and hurt herself, or, 
the most common endgame, Mom came in, saw us jumping on 
her West Elm Hamilton leather sofa, and had a full‑  blown con‑
niption. It was great.

This all makes Charity sound like a simple‑  minded rube, but 
she was weirdly a prodigy, at least when it came to key‑  based instru‑
ments. Charity was taking piano lessons before she even learned 
where babies came from. The story goes that she found Dad’s old 
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Moog Minimoog synthesizer from his high school days, when he 
was in a band called the Trash Can’ts—  he had since cleaned up 
and found Jesus—  and she taught herself a version of Moby’s “God 
Moving Over the Face of the Waters,” which she had discovered 
on the internet and mistaken for a gospel song, although that’s not 
to say that it was anything short of a spiritual experience for her. 
When Mom found out, she had no moral choice but to take out 
a mortgage and purchase a proper piano (because let’s be honest, 
Mom hated the Minimoog and everything it stood for). How‑
ever, rather than becoming the next Sergey Rachmaninoff, which 
Charity seemed fully capable of, she opted to dedicate her key‑
board skills to Jesus instead, playing both piano and organ for the 
church choir. The Minimoog was exiled to the attic.

It was only recently, when she thought no one was listening, 
that she would get scandalous and tap out a little Marshmello or 
deadmau5 on the ol’ Steinway or—  if she was feeling particularly 
rave‑y—  lock herself in her bedroom, slip on a pair of fat noise‑ 
 canceling headphones (hand‑me‑downs from yours truly), and get 
funky with whatever DAW (digital audio workstation) she could 
get her hands on. I shit you not, Charity was a closet electronica/
EDM junkie and an aspiring DJ—the sort who feels the need 
to have a giant robot helmet and a secret DJ identity, à la Daft 
Punk—  but I wouldn’t find this out until later, much later. I’m 
only telling you now so that you’ll believe me when it does happen.

Anyway, when Charity and I were still young and naive and in 
love with life—  trading off things like sloppy makeovers and talk‑
ing about boys for backyard parkour—  there was this playground 
at City Park, close to our house, where I “invented” this new game 
called Wyoming Ninja Warrior. That was when I first laid eyes 
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on Danny Roger. Charity was maybe seven years old at the time, 
meaning I must have been about nine and in the early throes of 
puberty, because lemme tell ya what: hubba hubba!

The concept of “sexual attraction” had never registered in my 
brain until that moment. He was the sexiest boy‑  creature I had 
ever seen! During those summer months, he wore tank tops that 
exposed his long, ropey arms, and he smiled in this way that gave 
me a stomachache, and I just wanted to, like, grab him. I didn’t 
know what I wanted to do after the grabbing, probably explore the 
texture and absurd lankiness with my fingertips, but believe you 
me, the desire to grabby‑  grab was idolatrous, almost pagan.

Danny also had a twin brother, Dylan, but Dylan was the 
whinier, more annoying version of an otherwise perfect model. 
They came to the park to play sports, all sports, literally any and 
every sport ever invented, and more often than not, I found myself 
losing Wyoming Ninja Warrior to Charity because she was in the 
throes of a growth spurt, and I was too busy making googly eyes. 
When I informed Charity that I was in love with the boy‑  creature 
called Danny, she and I made low‑  key plans to marry the Danny 
and Dylan Roger package. (Charity now knew she wasn’t allowed 
to marry the Messiah—  and she hadn’t yet discovered Calvin 
 Harris—  so she lowered her standards to Dylan.) That way we 
could move into the same house together, and our kids would be 
best friends, and we could all play The Floor Is Lava together, and 
it would be great. Sometimes we squared away the details while 
hanging upside down from the monkey bars.

I thought Charity was less in it for Dylan and more in it for me.
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Dad jokingly called electric guitar the “devil’s banjo,” but I think 
it was one of those jokes that was actually serious because in the 
Cassidy household, there were effectively only four music genres: 
country, gospel, classical, and show tunes. The funny thing was 
that—  like Charity with the Minimoog—  it was his fault I wan‑
dered down this treacherous, sinful road of rock and roll.

It all started a year after Faith came out to me. Mom, Faith, 
and Charity were away one Saturday morning for some women‑ 
 and‑  girls‑  only church activity. I think it involved “arts and crafts.” 
Not important. What was important was that I had caught a nasty 
stomach flu and spent the previous night relocating my insides to 
my outside. (I barfed.) So, no arts and crafts for me.

Before they left, Mom tucked me in bed, put a hot compress 
on my head for the concaving headache, and was even so kind as 
to put her favorite big mixing bowl by my bed so I could just roll 
over and vom, should the need arise.

“No TV,” Mom instructed. “Only sleeping.”
She didn’t need to tell me twice. Last night’s pukefest was the 

ab workout of a lifetime. I should have had a six‑  pack at this point. 
If I even tried to sit up, I might have died.

And so I lay there, drifting in and out of consciousness for the 
better part of an hour. It was around then that my actual dreams 
melted away into this fever‑  dream reality where the most rock and 
roll thing I had ever heard in my entire fourteen baptized years on 
Earth was blasting from the garage.

I thought I was imagining it. It wasn’t hard to see why. The 
sound was experimental, almost hallucinatory, like jazz on hard 
drugs. Drums chanted out shamanic rituals. A guitarlike sound 
drifted spectrally through walls and dimensions. (The guitar 
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sound was actually an electronic instrument called a theremin, I 
would later learn.) The lead singer, meanwhile, was moaning like 
he was in the throes of sin. The culmination of the sound was a 
mountain of pure madness.

I sat upright—  even as my achy abdominal muscles screamed 
in existential terror. I crawled out of bed. Draped a blanket around 
my shoulders like a shawl. Wandered down the hall in a foggy 
daze. The music was definitely coming from the garage. As I drew 
near, the song’s hallucinations reeled into a singular vision: the 
singer’s voice.

From his lyrics clear down to the fabric of his voice, this dude 
was pure sex.

The guitars—  real guitars—  riffed and rolled like storm clouds 
filled with thunder and noise. The lead singer screamed, “My, my, 
my, my!” Possessive? Yes. Hot? You better believe it.

I reached the door leading from the house into the garage. I 
could feel the rock and roll thrumming against its surface. Silently, 
I peeled the door open.

The sound and the fury washed over me like floodwater.
The old stereo was front and center on Dad’s workshop coun‑

ter. The garage door was closed, and the hood of the Honda CR‑V 
was open. Dad was leaning over the exposed engine, singing into 
the monkey wrench in his hand—  faintly, so as not to ruin it with 
his tone‑  deaf pitch.

“Shake for me girl,” said Dad. “I wanna be your backdoor man.”
“Dad?” I said.
Dad might as well have been caught in the very act of adul‑

tery. He was a big man, with a big, square face and a haircut that 
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only seemed to emphasize the bigness and squareness. So when 
he whipped upright, he hit his cinder‑block skull on the hood of the 
car with such force that the hood rod was knocked loose, and the 
hood slammed shut. It only barely missed his meatloaf fingers.

“Aaaaauuuooooohh!” Dad and the lead singer screamed in 
stunning unison.

I gasped. “Dad, are you okay?”
Dad offered a wincing smile and gave a crooked thumbs‑up. 

He seemed more concerned with the “devil’s banjo” blasting from 
his stereo than any possible head injury he might have incurred.

“Yeah, I’m—” he stammered, rubbing his head. “Lemme 
just—”

He couldn’t seem to finish a thought. So he shuffled to his 
workshop stereo and fumbled to shut the music off. When it 
ended, the absence was like a hole.

“I liked it,” I said.
Dad stopped. Looked at me. His face was a paradigm of pure 

confusion.
“What was that?” I said.
“Uh,” said Dad. “Led Zeppelin?”
Sweet Jesus. Even the name was sexy.
“It’s cool,” I said.
The wall of awkwardness separating me from Dad slowly crum‑

bled. I saw the validation in the curl of his smile, in the way he nod‑
ded. “Yeah! It is cool, isn’t it?” Dad glanced left, then right. His hand 
brushed across the wood surface of the counter, grabbing a CD case. 
“It’s off their second album. Song’s called ‘Whole Lotta Love.’ ”

“Can you play me more of it?”
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As the father of three daughters—  let alone husband of the 
most religious woman in all Wyoming—  I’m sure Dad never 
thought this day would come. For a second, he seemed to question 
whether this was real life. Or some sort of trap.

But it was only a second. The next instant he was grinning 
with abandon.

We plopped down on the floor, leaning against the workshop 
counter with the stereo between us. Track by track, Dad took me 
on a stroll through rock and roll history. This was what I learned:

1. That sexy man on vocals was Robert Plant. Not to 
worship false idols or anything, but Dad called him “the 
god of rock and roll,” and I was inclined to agree.

2. John Bonham was, bar none, the greatest drummer of 
all time. Case in point: “Moby Dick.” The entire track 
was instrumental and basically a showcase for his drum‑ 
 soloing madness. Fucking madness, I say! It made Ahab 
look sane by comparison. It made that whale look like a 
goldfish!

3. Jimmy Page was a samurai, and the guitar was his 
katana. He slayed with poetry and honor.

4. Last but not least, John Paul Jones. Primarily on bass 
and keyboards, but he was also known to dabble on the 
mandolin, violin, cello, banjo, keytar, sitar, ukulele, harp, 
autoharp, koto, clavinet, mellotron, and the recorder. To 
name a few.
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At the end of the day, my favorite song was “Ramble On.” 
Not only because Page achieved violinlike Zen on his Les Paul 
or because JPJ’s rolling bass line was as smooth as ice cream or 
because, according to legend, Bonham was banging on a plastic 
trash can. But because the song also served as damning evidence 
that these four grown‑  ass men were total nerds. The entire thing 
was a lyrical tribute to The Lord of the Rings. Robert Plant went 
so far as to name‑  drop Mordor and Gollum. The line between 
 nerdom and badassery was left in a fiery, guitar‑  screeching haze. 
By the end of it, I was dumbfounded.

“Wow,” I said.
“Right?” said Dad.
“That was epic.”
“Right?!”
“How come you never listen to this around the house?”
Even as I said it, I knew the answer. I knew Dad knew that I 

knew. I guess I was just perplexed and frustrated that secrets were 
necessary for coexistence. That sometimes the key to acceptance 
was to not be your true self.

“Oh, you know,” said Dad, meanderingly. “Your mother . . .   she’s 
a very spiritual woman. She’s sensitive to things that interfere with 
her relationship with God. I knew that when I married her. Some‑
times, when you love someone, you have to make sacrifices for them.”

I knew what he was trying to say. And I didn’t not agree with it, 
not completely. It was about selflessness. But this conversation was 
about more than just rock and roll. It was about Faith. It was about 
who she was. And it went so much deeper than music preferences.

“But doesn’t she love you?” I said. “Shouldn’t she have to make 
sacrifices for you too?”
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“She does. She gave me three beautiful daughters. And every 
day, she helps me raise you. It’s more than I could ever ask for.”

I bit my lip and hugged Dad. He hugged me back. The sort 
of enfolding, bearlike embrace that makes hard things endurable. 
The unfairness was still there, but it dissolved in the moment. 
Love had the power to do that sometimes.

“Just so you know,” said Dad, “I’m not saying you’re not 
allowed to listen to whatever music you want to.”

I stared at Dad.
“Just so long as your mother doesn’t find out,” he said. “And it 

has a guitar solo that melts faces.”
He winked.
My eyes widened with a rush of criminal adrenaline.
“There’s this record store downtown,” he said. “It’s been there 

since I was a kid. It’s been through a few different owners and 
name   changes since then, but it’s basically the same store. That’s 
where I discovered all my favorite bands. Last I checked, they 
still have headphones where you can listen to stuff before you buy it.”

Dad tilted left and removed the wallet from his back pocket.
“When you get over this bug, have Faith walk you down there 

sometime. Find a piece of music that speaks to your soul.”
He slipped out a twenty‑  dollar bill, crisp as an autumn leaf, 

and handed it to me.
Well, he tried to. I didn’t grab it. I stared at that shit like drug 

money.
“Dad,” I said, deadly serious. “Are you telling me it’s okay to 

keep secrets from Mom?”
Dad chuckled. “I think there are two types of secrets, Hope. 

Secrets that hurt people and secrets that protect people. I’d like to 
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think this is the sort that protects. Nothing strengthens the soul 
like music that speaks to it—  especially when you find it on your 
own. I think there’s power in that.”

He gently nudged the twenty‑  dollar bill closer.
I know Dad didn’t know Faith’s secret. I know that. But some‑

how, it felt like he did.
Like he was telling me that everything was going to be okay.

It was now called Ralph Records: New and Used CD + Vinyl. 
Faith took me without question, partly because we were best 
friends, but also maybe partly because of Mavis Mackley, the 
supercool, pink‑  haired, sixteen‑  year‑  old girl who Faith was acutely 
aware worked there. According to legend, she played the drums. 
The moment I saw Faith eyeing her like candy—  or worse, like 
some dorky manga—  I knew what was up. Birds and bees and shit. 
I didn’t want to cockblock or whatever the lesbian equivalent was, 
so I nonchalantly perused. Left Faith to mentally recite pickup 
lines or whatever.

That’s when I saw it. The Strokes’ debut album, Is This It. 
The cover was a hypnotic alien atlas of yellow and blue. I later 
learned it was an image of subatomic particle tracks in a bubble 
chamber. It sounds naive to suggest that it was love at first sight— 
 that I knew this album was The One before I even listened to 
the damn thing—  all I’m saying is that something karmic was at 
work here. It was a used copy, and just as Dad promised, all used 
copies were unsealed and available to sample on various players 
throughout the store. So I popped it in, clamped a pair of fat, 
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noise‑  canceling headphones over my unpierced, virgin ears, and 
entered the voice of Julian Casablancas and his title track, “Is 
This It.”

It was a spiritual awakening. I was not okay. I had been 
infected by a sound, and I needed more of it, stat.

By the second track, “The Modern Age,” I was ready to fork 
over my music spending money.

By “Last Nite,” I was what you would call “obsessed.”
By the end of “Take It or Leave It,” I was ready to get a tat‑

too, smoke a cigarette, start a garage band, and move to New York 
City. I was a changed girl. No. A changed woman. Over the space 
of forty or so minutes, I had accumulated a wealth of life experi‑
ences. I was no longer Hope Cassidy. I was someone new, some‑
one cooler, someone who seriously needed to get her fucking ears 
pierced already. I used to be afraid of needles, but I was pretty sure 
I could take it now.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who had discovered them‑
selves at Ralph Records: New and Used CD + Vinyl. Faith and 
Mavis really hit it off. Ralph Records became a regular trip for us. 
I was on a conquest to feed an insatiable hunger for the sound that 
infected me, and Faith was falling in love.

I guess I was falling in love too, but you know what I mean. 
It was different.

      

We were walking back from Ralph Records one particularly 
sunny afternoon, and in typical Faith fashion, she was lost in 
the stratosphere of her thoughts. I just figured she was thinking 
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about Mavis. Or maybe the plot to the modern Netflix mindfuck 
 Russian Doll. Normal stuff. At least until she turned to look at me 
and point‑blank asked me:

“Have you ever thought about writing a book?”
I had not, in fact, ever thought about writing a book. It was 

times like this when I realized what completely different people 
Faith and I were. I had thought plenty of times about starting a 
rock band—  but first I would probably have to learn how to read 
music or play a badass instrument. Musically speaking, I guess you 
could say I was sort of illiterate.

“Nuh‑uh,” I said. “Have you ever thought about writing a book?”
Faith nodded emphatically. Of course she had.
“What sort of book?”
“Well, it has to be sci‑fi, obviously,” said Faith. “But also, 

maybe a love story.”
Faith was trying not to smile, which of course made her smile 

even more than she normally would if she just let herself smile, 
which in turn caused me to smile, and you know how that situa‑
tion goes. It was a smiling crisis.

“Stop it!” said Faith.
“Stop what?” I said. “I’m just smiling. You’re the one in loooooove.”
“I am not in love!”
Neither of us looked like we believed her for a second. Faith 

was smiling so much, it hurt just to look at her.
“Besides, it’s not just a love story,” said Faith. “I think at its 

core, thematically speaking, the story will be about identity.”
I nodded like I understood what any of that meant. Which I 

didn’t. Not contextually, anyway.
Faith seemed to notice that she had lost me, so she added, 
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“The main character’s name is Andromeda.” Finally, a bone I 
could fucking chew on.

“Ooh, that’s a cool name.”
“It is, isn’t it?”
“Andromeda,” I repeated, testing the name on my tongue. 

“An‑dro‑me‑da.”
“I think Andromeda has to run away from home,” said Faith.
“An‑drah‑me—  wait, what?”
I blinked and looked at Faith. For the first time in this entire 

conversation, she wasn’t smiling.
“Why?” I said—  probably a little too seriously.
“She just has to,” said Faith, matching my seriousness. “Because 

she’s going to be trapped forever if she doesn’t.”
“Trapped?”
“She’s afraid of what will happen if she doesn’t run away. 

Because literally every possibility feels like the scariest thing ever.”
I opened my mouth, but the right thing to say eluded me. 

What were we even talking about anymore? This conversation was 
slipping rapidly away from me.

“She’s afraid of people finding out who she really is, and what 
then?” said Faith. “What if something really bad happens to her?”

“But . . . ,” I said, “what if everyone just learns to love and 
accept her for who she is?”

“That’s not going to happen,” said Faith.
The edge to her voice was so sharp, I felt the cut. The blood 

pooling at the wound.
I stopped walking. Faith took several steps past me before she 

stopped and turned around.
I was weeping silently.
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“What are we talking about?” I said.
Faith frowned.
“We’re just talking about your book, right?” I said. “It’s just a 

book. Right?”
“Oh, Hope.” Now Faith’s eyes were watering. She took three 

tremendous strides and wrapped her long arms around me. “It’s 
just a book.”

I hugged her back. Ferociously. Possessively. I refused to let her 
go until I had some sort of assurance she would never leave me.

That’s when Faith chose to hit me with possibly the strangest 
and coolest assortment of words strung together I had ever heard 
in my life.

“Andromeda and Tanks Through Space and Time,” said Faith.
“Hunghh?” I said, sniffing violently.
“That’s the name of my book.”
“Whoa.” I sniffed again. “That’s a really cool name.”
“Heck yeah, it is.”
There wasn’t an inch of her that doubted it.
I finally dared to let go of her.
“Tanks, huh?” I said, forcing a weepy grin. “Does she have 

pink hair?”
“Oh my Godddddd,” said Faith, pushing me away. “You are 

the worst. Please go away.”
But she was smiling.
That smile was all I needed.
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ndromeda descended from a long line of four-  dimensional 
beings.

T hat is to say, technically, they were three-  point- 
 five-  dimensional beings because being a literal four-  dimensional 
being would make you some sort of god. T he Dresdorians, 
however, were a proud, regal race, too good for decimals. T hey 
rounded up. So four-  dimensional beings it was!

What this meant—  being an entity of more than three 
dimensions—  was that from the moment of Andromeda’s conception, 
her consciousness was a tesseract with a panoramic view from 
birth until death. Her memory extended in both directions, a 
perfectly straight line, the sort that only exists in mathematical 
abstractions, not reality itself. T he line was a tunnel, and she 
saw the light at the end, dying in the arms of her lover, a vaguely 
immortal being. In her infant brain, barely capable of motor 
function, she knew she would marry Tanks, and Tanks hadn’t even 
been born yet. Or rather, constructed. Tanks was a manufactured, 
synthetic being, property of Ixion Inc.

T his romance was apparently forbidden. Or at least heavily 
frowned upon by Dresdorian standards, to say nothing of the 
Church of Time.

To be clear, Andromeda’s knowledge of what the future 
held wasn’t a picture-perfect understanding. It was more like 
an aggressive, premature sense of déjà vu. It was like “knowing” 
yourself, in the limited sense that you are yourself, yet completely 
failing to understand who you are on the existential level. Why you 
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do the things you do, say the things you say, behave the way 
you behave. Why are you the way you are? Existence was a 
largely irrational thing. Seeing the end didn’t necessarily help you 
understand it.

So even though Andromeda “knew” that on her seventeenth 
birthday Allfather Odyss was going to sit her down and give her 
T he Ultimatum, she didn’t necessarily know what that meant.

Even though she knew she would be exiled from Dresdore 
and have her third eye clipped, she hadn’t quite registered what a 
terrible thing that was.

            
—  Andromeda and Tanks Through Space and Time,  

Æon Q
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NORA

SHE WAS LYING ON THE GROUND,  SPREAD-  EAGLE, 

breathing in the scent of earth. There was a horrible taste 

in her mouth, like metal and olives. She turned her head 

to the side, gagging. Just thinking about olives made her 

want to hurl.

“I think you got it all out,” a voice said.

Who was talking? She tried to look, but light stabbed 

her eyeballs. She tried to swallow. Her tongue felt thick 

and furry. Weird. Could a tongue grow fur overnight? She 

needed water.

Thirsty?

Yeah.

Let me get you a drink.

I don’t drink.

Not a drink drink. A pop . . .  Sprite? Coke?

A pop? Who said pop instead of soda? And what was 

this fragment of conversation?

“Nor. Open your eyes.”
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She tried again. More daggers of light. Better to stay here, 

in the dark.

“Nora.” A hand on her shoulder, squeezing. “Wake up. 

You’re scaring me.”

That’s when she recognized the voice. It was her best 

friend, Cam.

Her thoughts began to crystallize. What was Cam doing 

here? They were mad at each other. They’d had a fight last 

night . . .  about . . .  something. There was a boy . . .  in a red shirt. 

Or had Cam been wearing the red shirt? Now her brain was 

as furry as her tongue. A furry tongue, for eff ’s sake. How 

was that possible? She really needed something to drink.

Mountain Dew? Root beer?

Root beer, please.

Ice or no ice?

Ice, s’il vous plaît.

You’re cute.

Merci.

“Nor. Please. Look at me.”

Why was root beer called beer anyway? It didn’t have 

alcohol. And was it actually made from roots?

“Nora.” A poke now. An actual poke in the ribs. And 

another.

She opened her eyes. “Stop that!”

“Good. You’re alive.”

Everything was so bright. Painfully bright. She had to 

squint to see Cam’s face looming over her. Cam’s hair was 

every which way. Her mascara was smudged.
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“Oh, hey, raccoon eyes,” Nora murmured.

“Shut up,” Cam said. “It’s your fault. I’ve been sitting 

here all night making sure you weren’t dead.”

“Huh,” Nora said, lifting her chin. There was a dull 

ache at the base of her skull. “Where am I?”

“You’re on the Faber University golf course. Ninth hole.”

The Faber University golf course? Nora didn’t golf. And 

what was this pain? Had someone clubbed her on the head?

“I got a text,” Cam said, “from your phone. Saying you 

needed help. There were these  guys—”

“Guys?” Nora sat up. The green grass swam in front of 

her eyes. “What guys?”

“I don’t know,” Cam said. “Adam Xu doesn’t know, either.”

“Adam Xu?”

“He’s the one who texted me. To say you were in trou‑

ble. He said there were these  guys—”

“Adam Xu texted you.”

“Yeah. From your phone. He didn’t have my number.”

Nora felt her head bob. The motion made her dizzy.

“You need to thank him,” Cam said. “He chased the 

guys away with a baseball bat.”

Baseball bat. Adam Xu. Golf course. It was all so 

confusing.

“Also . . .  I found your underwear hanging from the 

flagstick.”

Nora blinked. “What?”

“The flagstick.” Cam pointed. “That yellow thingy pok‑

ing out of the hole. Your underwear was hanging off it.”
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“My underwear.” Nora felt a little sick. She looked 

down at herself. Black scoop neck. Jean miniskirt.

“I put it back on you.”

“Oh.” Nora nodded. Cam had put her underwear back 

on, like she was a baby or a grandma in a nursing home. 

She should be embarrassed. She was embarrassed.

“Nor,” Cam said gently.

“What?”

“Do you remember anything about last night?”

“The frat fair,” Nora said without hesitation. She was 

still wearing her blue wristband, the one that allowed 

unlimited rides.

“What did you do at the frat fair?”

“Rode the Yo‑Yo.” That was an easy one, too. She 

remembered soaring over everyone’s heads, the wind in 

her hair. She remembered squeezing her knees together so 

no one could see up her skirt.

“What else?” Cam said.

“I ate funnel cake,” Nora said. She could picture it: the 

greasy disk of dough as big as her head, heaped with pow‑

dered sugar. “It made me really thirsty. I had to wait in line 

all over again to get a drink.”

Cam put a hand on Nora’s arm. Her raccoon eyes were 

comically wide. “What did you drink? Rum? Vodka? . . .  

Tequila?”

“No, Camille.” Nora was annoyed. Cam knew she didn’t 

drink alcohol. Ever since that sleepover at Becca Bom‑

berg’s house the last day of ninth grade, when the three of 
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them drank an entire bottle of Manischewitz and Nora 

 projectile‑  vomited into a potted plant on Becca’s porch. “I 

had a root beer.”

“A root beer,” Cam repeated.

“Yes.” Nora raised her chin triumphantly. “In a red cup. 

With ice.” She remembered this clearly now, holding the 

drink in her hand, lifting it to her lips. The bubbles had 

tickled her nose.

Cam was looking at her funny.

“What? You think I’m lying?”

“No,” Cam said slowly. “I think you’re telling the truth. 

But . . .”

But. Nora did not like this but.

“When I got here . . .  you were passed out.”

“Passed out,” Nora repeated.

“Like . . .  comatose.”

“Ah,” Nora said. As though this explained everything, 

when, really, it explained nothing. Ah.

She turned her head and barfed onto the beautifully 

manicured grass.

WolvesAreWaiti_HCtext4P.indd 7 9/3/21 5:43:00 PM

LBYR REVI EW M ATERIAL



CAM

THERE WERE THREE THINGS CAMILLE AISLING DODD 

knew for sure:

1) Sometime last night, her best friend passed out 

on the ninth hole of the Faber University golf course in 

the presence of three unidentified males, one of whom 

REMOVED HER  STARS‑  AND‑  STRIPES UNDERWEAR 

and hung it on the flagstick.

2) Adam Xu chased the guys away with a baseball bat 

before texting Cam from Nora’s phone to say, Nora needs 

you. (Seriously, Adam Xu. Boy most likely to spend every 

Friday night of high school playing Dungeons & Dragons 

in his basement. Tragic. But hello? Fending off villains 

with a Louisville Slugger? Surprisingly badass.)

3) Nora swore all she drank was root  beer—  and Cam 

believed her, because best friends tell the brutal  truth— 

 and yet, Nora remembered nothing between drinking the 

root beer and waking up on the putting green. Which 

 meant—  holy  shit—  anything could have happened.

Anything.
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It was crazy, because Nora Melchionda was literally the 

last person in Faber, New York, Cam would expect to find 

passed out on a golf course, pantyless, beside a puddle of 

her own puke. Chelsea Machado? Yes. Anna Golden? Defi‑

nitely. But Nora was the girl in the front row of American 

lit with her hand in the air, or on the bleachers with her 

dad on a Saturday afternoon, eating kettle corn and cheer‑

ing on the Blue Devils. Nora and her dad were insanely 

close. He would have stroked out if he’d seen her  half‑ 

 naked on the ninth hole, so it was a good thing Nora had 

told him she was sleeping over at Cam’s. Even though 

she’d never actually slept over. Because Cam and Nora had 

a fight.

It was stupid. Cam had wanted to go to a party at Kyle 

Tenhope’s house. Nora hadn’t. Nora had wanted to go 

to the frat fair, a fundraiser the Faber fraternities hosted 

every fall on the town green, to raise money for local chari‑

ties. Cam thought the frat fair was lame. How many times 

could you play “smack the rat” before dying of boredom? 

But Nora insisted. Nora got up on her  high‑  and‑  mighty 

 give‑  back‑to‑ the‑  community horse. Cam called Nora a 

 goody‑  goody. Nora called Cam a social lemming.

Cam said, “I just want to have fun. Have you heard of 

fun?”

And  Nora—  classic  Nora—  said, “Riding the Yo‑Yo is 

fun.”

And Cam said, “Fine, go to the stupid frat fair. I’m 

going to Kyle Tenhope’s rager.”
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And Nora said fine. Which is why Cam hadn’t been 

there when Nora rode the Yo‑Yo and ate funnel cake and 

drank root beer. Cam had only shown up later, on the 

ninth hole, after the text from Adam Xu.

Which didn’t mean Cam was a bad friend. She wasn’t. 

Cam and Nora had known each other their whole lives, 

literally. Cam’s mom, Imani, and Nora’s mom, Diane, had 

met in pregnancy yoga class back when Cam and Nora 

were the size of jelly beans. Cam and Nora had been born 

 thirty‑  six hours apart in the same hospital. Besides the fact 

that Cam was biracial and Nora was white, they were basi‑

cally twins. Because Cam didn’t have any siblings of her 

own, Nora was it. Who else was Cam going to fight with? 

That was just part of the package. But when it came down 

to it, Cam would do anything for Nora.

She would wipe the puke off her face.

She would rescue her underwear.

She would offer, when Nora finally woke up and made 

it back to Cam’s house, to inspect her best friend’s pubic 

area for bruising or forced entry.

Cam wasn’t squeamish about body parts. Her mom 

was an  obstetrician‑  gynecologist. Imani had taught her, 

from a young age, to use the proper names for her anat‑

omy. Vulva. Labia. Clitoris. Not “pee pee,” or “down there.” 

When Cam was in sixth grade, Imani had gone so far as 

to bust out a hand mirror, to show Cam which part was 

which. Yes, Cam knew this was weird. But she was glad 
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she got a hippie feminist ob‑gyn for a mother. Imani had 

taught her everything there was to know about the female 

body, so whenever Cam needed that information as a ref‑

erence, she would have it.

And the time, apparently, had come.
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