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“The Reparative Impulse of Queer Young Adult Literature is a treatise 
on queer futures, pasts, and presents, an homage to queer texts that rep-
resent the hurts alongside the optimism. In this stylish and astute study, 
Matos asks us to consider what it means to consume queer YA literature 
and culture within frameworks of pain, suffering, and the reparative pos-
sibilities open to us when we acknowledge past wounds and tragedies. 
Above all, this book asks us to make room for all the messy underpin-
nings of queer YA literature: the pain, hurts, and even happiness. Urging 
readers to embrace these contradictions, Angel Daniel Matos offers a 
refreshing approach to the study of queer YA cultures and literature.”

—Dr. Cristina Herrera, author, Welcome to Oxnard: Race, Place, and 
Chicana Adolescence in Michele Serros’ Writings (2024) and ChicaNerds 

in Chicana Young Adult Literature: Brown and Nerdy (2020)

“The Reparative Impulse of Queer Young Adult Literature artfully 
challenges the melancholic and often normative roots of queer YA lit-
erature by engaging with reparative frameworks that seek out hope as 
an act of resistance. Matos’s deft inclusion of film and video games 
alongside more traditional texts is a breath of fresh air and positions 
The Reparative Impulse to be required reading for any who wish to 
keep up with the field.”

—Dr. Cristina Rhodes, Associate Professor of English, Shippensburg 
University

“Matos approaches this reparative reading of queer YA through a com-
plex look at how these texts refer to, move away from, or both at once, 
a queer past that that has often included harm. Reading queer YA is 
personal and often messy for Matos and all queer readers, and he shows 
this through a nuanced analysis of YA texts in multiple forms. This 
analysis is especially poignant when Matos discusses how he responded 
as a queer Latine to texts with queer Latine main characters.”

—Dr. Summer Melody Pennell, author, Queering Critical Literacy and 
Numeracy for Social Justice: Navigating the Course (2019)
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The Reparative Impulse of Queer Young Adult Literature is a provocative 
meditation on emotion, mood, history, and futurism in the critique of 
queer texts created for younger audiences. Given critical demands to 
distance queer youth culture from narratives of violence, sadness, and 
hurt that have haunted the queer imagination, this volume considers 
how post-2000s YA literature and media negotiate their hopeful 
purview with a broader—and ongoing—history of queer oppression and 
violence. It not only considers the tactics that authors use in bridging a 
supposedly “bad” queer past with a “better” queer present, but also offers 
strategies on how readers can approach YA reparatively given the field’s 
attachments to normative, capitalist, and neoliberal frameworks. Central 
to Matos’ argument are the use of historical hurt to spark healing and 
transformation, the implementation of disruptive imagery and narrative 
structures to challenge normative understandings of time and feeling, and 
the impact of intersectional thinking in reparative readings of queer youth 
texts. The Reparative Impulse of Queer Young Adult Literature shows 
how YA cultural productions are akin to the broader queer imagination in 
their ability to move and affect audiences, and how these texts encapsulate 
a significant and enduring change in terms of how queerness is—or can 
be—read, structured, represented, and felt.

Angel Daniel Matos is an Assistant Professor of Gender, Sexuality, and 
Women’s Studies at Bowdoin College (Maine, USA), where he teaches 
courses on queer youth literature, queer Latinidades, teen cinema, and video 
game culture. His work has appeared in Children’s Literature, Research 
on Diversity in Youth Literature, The ALAN Review, Queer Studies in 
Media and Popular Culture, among other journals and edited volumes. He 
co-edited Media Crossroads: Intersections of Space and Identity in Screen 
Cultures (2021) with Pamela Robertson Wojcik and Paula J. Massood.
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As a teen, I had little language to understand feelings, thoughts, desires, 
and orientations emerging in and around me. While waiting for the school 
bus to pick me up from middle school, one of my friends looked me straight 
(or not so straight) in the eye and asked: “¿Alguna vez has sentido atrac-
ción hacia un hombre?” An electric and enthusiastic response reverberated
through my throat and jolted out my mouth: “YES! ¿Y tú, has sentido
attracción?” I didn’t think twice. I didn’t look to see who was around. The
answer was impulsive, not subject to overthinking, not taking my context 
into account. I didn’t have a fully developed language to discuss, much 
less understand queerness at the time. But queerness was embedded in my 
body. I felt it regardless of being unable to express it in either English or 
Spanish. It existed.

As usual, the bus was too overcrowded, so my friend and I didn’t con-
tinue the conversation that day. As I sat in the bus, the loud music blaring 
from the speakers faded away. Memories, feelings, images, and sensations 
took over. The scent of cologne, the swelling stir in my chest when Ricky 
Martin forgot to button up most of his shirt, images of flesh and glistening 
skin in reruns of Baywatch dubbed in Spanish, a group of nearly a dozen 
boys relentlessly throwing rocks at me, one sleepover where our barely 
hairy legs remained touching as we played with Hot Wheel cars—these 
fragments burst in and through me. In a way, I’m trying to capture that 
moment of bursting through this book—that instant infused with fear, 
hope, angst, imagination, history, ambiguity, and impossibility. In so 
many senses, this book addresses the assurances I made to myself as a teen 
who refused to acknowledge straightness as the only pathway forward. 
Imagination illuminated that pathway.

My first (purely accidental) encounter with queerness in a Young Adult 
(YA) novel occurred soon after my friend asked me that pivotal ques-
tion. My parents gave me a copy of Stephen Chbosky’s The Perks of 
Being a Wallflower (1999), oblivious to the queer content embedded in 
its pages. My reaction to this moment of queer representation was deeply 
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emotional.1 Instinctual. I remember reading the moment protagonist 
Charlie encounters his friends, Patrick and Brad, kissing in a bedroom 
during a party. Picture it: a young queer teen reading a chartreuse colored 
book in the middle of the night, his heart beating at an accelerated pace, 
his body overcome by sensations of simultaneous joy and fear. Every cou-
ple of pages, I would pause and glance at my bedroom door—anticipating 
that at any moment, someone would barge into my space, rip the book 
away from my hands and uncover my queer affinities. Reading queer YA 
was a profound, inspiring, and frightening experience at the time. Fear 
and comfort couldn’t be separated in my engagement with queer YA 
culture.

Sure, encounters such as these might seem slightly unremarkable today 
with the booming presence of queer content and representation in YA 
literature and media in 21st-Century Western contexts. But for a queer 
teen growing up in Aguada, Puerto Rico, in the early 2000s, The Perks of 
Being a Wallflower, despite its now obvious representational issues, signifi-
cantly altered how I thought about queerness and sexuality. It pushed me 
to feel differently about myself and my place in time. Like graphic artist 
Alison Bechdel’s experience of encountering queer literature when she was 
a young teen, as represented in her seminal graphic novel Fun Home (74), 
this question led to an instant sense of recognition and joy that further 
compounded the feelings stirred by my friend’s question. A book further 
encapsulated and materialized thoughts and feelings that I believed were 
inexpressible, never to be represented. It pushed me to visualize a concrete 
future where queerness was a likelihood rather than a mere abstraction, 
intangible desire, or something that could never be expressed.

To say that this moment developed an obsession would be an understate-
ment. I remember secretly researching queer teen literature at the computer 
lab of my school, making sure to delete the web browser’s history. My 
undercover identity had to be protected, after all. I recall saving allowance 
money to visit the now-defunct Borders bookstore in Mayagüez—I would
get my hands on any of the novels I learned about during my research. I 
remember taking deep breaths and hoping the cashiers wouldn’t pay too 
much attention to my purchases. They almost always did. I developed 
significant strength and resilience by reading YA novels such as Nancy 
Garden’s Annie on My Mind (1982), Ellen Wittlinger’s Hard Love (1999), 
Alex Sánchez’s Rainbow Boys (2001), Brent Hartinger’s Geography Club
(2003), Julie Anne Peters’ Keeping You a Secret (2003), David Levithan’s 
Boy Meets Boy (2003), and Brian Sloan’s A Really Nice Prom Mess 
(2005), to mention a few. Some of these texts are rarely discussed today 
and didn’t necessarily revolutionize queer representation in YA literature. 
Most of them are dated. But they connected me to a romanticized imag-
ined community—a broader network that felt good but that was ignorant 



Preface  xv

of the “hierarchical social and structural features” that mark queer lives as 
different, as Other (Acosta 640).2

I cherished the stories present in these scavenged books: stories where 
queer teens made other queer friends, held hands, went out on movie dates, 
challenged antiqueer attitudes, had first kisses, and were able to come 
out to their parents and friends in bold, sometimes terrifying, and excit-
ing ways. These books were vastly different from my life as a teenager. 
Through queer YA literature, I encountered both realistic and fantastical 
stories that imagined futures that circumvented the normative parameters 
that restrict who we are, what we feel, who we love, and how we express 
a sense of our inner selves to the outside world. As the late José Esteban
Muñoz would put it, queer YA literature gave me the primary means to
latch onto a sense of queer futurity. This genre of literature pushed me to 
look and feel beyond the trouble of the present and to imagine a time and 
place different from my circumstances (Cruising Utopia). It taught me to 
survive. Even more importantly, it showed me how my pain connected 
me to broader systems, communities, and narratives of hurt. This hurt, 
even when we feel like we’ve overcome it, continues to move, evolve, and 
assume different forms. It haunts us.

This sense of queer futurity nourished and sustained me for many 
years—it filled me with a sense of relief that was inaccessible to me in my 
cultural and geographical context. Over time, however, this sense of joy 
and optimism dwindled, mainly because my realities as a queer Latine3 
teen started to clash with those represented in the YA novels published 
then. I remember, for instance, being so moved and inspired to come out 
to my friend/crush after reading a copy of Annie on My Mind I found at 
a used bookstore. My aforementioned friend—who asked the question—
provided further encouragement and pushed me to be bold. “Things are 
different now. We’re not living in the 1980s,” I told myself after reading 
that hopeful ending. “I can do this!” I sat with my crush behind the music 
classroom. Inhale. Exhale. “Soy… gay. Me gustan los hombres. Like a
lot.” His hazel eyes widened so much—his face twisted in ways I don’t 
want or need to describe here. “Espera un momento,” he responds after 
a long silence. “If you had to choose between Jennifer Lopez and Ricky 
Martin, who would ya pick?” I’m sure you’re well aware of my feelings for 
Ricky back then. We stopped being friends shortly after.

While I continued to read queer YA novels and engage with queer youth 
media, over time, I grew weary of how these stories represented outcomes 
that were so different from my circumstances and the realities of many 
other queer teens who I knew at the time. While many of these texts cap-
tured the joys and pleasures of queer life, many of them didn’t touch upon 
the hardships that my peers and I experienced when growing up queer in 
Puerto Rico during the late 90s and early 2000s. My relationship with 
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queer YA, and my own queerness, was saturated with tension and fear. 
I’d purposely keep my room messy to discourage people from snooping 
around it and discovering the queer treasures hidden all over the place. 
That didn’t deter my sibling and cousin from digging into my drawers. I 
still hear the bewildered screams and laughter coming from my bedroom. 
I saw them hunched over my drawer, holding a rainbow-painted card-
board cigar box I had hidden. The rainbow box contained letters, trinkets, 
magazine clippings, and even expired breath mints connected to queer 
memories, experiences, and desires. I don’t remember all of the subsequent 
events, but my body still recalls intense images and emotions. Impressions 
of me flushing the smaller trinkets of the rainbow box down the toilet, 
burning some letters and clippings. I don’t remember what happened to 
the cigar box.

Queer youth narratives and media can now be accessed with a few clicks, 
taps, or swipes. I’m grateful for this development. However, the processes 
of scavenging, concealment, hope, and pain that were formative to my 
sense of being will always remain with me and will continually inflect how 
I understood, and continue to understand, queer youth culture. I was being 
told over and over again that it’s okay not to be straight, but my feelings, 
body, and realities felt at odds with these narratives. I destroyed pieces of 
my history, of my past, because shame and normative aspirations were still 
ingrained in my flesh.

This sense of dissonance perhaps reached its peak as I tried to develop 
work on queer YA for my MA degree at the University of Puerto Rico, 
Mayagüez Campus. I was excited about this project and I had a whole
team assembled to guide me. I remember my graduate methods course, 
where Dr. Jocelyn A. Géliga Vargas introduced me to intersectional
frameworks and the term queer, and she guided me in creating a proposal 
focused on examining heteronormativity in queer YA. As I was develop-
ing this proposal, I was still processing the murder of 19-year-old teen 
Jorge Steven López Mercado. The links between queerness and mortality
felt more palpable to me—to us—than ever before. Hell. When I found 
out I shared a surname with the person who murdered him, I remember 
nearly throwing up. I wanted to erase my name—disconnect myself in 
every way possible from this unbearable violence. We were so sad, so 
terrified, so aware of the dangers of putting our bodies out in the world. 
Everyone around me had a take and opinion on this hate crime, rang-
ing from sympathy to others downright claiming that his brutally violent 
death was warranted. I still remember the words uttered by one of the 
police agents that was investigating Jorge’s case: “Este tipo de personas 
cuando se meten a esto y salen a la calle saben que esto les puede pasar” 
(Primera Hora).4 I couldn’t escape those words. I’m haunted by them. 
Many of us still are.
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I didn’t end up writing that thesis. I remember telling people that 
I wanted to write my thesis on something “more serious” that would 
increase my chances of getting into a PhD program. Lies. I just didn’t have 
it in me to write it. I was too overwhelmed. But the seeds of this book 
started during this moment.

After a break from queer YA, I revisited it again during my doctoral 
studies. My proposed project started as an examination of the relationship 
between YA and “adult” queer literature. But in doing so, I reinforced the 
differences between the two rather than focusing on the more comprehen-
sive cultural work they mobilized. The project later evolved into an exami-
nation of hope and utopian sentiments in contemporary queer YA culture, 
inspired by the representation of queer Latine adolescence in Benjamin 
Alire Sáenz’s Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe
(2012). Hope and progress were the guiding principles of this original 
project. However, the emotional parameters of my thinking warped and 
twisted due to events that occurred as these ideas matured: the 2016 Pulse 
nightclub shooting, Donald Trump’s election, the mainstream attention 
given to queer teen suicide in the early 2010s, the rise of white supremacist 
ideologies and practices in different sociocultural domains, the censoring 
of books for young readers with queer content, the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and the increase of antiqueer and antitrans legislation regulating every-
thing from public restroom use to the presence of drag culture in youth 
spaces. And this is just within the context of the United States.

During such moments of heartbreak and sorrow, the ideological and 
assimilative traits present in so much queer YA literature started to feel 
particularly fictional and bizarre. The hope so many people yearn for in 
engaging with these books draws its vigor and strength from normative 
aspirations that echo the desires of primarily white, middle-to-upper-class 
communities. Indeed, there was a future developing for the queer teen in 
the youth literature and media industries, but many of us were barred from 
that future. This sense of futurism was founded upon excluding voices, 
experiences, and bodies that can’t—and, in many cases, refuse to—bend to 
the whims and mandates of normative cultures.

In more contemporary times, the field has become more diverse regard-
ing representation, genre, and storytelling conventions (see Jenkins and 
Cart; Corbett; Booth and Narayan). Texts became more comprehensive in 
their depictions of queernesses and gender variance; they became bolder in 
terms of using different narrative and generic devices to mobilize different 
forms of queer futurism, queer reading practices, and queer alternatives 
to kinship and belonging. During a flight in 2016, I read Adam Silvera’s 
More Happy Than Not. When I finished the last page, I started weeping. 
Sobbing. I covered my face with the book in embarrassment (in hindsight, 
I’m thankful this was before everybody started documenting everything 
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with their cameras). The novel was devastating yet hopeful. It didn’t shy 
away from the pain and the cultural hurt that’s always connected to queer 
thought and the imagination. It channeled this pain to expose the cracks 
of baseless utopian thinking, the queer connections between the past and 
present (a divide that in and of itself is a sociocultural construct), and the 
ways we try to sideline—rather than witness—the hurt and pain tied to our 
bodies, minds, and psyche. It filled me with that sense of hope and fear I 
felt back as a teen.

The Reparative Impulse of Queer Young Adult Literature is, on the one 
hand, a love letter to queer YA literature and a recognition of how these 
texts use words, images, and narrative devices to encapsulate new ways of 
envisioning futures that are queer—or that at least defy the normalizing 
impulses toward gender and sexuality present in Western contexts. On 
the other hand, this book has an unabashed critical goal founded in the 
emotional politics of queer YA. What shapes do queer YA stories assume, 
and how does this shaping make us feel? What’s the role of historical hurt 
in examining queer culture and representation, especially in genres and 
media produced during a time in which the sociocultural circumstances 
of sexuality and gender are supposedly “better”? How can we love and 
appreciate queer YA literature and culture for its future-oriented scope 
and its reparative bent toward social ills, while simultaneously holding 
these texts accountable for addressing the needs, desires, and hurt of teens 
who don’t fit the norm, who aren’t white, or who don’t approach sexual-
ity as a binary? What about those who are growing up in conservative or 
oppressive contexts in which a “happily ever after” is nearly impossible to 
envision, let alone relate to?

This book is my first comprehensive effort to answer these questions. 
I recognize that there are gaps in this book due to the limitations of my 
scholarly background and training—especially in terms of this volume’s 
emphasis on United States cultural productions, its emphasis on YA nov-
els and prose fiction, and the fact that the study of youth literature and 
cultures encompasses contradictory ideologies, goals, and discursive prac-
tices from different fields such as literary studies, critical theory, library 
science, education, and the publishing industry. This book can’t concili-
ate the critical tendencies, expectations, and trajectories of these fields, 
which are composed of contradictory approaches, attitudes, and political 
affiliations. It’s not meant to be an exhaustive exploration of the repara-
tive impulse of queer YA literature and culture. Instead, it’s focused on 
further animating existing conversations on how we read, critique, and 
give shape to queer youth cultural productions. The answers are imperfect, 
but in seeking them, I’m working towards envisioning more open ways of 
understanding youth literature and cultures. We need approaches to queer 
youth literature that deconstruct and build, that admire and denounce, 
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that anticipate yet are grounded in the past. In attuning ourselves to the 
reparative impulse of queer YA, we do more than lament what queer youth 
literature has or hasn’t accomplished. We build the space to rethink, chal-
lenge, and push the boundaries of what it could be, and more significantly, 
what it can do.

In her now classic exploration of queerness, politics, and emotion, 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick connects the broader work of queer studies to 
notions of youth, claiming that our research and creative thinking often 
connect to “vividly remembered promises made to ourselves in childhood” 
(Tendencies 3). Queer examinations often focus on making the invisible 
and silenced perceptible and, even more so, challenging “queereradicating 
impulses frontally where they are to be so challenged” (3). This book is a 
gesture toward—not the fulfillment of—the vivid (and, in hindsight, not-
so-vivid) promises I made to myself as a teen. Promises that have imprinted 
on my body and that endure through my imagination.

Notes

1	 Notably, Michael Cart approaches Chbosky’s novel as one of the “most signifi-
cant titles in all the [queer YA] canon” due to how it shifted the representation 
of gay teens in the field (Cart, “What a Wonderful” 50).

2	 Benedict Anderson approaches nations as imagined political communities, 
stressing that they are imagined because “the members of even the smallest 
nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear 
of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (6).

3	 I use Latine [laˈtiːnɛ] as a queer, gender-neutral alternative to terms such as
Latina and Latino—mainly since I discuss characters and practices that devi-
ate from heterosexual, binary, and cisgender modes of thinking and language 
expression. While I acknowledge the term Latinx has gained currency in aca-
demia and US popular culture during the late 2010s, Latine is currently gaining 
more colloquial traction in Spanish-speaking communities across the globe. 
Latine is more straightforward regarding pronunciation and cultural access, 
and it also honors both of the languages I grew up speaking.

4	 Roughly translates to “These types of people know that when they do these 
things and go out into the street… they know this can happen to them.”
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When we historically examine texts with queer themes and characters 
published throughout the 20th Century, words like “hope,” “optimism,” 
“futurity,” and “happiness” usually aren’t the first to come up. These texts 
encompass an archive filled with stories of oppression, violence, and dis-
crimination that have wounded queer communities for decades. These sto-
ries summon the cultural phantoms of the past, inviting us to acknowledge 
how their influence, failures, aspirations, hurt, and impressions continue to 
haunt us. We’re akin to these phantoms. They won’t and can’t leave. The 
queer past—encoded not in historical records but in cultural artifacts—is 
a testament to the reparative and transformative legacies of queer writers 
and artists.1 Words and images twist and bend, compelling audiences to 
interrogate the burdens of hegemony and normativity. Fictive worlds push 
us to dream, but these dreams are permanently sewn into our bodies, con-
texts, material realities, and critical moods. The ghosts of queerness haunt 
these dreams. There’s too much unfinished business.

A quick examination of queer fiction highlights histories of sorrow and 
despair, in that queer people “have been thought of as inherently tragic 
figures” and that their narratives “almost invariably ended in murder or 
suicide” (Woods 359). In her exploration of the narrative and emotional 
parameters of HIV and AIDS narratives, Monica B. Pearl argues that the 
ties between queer literature and negative affect have been fundamental in 
shaping an imagination that moves beyond the scope of normativity: “If it 
is literature that is in significant part formative of the imagined gay com-
munity, it is also precisely the sadness in the literature that” was instru-
mental in shaping it (8). All queer texts—regardless of their emotional 
goals or aims—are unsettled by histories of tragedy, loss, sadness, illness, 
and death. Whether they document or imagine the difficulties of coming 
out of the closet, the disruptive and countercultural bent of queerness, the 
feelings of failure projected onto queer and trans practices, or the disas-
trous ramifications of HIV and AIDS from the 1980s onward, cultural 
productions focused on nonnormative sexualities and gender practices 
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became an archive forged by the emotional resonances of pessimism and 
despair. This foundation of negativity has substantial effects on how we, 
readers, critics, and teachers of YA culture, approach queer texts crafted 
for younger audiences today—especially when said texts are celebrated for 
being happy, optimistic, utopic, and future-oriented in scope.

Since its indeterminate but palpable emergence, queer fiction has 
exposed broad audiences to the personal and systemic injustices that haunt 
people and communities on an everyday basis. By using clandestine nar-
rative strategies, visceral and emotionally charged imagery, and the malle-
ability of language and imagery, creators found ways to weave queerness 
into the structures and feelings of their creations. In this archive, we can 
identify how imagined queer persons—and the authors who flesh them 
out through words and images—envision these injustices. The sociocul-
tural circumstances of gender, sexuality, and queerness have shifted drasti-
cally in the last decades, partially paving the way for different stories to be 
told about queer youth, their cultures, and their communities that move 
beyond the scope of sadness or despair. Nevertheless, given the literary 
and cultural ties between queer literature and feelings of shame, aversion, 
agony, and misery, how do we even begin to understand how hope and 
positive feelings—especially those championed in contemporary YA cul-
tural productions—affect our interpretations of the historical foundations 
of queer literature? If we’re to read queer youth literature in search of 
hope, optimism, and (dis)comfort, we must do so while keeping a critical, 
historical purview—and matters of survival—intact.

I want to explain my use of the term queer in this book, especially since 
the concept is used, framed, and applied in diverging ways in different 
fields. I’m first and foremost drawn to the reparative bent of the term. 
Queer is aligned with other reclaimed terms that started as slurs or nega-
tively charged labels but are now used as terms of empowerment. Like “the 
words Chicano, Pocho, and Nuyorican,” this term “entered the vernacular 
with decidedly negative connotations, which were then appropriated and 
transformed within these communities” (Rodríguez, Queer Latinidad 25). 
I use the interdisciplinary and deliberately open term queer when refer-
ring to nonheterosexual and noncisgender people and communities, or 
people who don’t fit neatly within socially and state-recognized identities 
and categories. This use echoes Michael Warner’s approach to the term, 
who frames it as a “capacious way” of discussing the “many ways peo-
ple can find themselves at odds with straight culture” (38). In utilizing 
this term, I avoid the issues of inclusion and exclusion present in using 
acronyms such as LGBTQ+ and LGBTQIAA, among others. However, 
I recognize that this sometimes comes at the cost of specificity regard-
ing gender and (a)sexual practices. Different embodiments of queerness 
categorized under the queer umbrella exist “within different proximities  
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of violence and marginalization, different articulations of pleasure and 
vulnerability,” not to mention legibility and visibility (Rodríguez, “Queer 
Politics” 179). I’ll sometimes use specific terms and labels when referring 
to certain characters, identities, practices, and communities, especially if 
the characters apply such labels on themselves, or if the term is vital in 
conveying intersecting forms of power and control.

The term queer is generative in the study of youth cultural productions 
because many of them represent characters with nonnormative sexualities, 
affinities, desires, and gender identities, yet never bestow an overt identity 
category or label to these characters’ practices and orientations. Many of 
these characters don’t have a language or framework to label their desires 
and orientations, and they often identify alternative avenues for existing 
within the parameters of a given sociocultural context. YA literature and 
media represent beliefs, pathways, forms of kinship, and practices that 
disobey normative and dominant understandings of identity and sexuality. 
These representations, however, don’t always fit neatly within dominant 
and neoliberal categories of identity—a notion I explore with more nuance 
in the following chapter of this volume. Queerness provides a framework 
to critically examine nonnormative practices and lives without engaging in 
the prescriptive practice of imposing a category of identity onto a charac-
ter, community, or relationship.

In addition to being an expansive way of examining nonnormative 
practices, queerness denotes a method of critiquing, deconstructing, and 
contextualizing cultural productions. As Juana María Rodríguez frames 
it, queerness challenges heteronormative frameworks and “creates oppor-
tunities to call into question the systems of categorization that have served 
to define sexuality” (Queer Latinidad 24). In addition to systems of clas-
sification that delineate identity, this volume interrogates the emotions, 
categories, standards, and norms often implemented in the critique and 
creation of queer YA cultural productions. Finally, this volume wants to 
center on queerness’ roots in notions of survival and livability. Gabrielle 
Owen approaches queerness as a method of persisting and enduring in 
a normative world, of finding solace and relief in a culture and society 
that rarely offers such affordances to queer folk and youth: “the urgency 
of challenging the boundaries of reality is the same urgency as finding 
pathways to be and to stay alive” (1). My use of the term queer channels 
this ethos of urgency. I move within and beyond the problematic and 
sometimes redundant binary of “good” or “bad” representation. Instead, 
I interrogate how texts and media disrupt and potentially reconfigure 
normative understandings of joy, triumph, kinship, and collectivity. The 
term queer and its multiple applications help us to focus on matters of 
survival and to develop a countercultural attitude towards the normal-
izing tendencies of YA literature and criticism.2 It gives critics, readers,  
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and educators space to be more upfront about a YA text’s potential to 
heal and challenge dominant understandings of identity and kinship 
rather than solely focusing on a text’s potential to hurt, misrepresent, or 
make readers feel inadequate.

Contemporary YA literature and culture operate within aesthetic, affec-
tive, and ideological frameworks constituted by positive feelings and opti-
mism. This notion seems to contradict and, at times, erase the gloom and 
despair commonly found in the “primordial” queer canon. Queer YA lit-
erature, media, and culture present us with cases in which a field charac-
terized and cultivated by negative feelings and emotions has transformed 
into one meant to instill a sense of hope, optimism, and resilience to its 
younger, target queer audiences—at least according to many critics of YA 
culture. Even older, non-target readers (such as myself, in my current age) 
frequently engage with queer YA texts as a means of escapism, of living 
vicariously through a character’s experiences, or as an exploration of ideas 
and practices that were inaccessible to them as they came of age. My pro-
cesses of reading queer YA are cultivated by the hope these texts gave me 
as a teen, the sadness in imagining what queer YA could’ve accomplished, 
the amusement I feel when engaging with contemporary YA texts that 
represent ideas and practices that were deemed unrepresentable years ago, 
and the simultaneous ambiguity, fear, and delight in thinking about what 
the future of these texts has in store.

This book explores how different representations and narrativizations 
of queer YA thought, experience, and community negotiate the tension 
between the foundations of negativity that led to the proliferation of 
queer literature and the positive emotions and outcomes often celebrated 
in YA cultural productions. In many senses, this project mirrors the his-
torical and narrative goals of Tom Sandercock’s Youth Fiction and Trans 
Representation in that it situates post-2000s queer YA literature and cul-
ture into conversation with broader frameworks and histories that move 
beyond the scope of contemporary adolescence and queer teen cultural 
production. Too often, criticism and analyses of queer youth literature 
and cultures sideline the broader conversations taking place in other fields 
regarding literature, identity, and relationality, thus reinforcing the con-
structed divisions between our fields—and between ideological constructs 
of childhood and adulthood—that prevent us from exploring political net-
works and coalition practices. Marah Gubar, in her exploration of models 
of relationality as applied to the study of youth literature and cultures, 
argues that “children and adults are akin to one another, which means 
they are neither exactly the same nor radically dissimilar. The concept of 
kinship indicates relatedness, connection, and similarity without implying 
homogeneity, uniformity, and equality” (453). Eric L. Tribunella further 
raises the stakes of Gubar’s arguments in considering how YA narratives 
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construct an oppositional relationship between youth and adulthood. 
Tribunella has shown how these narratives perpetuate the notion of child-
hood as “sacred,” “comfortable,” and “innocent,” leading children to feel 
the transition into adulthood as “increasingly traumatic” due to what is 
sacrificed in the process (127). What happens if we acknowledge how pain, 
trauma, sadness, and despair transcend the barriers of age and develop-
mental categories we normatively impose on them through law, fiction, 
and representation? 

Queer YA is tethered to the broader queer cultural imagination. I don’t 
view the project of queer cultural production to be one that obeys the 
strict binaries and hierarchies imposed by the dominant culture. Nor do 
I view the cultural or ideological frameworks of queer YA to be entirely 
removed from those espoused in the “sadder” and “gloomier” queer texts 
published with older audiences in mind. Gubar’s work echoes prominent 
frameworks in queer, Black feminist, and trans studies—particularly the 
notion of transformative manifesting, or tranifesting, a healing framework 
focused on creating forms of coalition that move beyond the restrictions 
of normative identity categories and practices: “To tranifest is to mobilize 
across the contradictions, divisions, and containment strategies produced 
by the state and other large-scale organizations of power that work to 
limit our capacity to align ourselves across differences” (Green and Ellison 
222). This approach doesn’t ignore or sideline cultural hurt or suffering, 
but rather, it channels this hurt to spark further repair. Tranifesting is a 
way of thinking and deconstructing that “takes place at the crossroads of 
trauma, injury, and the potential for material transformation and healing” 
(Green and Ellison 223). How can we elevate queer YA’s potential to heal 
and transform when so many people have problems recognizing that cul-
tural hurt still exists, and that queer damage is anything but a relic of the 
past? What roles does this hurt play in literature meant for younger read-
ers—literature that is designed for them to feel good about themselves and 
their place in society? To answer these questions, we must venture through 
these crossroads.

I map out points of convergence between a supposedly distant, negative, 
and impossible queer past and a supposedly free, open, and encompassing 
queer present. My focus here isn’t to emphasize what makes queer YA dif-
ferent from a broader queer literary genealogy. Katie Schwab has deeply 
explored the differences between queer literature written for teen and adult 
audiences, especially in terms of their marketing, their embrace of diver-
sity, and their implementation of trendy elements. Schwab’s examination 
does an excellent job of tracing the transformation of queer YA vis-à-vis 
the publishing industry. I want to supplement this history by showing how 
queer literature for adult and teen audiences connect—both in terms of 
content and form—through their emotional and affective aims.3 Queer YA 



6  The Politics of Critique and Repair

is akin to the emotional and political frameworks of earlier queer texts 
despite their differences in scope, narrative form, audience, and connection 
to the market. I take the dialectic relationship between pain and healing, 
hope and despair seriously, especially when examining cultural produc-
tions generated from queer experiences and contexts. As I’ll discuss in 
more detail later, we’re seeing an uptick in queer YA criticism invested in 
distancing contemporary queer representation from the sadness and vio-
lence that was foundational to the broader queer imagination, with the 
goal of creating a more hopeful and supposedly realistic YA archive. Of 
course, these critical attitudes embody postgay, homonormative, and uto-
pian sentiments that assume the conditions of queer life have undoubtedly 
improved for everyone (not true, of course) and echo a lot of the ideologi-
cal frameworks found in practices such as whitewashing—they attempt 
to align history with supremacist narratives and national myths, erasing 
the realities of the marginalized and oppressed (see Montaño 60). Such 
attitudes ignore how the queer past and present are intimately connected 
and how queer youth and queer adults (and their stories) share surprising 
emotional, stylistic, and literary aims notwithstanding their surface and 
noticeable audience differences.

This project considers the generative outcomes that futurity and hope 
produce in the narrativization and interpretation of queer YA works and, 
even more so, how certain forms of interpretation can help us scavenge 
for happiness, survival, and futurity in ways that disrupt normative think-
ing and reading practices. Given conversations regarding the failures and 
pitfalls of optimistic thinking, mobilized by critics such as Lauren Berlant 
in the early 2010s, I argue that it would be too easy (and suspicious) to 
assume that we’re dealing with an instance where queer YA culture offers 
readers a deceptive sense of futurism that avoids recognition of issues that 
cause some lives to be “unlivable.” This method of thinking has some 
merit, primarily since countless YA works use hope and optimism to con-
ceal rather than critique heteronormative and cisnormative foundations. 
However, such an approach leaves little room to explore how the posi-
tive feelings and narrative devices implemented in YA productions mark 
imaginative and deeply political ways of using words and images to foster 
a sense of affect—of feeling—that draws connections between a damaged 
queer history, our current moment, and potential futures.

José Esteban Muñoz has pointed out that affect

is not meant to be a simple placeholder for identity… it is instead, sup-
posed to be descriptive of the receptors we use to hear each other and 
the frequencies on which certain subalterns speak and are heard or, 
more importantly, felt.

(“Feeling Brown” 677)
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The affects present in YA cultural productions possess a critical potential 
to not only create a sense of historicity and futurity for present queer gen-
erations, but also to encapsulate an enduring change in how the intersec-
tion of youth and queerness is (or can be) read, perceived, and felt when 
channeled on the page and screen. Contemporary queer YA assumes dif-
ferent shapes than other kinds of literature, and it also conveys content 
that other genres of YA shy away from. Part of this has to do with how 
much the circumstances of youth have changed in Western contexts and 
how queer activism, trans emancipation, and changes in narrative ten-
dencies have altered the cultural landscape for teens (Sandercock 171). I 
do more than trace these potential changes and moments of hope: I also 
determine how contemporary, mainstream queer YA works respond to, 
reject, or potentially reconfigure their ideological frameworks vis-a ̀-vis the 
sadness, despair, and negative affect that was partially responsible for the 
flourishing of queer literature in Western contexts. Are queer YA cultural 
productions attempting to establish a reparative connection with the his-
tory of cultural hurt and violence that has influenced the queer imagination 
throughout the decades? Or, are they severing themselves from history 
in the hope of creating a utopia? What are the aesthetic, emotional, and 
political repercussions of either of these approaches?

Through the analysis of the emerging and increasing presence of posi-
tive emotions and hope in queer YA cultural productions, The Reparative 
Impulse of Queer Young Adult Literature also partakes in further examin-
ing a trajectory of queer progress through the analysis of works crafted for 
teen audiences. However, careful attention will be given to the relation-
ship that this progress has with an anxious sociocultural framework that 
informs the creation and reception of queer content in YA works. Derritt 
Mason’s theorizations on the anxieties of queer YA have called for the 
importance of embracing the field’s ambiguity and penchant for redefini-
tion and reinterpretation, pushing for the generation of nonnormative ways 
of interpreting YA texts. More specifically, Mason contends that queer 
YA becomes an incredibly stimulating and noteworthy site of study when 
titles are not scorned “for their association of queerness with loneliness 
and despair but are rather mined for the queer relations they represent” 
(Queer Anxieties 25). In line with Mason’s sensibility and critical gestures 
toward repair, this book isn’t an attempt to critique queer YA according to 
arbitrary standards of how queer teens should or shouldn’t be represented 
on the page or screen. It’s instead an attempt to examine the queernesses, 
hauntings, anticipations, and dreams that manifest in YA texts and how 
they help us to understand the risks and rewards that come with different 
models of hope, happiness, collectivity, kinship, and futurity.

This volume considers strategies on how to negotiate feelings of hope in 
the creation and reception of queer YA without dismissing the historical 
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and contemporary realities that queer communities have faced—and will 
continue to face—despite how “better” things may seem today. It exam-
ines and deconstructs queer YA texts with the goals of worldbuilding, 
futurism, and repair in mind rather than focusing solely on the herme-
neutics of suspicion or mining of texts for problematic content or issues. 
The hopeful, utopian critical drive to examine texts despite their glaring 
issues, gaps, and ideological tensions is informed by the tenants of repara-
tive reading. This method invites people to acknowledge how texts can be 
helpful, meaningful, and emotionally sustaining for specific reading com-
munities despite their issues, gaps, or omissions—or even though all texts 
that we read and teach are generated and created by people imbricated 
in hetero-and-homonormative, capitalist, and racist systems that all of us 
are complicit in. Melanie Ramdarshan Bold highlights this imbrication in 
Inclusive Young Adult Fiction, drawing attention to YA’s connection to 
capitalist logics of production and tokenization, and its fixation on the 
values and aspirations of white, middle-class audiences (34–35). In reading 
reparatively, we’re not attempting to fix the text. Instead, we engage with 
how the text makes us feel, think of unorthodox ways of engaging with the 
ideas it represents, and allow it to orient us towards queerer understand-
ings of relationality and existence.

Influenced mainly by the work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in the field of 
queer studies in the 1990s, reparative approaches traditionally focused on 
redeeming texts with heteronormative and antiqueer elements by show-
ing how readers drew comfort and solace from them notwithstanding 
the presence of these elements. It arose in part due to the severe issues of 
queer representation and historicization that have haunted our culture. 
Reparative interpretations often rest on the promises of hope “to organize 
the arguments and part-objects” readers encounter to provide a sense of 
relief from the conditions and hardships of contemporary life (Sedgwick, 
Touching Feeling 146). Reparative strategies were later nuanced through 
intersectional inquiry. They were advanced with the work of theorists 
such as Gloria Anzaldúa, Juana María Rodríguez, José Esteban Muñoz, 
Rita Felski, and countless others. Reparative engagement can broadly be 
approached as a counterpoint to the hermeneutics of suspicion that has 
dominated literary (and particularly children’s and YA) criticism, one that 
considers how queer communities obtain “sustenance from the objects of a 
culture—even a culture whose avowed desire has often been not to sustain 
them” (Sedgwick, Touching Feeling 150–151).

Sedgwick questions the centrality of suspicion in many humanistic and 
literary approaches. Suspicion leads to the creation and distribution of 
scholarship that anticipates something faulty in a text even before examin-
ing it. This critical impulse leads to instances in which criticism has become 
more of a prescription rather than a diagnosis (Touching Feeling 125). 
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Sedgwick breaks down the components of “paranoid reading,” a method of 
interpretation that is anticipatory and based on negative emotions. We’ve 
all been there, and all done it. We avert being surprised and generous with 
what a YA text can accomplish and instead conduct readings in which 
“bad news” is “always already known” (Touching Feeling 130). A simple 
perusal of scholarship in children’s and YA literature and media highlights 
a concerning trend. Many critics assume there’s something already wrong 
about the implementation of future-oriented thinking in these texts, and 
much critical attention is given to dismissing texts that represent queer-
nesses and identities in “bad” ways. This tendency has been spotlighted 
in Jennifer Miller’s exploration of transformation in queer youth picture 
books, which identifies the normative panic narratives that dominate the 
discourse of queer youth literary studies, and how said discourses obscure 
the political possibilities present in queer youth texts (Miller). I in no way 
deny the critical validity of youth scholarship and approaches focused on 
exposing the issues of a text, especially when addressing the normative ide-
ologies and practices that inform scholarship in these fields. This volume, 
nonetheless, will move within and beyond the impulse to vigilantly judge 
texts according to a determined set of binaries or dominant categories to 
promote the identification of underexplored queer epistemologies in youth 
fiction and culture.

Through their preventative nature, suspicious forms of reading are an 
application of strong theory—theory that is universalist, that holds as 
long as the presence of certain variables remains constant, and tautologi-
cal, in that it reinforces the “very same assumptions with which it began” 
(Sedgwick 135). I’ll be upfront: you can take virtually any queer YA text 
or media generated in a mainstream context and identify a slew of ways 
in which it upholds normative values, or how it is or isn’t as queer as it 
seems on the surface, or how it upholds or refutes conservative ideologies, 
or how it reinforces a homonormative agenda. It’s much more challenging 
to examine what a text attempts to accomplish through the intersection of 
queer and youth cultures, and to interrogate a text’s potential to create a 
sense of queerness focused on solace, relief, and repair despite the obvious 
limitations of doing so.

Context and imagination matter. Take, for instance, a critical trend in 
queer and trans youth studies that critiques portrayals of trans characters 
as fantastic or magical creatures because it undermines the real-life expe-
riences of trans youth—a notion I explore with more depth in Chapter 
4. This discourse is connected to even broader narrative trends that link 
trans life and agency with animality and the nonhuman, further perpetu-
ating discourses of otherness and monstrosity that have the potential to 
be dehumanizing when handled irresponsibly (Henderson). However, in 
completely dismissing fantastic representations of trans life in our efforts 
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to craft so-called realistic fiction, we fail to acknowledge the strengths of 
speculative fiction from the perspective of queer worldbuilding and the 
emotional potentialities that the fantastic can summon. Alexis Lothian, 
for instance, has pointed out how queer speculative narratives and the 
past futures they represent “open possibilities for thinking and living the 
present in different, deviant ways” (20). Others like Ramzi Fawaz have 
highlighted the potential for fantastic, otherworldly, and nonhuman crea-
tures to “capture the imagination, spark pleasure and wonder, and offer 
new ways of seeing the interrelations” between people, communities, expe-
riences, and worlds (28). By engaging in a normative practice of labeling 
all fantastic and nonhuman trans representation as problematic or as a 
representative failure in youth literature, critics undermine what a text can 
accomplish beyond, and more importantly, within the parameters of lan-
guage and the limitations of neoliberal frameworks. This is precisely why 
feeling, healing, pain, and history are so central in this discussion.

Reparative reading is less of an alternative and more of a challenge to 
suspicious reading practices. It’s not meant to replace the hermeneutics of 
suspicion entirely. Sedgwick characterizes repair as a generous method of 
critiquing texts that considers emotions seriously. This practice focuses on 
undoing or healing the damage imparted by homophobia and heteronor-
mativity rather than engaging in the suspicious practice of identifying how 
texts bolster heteronormative ideologies and/or hinder queer representa-
tion. Drawing from the work of Melanie Klein, Sedgwick ultimately con-
tends that to read reparatively is to open oneself up to hope and surprise 
because it pushes us to rethink our relationship with a queer past and 
future (Touching Feeling 146). To read reparatively is to read a text with 
a plurality of times and temporalities in mind. In reassembling a decon-
structed text with a sense of hope and reparation, we’re not attempting 
to deny or undo the harsh realities that queer communities have and will 
continue to face. Instead, we’re trying to understand our place in time, 
our relationship to a past that didn’t need to be as heteronormative and 
antiqueer as it was, and what an ambiguous, ever-unknown future can 
potentially mean.

Rita Felski’s work on the limitations of literary criticism further fleshes 
out the stakes of repair by bringing in the concept of mood, which broadly 
refers to a critic’s overall relationship and positionality vis-à-vis a text or 
media: “whether our mood is ironic or irenic, generous or guarded, strenu-
ous or languorous, will influence how we position ourselves in relationship 
to the texts we encounter and what strikes us as most salient” (21). Mood 
is both an individual and collective phenomenon. It connects to, but rests 
beyond, the domain of the particular reader or critic. Orientations toward 
texts can become so ingrained that it’s hard to generate ideas and ways of 
reading that resist the time’s critical norms, expectations, demands, and 



The Politics of Critique and Repair  11

ideologies. Furthermore, let’s not forget about the added layer of finding 
ways to contextualize this scholarship when it’s informed by fields with 
conflicting attitudes and approaches, including but not limited to liter-
ary studies, queer studies, education, library science, childhood studies, 
cultural studies, and so on. As Felski puts it, the language and methods 
implemented in literary studies develop a sense of fossilization that forces 
people to generate anticipated forms of knowledge (note the parallels to 
Sedgwick’s framework) and to possess particular inclinations towards a 
text that leave little room for alternative ways of thinking and reading: 
“like any other repeated practice, it eases into the state of second nature, 
no longer an [unfamiliar] or obtrusive activity but a recognizable and 
reassuring rhythm of thought” (21).4 This sense of critical normativity is 
undoubtedly present in the study of youth literature and culture, where 
institutions and voices normalize the field and make it “difficult to think 
and imagine alternative possibilities” regarding representations of youth 
sexualities and gender practices (Wickens 161). The reparative impulse of 
this volume brings a hopeful yet countercultural mood into the interpreta-
tion and critique of queer YA literature and culture—a confluence that is 
anticipatory and resilient in scope but that doesn’t undermine the effects 
that pain and hurt continue to have in the lives of queer people and queer 
teens.

Reparative approaches can sometimes come at a cost. While they indeed 
center notions of survival and comfort often disregarded or underplayed in 
suspicious critique, reparative aims usually enter YA criticism as an after-
thought. As we grapple with different and emerging forms of interpreting 
youth literature, we must be especially mindful of the cultural expectations 
that come along with varying modes of critique. We must repeatedly remind 
ourselves that all critics examine texts with certain moods, emotions, prior 
experiences, frameworks, field expectations, and labor demands in mind. 
Do we feel a responsibility to salvage queer texts that are generally beloved 
by the reading public or that we’ve personally found comforting and emo-
tionally nourishing? What compels us to poke holes in any narrative and 
try to expose that, deep down, something has been wrong with a text all 
along? Patricia Stuelke argues that most forms of reparation and critique 
fixated on generosity have “historically been implicated in short-circuiting 
rather than successfully realizing attempts to break with the world as it is 
to create equality” (29). Indeed, reparative reading can provide a sense of 
comfort to a reader. Still, there are legitimate concerns about the ability 
of these forms of comfort to provoke social change or to push us to align 
ourselves against existing forms of cruelty or injustice. Even more so, and 
as I’ll discuss in Chapter 6, certain forms of reparative reading fail to con-
sider historical and cultural realities, or attempt to read a text reparatively 
by ignoring its sociocultural, political, and intersectional contexts.



12  The Politics of Critique and Repair

When I examine queer YA cultural productions from a reparative stand-
point, I’m especially mindful of how these works push readers, viewers, 
and critics to decode the past. I also assess how an awareness of queer time 
and context influences our perspectives, moods, and feelings toward our 
place in time and history. I show how queer cultural productions can gather 
elements from the past and present to frame and enable hopeful readings 
of futurity. The merger between the negativity that shaped our queer past 
and the hope that lies in the unknown is instrumental in shaping our queer 
future. Shane T. Moreman has brought attention to queer YA’s potential to 
create a sense of futurism that’s historically oriented in that authors “devise 
lessons from the past to negotiate better messages for our present queer 
selves and queer communities” (187). Many positive emotions, particularly 
hope, rest in future-oriented domains and frameworks, for they’re feelings 
structured on the very premise that the conditions of the future can be dif-
ferent from our contemporary circumstances. José Esteban Muñoz—echo-
ing the sentiments behind Sedgwick’s reparative drive—has gone as far as 
to claim that queerness inhabits the realm of futurity: “queerness is not yet 
here but it approaches like a crashing wave of potentiality. And we must 
give in to its propulsion” (Cruising Utopia 185). Temporal approaches to 
narrative, queerness, and aesthetics inform my understanding of how queer 
youth productions navigate the tension present between the negativity of the 
past and present and the positive emotions often glorified in YA culture. As 
I’ll demonstrate in this volume, some of the most delightfully complex and 
politically viable queer YA cultural productions are those that use narra-
tive, aesthetic, and temporal innovations to channel a painful (and at times 
forgotten) past for readers and viewers, while nonetheless being optimistic, 
future-oriented, and emotionally sustaining. As Jon M. Wargo and James 
Joshua Coleman have put it, a reparative orientation toward queer youth 
texts offers opportunities “to reinterpret the wounds of history, generating 
hope for a future divorced from the homonormativity of the present” (88). 
It entails thinking seriously about the roles of (dis)comfort, pain, pleasure, 
and joy in orienting ourselves toward unknowable and open futures.

Hurtful Histories, Utopic Aspirations, and Contemporary YA 
Criticism

This book’s exploration of the emotional dimensions of queer YA litera-
ture and culture is mindful of the role of history and the past in the imple-
mentation of an optimistic stance towards queer youth, queer community, 
and queer politics. In a reflection on the evolution of queer literature, 
author and critic Colm Tóibín has suggested that queerness is slowly being 
detached from negative connotations “to the extent that the phrase ‘post-
gay’ is slowly becoming current. Therefore, how we read the past, and read 
into the past, and judge the past are likely to become matters of more open  
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debate” (11). Tóibín is correct in pointing out how current developments 
influence how we read and interpret the queer past and, in some ways, 
create a mood or disposition towards a particular archive of texts. I’m 
eager to determine how more recent cultural productions interpret, chan-
nel, or refute potential connections to queer affective and narrative histo-
ries. However, we must take a moment to scrutinize postgay sensibilities 
that frame the world as one liberated from discrimination and oppression. 
After all, more than two decades after the publication of Tóibín’s Love 
in a Dark Time, and regardless of institutional changes observed globally, 
people still encounter discrimination, violence, injustice, and death because 
of their gender identities and kinship practices. We don’t need to look too 
far back to fully understand how and why such utopian sentiments can be 
so troublesome when examining queer teens, young adults, and the texts 
created for them.

In the 2010s, for instance, the United States received global attention 
with the rise of a narrative centered on queer and trans teen suicide. This 
development saturated news outlets and social media sites at the time. An 
upsetting number of teens and young adults who engaged in queer prac-
tices and embodied queer identities died by suicide after facing bullying, 
ridicule, and harassment. One of the most widely publicized cases con-
nected to this narrative is that of Tyler Clementi. A student at Rutgers 
University, he tragically took his own life in September 2010 upon learn-
ing that an intimate moment with another man had been broadcast live 
without his consent. Although this incident garnered significant attention 
in the early 2010s, its effects continue to be felt today. Almost a decade 
later, fifteen-year-old Nigel Shelby, a teen of color, died by suicide in 2019 
after experiencing depression, which stemmed from antiqueer bullying. 
Throughout our recent past, other pressing issues have affected “postgay” 
notions that suggest we live in a more open, queerer present, including 
a rise in acts of violence toward queer and trans communities, the ban-
ning of drag performance and story time hours across the country, and 
the continuous banning of books with queer content from public institu-
tions. The stakes of queer livelihood and safety become even more pressing 
when considering how Donald Trump and his administration purpose-
fully enacted an “antiqueer animus through the appointment of openly 
homophobic and transphobic individuals to prominent positions” in his 
cabinet (Moreau 639). This profoundly altered the political landscape for 
queer communities in the US. Last but unfortunately not least, recall that 
in 2016, the Pulse nightclub shooting took place in Orlando, which had 
incredibly destructive consequences for both queer and Latine communi-
ties. How can we bask in the hope, optimism, and future-oriented promises 
of queer YA cultural productions when both the queer past and present are 
so riddled with hurt, cruelty, and violence?
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Matters become trickier when considering the activist and political 
responses generated by these heartbreaks. The most visibly circulated 
response that connected directly to youth cultures was the It Gets Better 
campaign, a digital activist project spearheaded by columnist and pundit 
Dan Savage and Terry Miller in the early 2010s in response to this wave 
of queer teen suicides. This initiative encouraged adults—from profession-
als in various fields, celebrities, and prominent cultural figures, to every-
day folk—to share videos and stories where they discuss bullying and the 
issues they experienced due to their nonnormative sexualities and gender 
identities. As Dan Savage and Terry Miller put it, “gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
and transgender adults all over the country—all over the world—were 
speaking to LGBT youth. We weren’t waiting for anyone’s permission. We 
found our voices” (6). Amusingly, Savage’s claims disregard the fact that 
queer adults had already been speaking to queer youth, as seen through 
the increasing number of texts adults were writing for children and teens. 
Regardless, It Gets Better created a universalizing narrative hellbent on 
showing how the lives of queer people improve with time and age. Despite 
the noble intentions and the widespread effects of this campaign, there are 
significant issues present in its vision and ideological frameworks. After all, 
queer youths were repeatedly being assured that their lives would improve 
in the future. Still, these assurances were projected by adults who sur-
vived, adults who were fortunate and privileged enough to have success-
fully surmounted a period of potential bullying, harassment, violence, and 
oppression. Note that this sentiment is emphasized when Savage claims 
that “we,” meaning queer adults, “found our voices,” and again reinforces 
a hierarchy of knowledge and experience that sometimes casts queer youth 
as voiceless or powerless—a tendency Tribunella and Gubar challenge in 
their work.

It’s painful to observe the recording and distribution of It Gets Better 
videos coming from straight adults and celebrities with little understand-
ing of queer communities and contexts, and even more so, how the crea-
tion of these videos becomes more of a normative demand rather than a 
gesture toward queer futurism. One of my particular favorites is the one 
crafted and shared haphazardly by Stephen Colbert in 2012, which begins 
with, “I have a message for any gay and lesbian teens out there… okay, 
and I’m being told also bisexual and transgender… really, anyone who’s 
been picked on” (It Gets Better, YouTube Channel). The comments sec-
tion of this video is, at the moment of publication, unsurprisingly disabled. 
The project envisions very normative subjects sharing messages of hope. 
What about the queer people who can’t or don’t want to succeed and 
thrive within the parameters of a normative culture? What about those 
queer children and teens whose lives haven’t gotten better with time? How 
about the stories of past queer children and teens that were never told or 
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circulated? Where are their stories represented, and how do they compli-
cate the promises and expectations of It Gets Better?

This project had colossal ramifications for queer YA texts and media 
that surfaced from the 2010s onward, especially when it came to the infu-
sion of hopeful discourse in queer coming of age texts. Many texts pub-
lished during and after this period, directly or indirectly, responded to the 
central tenets of It Gets Better—further amplifying the sense of hope and 
optimism embodied by this archive. These aspirations, however, are tricky 
given how the widespread coverage and panic regarding queer teen sui-
cide contradicted the narratives of progress disseminated in mainstream 
and queer outlets. Jasbir K. Puar exposes the project’s alignment with 
neoliberal sensibilities that echo the frameworks espoused in bootstraps 
immigrant mottos, and proposes that the outrage felt by these deaths was 
“based precisely on a belief that things are indeed supposed to be better, 
especially for a particular class of white gay men,” reinstating the central-
ity of “white racial privilege” (151). Mason has further suggested that 
both the project and queer YA are characterized by elements of impos-
sibility in that they exemplify “the messy ways in which adult authorship, 
fantasies, desires, and anxieties are inextricably enmeshed with how chil-
dren’s literature produces meaning” (“On Children’s Literature” 98–99). 
This is especially true when we consider that most YA cultural productions 
are generated by adult authors, leading to what Mike Cadden identifies 
as the paramount irony with YA texts: “Novels constructed by adults to 
simulate an authentic adolescent’s voice are inherently ironic because the 
so-called adolescent voice is never—and can never be—truly authentic” 
(“The Irony” 146). YA culture and its narrativization rely on hierarchies 
of power and an adult’s understanding of what it means to be a teen-
ager. In this sense, most YA literature is ironic, a fantasy of youth filtered 
through adult consciousness. Jennifer Miller augments the stakes of this 
irony even further by considering the histories that authors pass down to 
young readers and how the narratives that are ultimately available to them 
through queer youth literature and culture “represent versions of the past 
considered inheritable by a vast network of adult gatekeepers” (187).

This project is less interested in critiquing this network of adult gate-
keeping and in exploring questions of authenticity, and instead is more 
interested in examining: a) the narrative strategies that authors use in con-
structing a deliberately ironic queer narrative and how they negotiate dif-
ferences between the “bad” queer past and “good” queer present; b) the 
moods that we adopt when we create, read, and critique queer YA texts; 
and c) the narrative, aesthetic, temporal, and political strategies authors 
use to address cultural hurt, critique normative understandings of happi-
ness, and construct queer knowledges. I closely examine how YA fictive 
worlds are built for younger audiences using words, images, and narrative 
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conventions, and as Sonia Alejandra Rodríguez highlights in her explora-
tion of conocimiento narratives, how creative practices and expressions 
“offer both an opportunity to challenge and transform existing episte-
mologies and the possibility to create new, more liberating ones” (11). 
This is precisely why this book closely examines the fantasies that queer 
YA cultural productions circulate through their narratives and how they 
transform current queer YA critical epistemologies and forms of knowl-
edge production. Given how central hopeful discourse was in the creation 
and distribution of queer YA literature and media during 2010-2020, the 
primary texts deconstructed and examined in this volume were originally 
published during this timeframe. With the rise of the COVID-19 epidemic 
and the contemporary development of artificial intelligence technologies, 
more time is needed to see how the emotional, visual, representative, and 
narrative boundaries of post-2020s queer YA culture will change, congeal, 
or expand. 

The dominant critical mood of queer YA is fixated on hope, (cruel) opti-
mism, and post-gay sentiments. The discourses generated by this dominant 
mood attempt to demolish associations between teen queer life and nega-
tivity, reinforcing many of the ideological trappings present in the It Gets 
Better campaign. Of course, this critical tendency can be traced to the fact 
that early YA novels espoused negativity and despair, and they narrativized 
gruesome outcomes that painted a “dismal picture” of queer being and life 
(Pennell 335–336). The critical move away from pain and negative affect 
has been popularized and reinforced by the work of Christine Jenkins and 
Michael Cart, two foundational scholars in the field of queer YA criticism. 
In their latest book, Representing the Rainbow, Jenkins and Cart have 
argued that writers and critics of queer YA must “abandon the traditional 
and too-easy equation between homosexuality and violent death” (222). 
In an even more telling claim, Jenkins and Cart suggest that many earlier 
and some recent queer YA novels 

perpetuate stereotypes by characterizing [queer people] as lost souls 
doomed to either premature death or the solitary life of exile at the 
margins of society. Others—most, though not all, of a more recent vin-
tage—present gay and lesbian characters in a more realistic light. 

(xii, emphasis mine)

Other critics such as Caroline T. Clark and Mollie V. Blackburn align 
queer YA criticism with a normative agenda and determine that novels 
focused on adverse outcomes can lead young readers “to understand that 
to be LGBTQQ is a lonely life, devoid of sex and love but full of vio-
lence.” They caution readers to be wary of YA novels that include violence 
if not balanced with “scenes that portray individual agency and healthy 
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intimacy” (883). While Clark and Blackburn acknowledge how discourses 
of violence in YA are important in that some queer teens continue to be 
victims of it, they highlight how such narratives can pose “damaging con-
sequences,” and later align the frameworks of queer YA with the It Gets 
Better project (883). Damaging consequences for whom, exactly? Adrienne 
Colborne and Vivian Howard go as far as to position contemporary YA 
against—rather than within or alongside—the emotional frameworks of 
early queer YA literature, especially in terms of mood: “New stories are 
needed to combat the trends from earlier decades in which queer char-
acters were rarely shown having positive life experiences. The world is 
changing for people who are LGBTQ+, and young adult literature should 
reflect that social change” (6). What about the old stories and histories that 
were suppressed and not allowed to be told? What about how the world 
hasn’t changed for queer youth? Are these critics’ understandings of posi-
tive representation the same as mine, the same as yours, or the same as a 
teen’s, for that matter?

A particular mood informs the criticism these scholars mobilize, which 
directly or indirectly promotes the sidelining of negative outcomes and 
emotions in favor of supposedly more “realistic” and “grounded” rep-
resentations that mesh more with the circumstances of queerness today. 
There are already concerns when it comes to realistic and grounded repre-
sentation in YA, given the paradox that it captures the voice and ideas of 
an adult and presents them under the guise of a teen voice. Not to mention 
that even “realistic” literature follows a set of norms and narrative con-
ventions meant to convey a sense of reality—but this reality is still fabri-
cated, constructed, imagined, and shaped by adult and institutional forces. 
What’s concerning here is that there’s a monolithic mood that elevates 
itself as crucial in the study of queer YA, one that sidelines “gloomy” and 
“negative” literary viewpoints because things are supposedly better for 
queer teens today. Mason encapsulates this critical shortcoming succinctly 
when stating that YA critics aspire for versions of queer YA that “will pro-
vide young readers with the fictional role models ostensibly necessary to 
their thriving” (Queer Anxieties 14). Mason contends, however, that this 
utopic approach assumes that the queer anxieties that have haunted our 
culture have been treated, understood, and resolved (14). A critical mood 
that sidelines pain and cultural hurt to instead focus on the possibilities 
and joys queer teens have access to today eventually prolongs a norma-
tive and hegemonic “history of willful forgetfulness” akin to ideological 
colorblindness often present in the critique of queer literature and film 
(Kohnen 20).

Matters become more charged when we consider that a queer approach 
toward youth literature and culture requires consideration of a plurality of 
viewpoints that go beyond the aims of progress-driven narratives. Instead 
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of eliminating narratives of death and despair in queer YA, Katelyn R. 
Browne argues we should instead consider how representations and treat-
ments of death “can expand to include queer characters as surviving sub-
jects of death narratives rather than the sanctified and deceased objects 
upon whose graves developmental work is performed” (8, emphasis in 
original). Browne compellingly suggests that death and despair shouldn’t 
be segregated from queer YA narratives, for doing so forecloses opportu-
nities to consider how understandings of youth overlap or conflict with 
notions of survival, grief, and remembrance. Queer YA literature and criti-
cism should be attuned to the varying emotions, practices, and feelings 
connected to queer lives. They shouldn’t be limited to elevating happy, 
normalizing, and utopic narratives regardless of how turbulent the history 
of queer representation has been. As Michelle Ann Abate and Kenneth 
Kidd have distinctively argued in their volume, Over the Rainbow, under-
standing and examining youth literature from a queer perspective “means 
embracing trajectories and tonalities other than the lesbian/gay-affirmative 
and celebratory” (9). My critical mood considers the place and role of 
sadness, violence, doom, and loneliness in the field by connecting YA to 
a broader queer literary and affective legacy. I don’t try to undermine or 
undo queer cultural hurt or pain in YA, but as David L. Eng would put it, I 
attempt to work through it. Such a disposition “presents us with the possi-
bility of love and the creative impulse that loss, grief, and forgetting might 
be temporally cojoined with new ideas” (Eng 196). It helps us to identify 
fresh and affectively complex avenues for understanding queer youth, the 
literature adults craft for them, and the merger between a negative queer 
past and a supposedly more positive present.

I don’t want to entirely dismiss the claims that some critics mobilize 
in their efforts to promote queer YA literature and culture imbued with 
hope. These critics are calling for a range and multiplicity of stories—nov-
els that challenge the negative emotions and deathly connotations present 
in the larger tradition of queer literary representation. Indeed, narratives 
that immortalize the link between queerness and death have been overly 
saturated in contemporary culture and media, thus stressing the need for 
queer stories that present multiple ways for queer teens to live, thrive, 
and exist in the world. We don’t need to look hard to find a slew of queer 
narratives that reinforce the infamous “bury your gays” trope, a narra-
tive pattern in which one of the lovers in a queer romance “must die or 
otherwise be destroyed by the end of the story” (Hulan 17). However, I 
draw an issue with how these arguments are framed, especially in how they 
characterize violence, death, and loneliness as “too easy” and “unrealistic” 
forms of representation. What makes a queer YA novel realistic or unreal-
istic? What makes representation “too easy” or “harmful” given the irony 
that people in positions of privilege and power are the ones who craft YA 
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narratives for teens, reinforcing the hierarchies and power binaries spot-
lighted in Tribunella and Gubar’s work? My resistance to these claims lies 
in their failure to interrogate gloom and violence as it manifests through 
different and constantly changing junctures of culture, class, history, and 
geographic context.

Moreover, the expectation that representations of violence should be 
buffered with “healthy” representations of sex and intimacy limits what 
queer YA can accomplish from an ideological perspective. It centers a nor-
mative outlook toward what constitutes “good” or “wholesome.” Think 
about how decades ago, queer representation was considered unhealthy. 
Such normative attitudes reduce the overall scope of what a queer YA text 
can or should explore. Instead, we should question what teens are privi-
leged enough to explore these intimacies and disconnect from the negativity 
and violence attached to queer life and its representation. When consider-
ing the death, violence, homelessness, bullying, despair, and oppression 
that many queer and trans youths continue to confront every day, perhaps 
critics need to rethink what constitutes realism in the first place—or look 
beyond the parameters of dominant realities, moods, and histories.

We must think carefully about what queer teens are being imagined 
when claims are made in terms of what literature is or isn’t realistic, suit-
able, happy, healthy, or appropriate: typically straight, cisgender, white, 
normative, “innocent,” middle-to-upper-class subjects (see Kathryn Bond 
Stockton; Robin Bernstein; Ebony Elizabeth Thomas, Tribunella). From an 
emotional and empowerment perspective, there’s value for both teen and 
adult queer readers to find relief in the literatures designed with them in 
mind. However, suppose queer YA literature downplays or abandons the 
negative emotions, structures, histories, and representations that shaped 
queer literature. In that case, it undermines readers and communities who 
can’t escape the harms and deathly responses tied to queer life and repre-
sentation that haunt all of us. Laura M. Jiménez reminds us that when it 
comes to queer texts, “the ways that emotions, experiences, and histories 
are told matter, especially when there are so few stories being told” (“PoC, 
LGBTQ” 438). The push for more positive representation and the down-
playing of narratives focused on sadness and hurt is precisely the binary and 
hierarchical thinking that queer theories attempt to resist and challenge.

How we imagine our emotions, legacies, past, and engagement in an 
ongoing struggle matters. At the same time, there’s no singular way to 
imagine them. I refuse to adopt a normative lens that erases or undoes a 
legacy of how we, as queer folk, convey our moods, emotions, and his-
tories. Distancing queer youth content from negative affect and frame-
works in service of mobilizing an artificial narrative of progress does little 
to help queer communities understand their place in history and time, and 
to understand the emotional, intellectual, and bodily labor involved in 
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repairing a world ruined by normative forces. As Gloria Anzaldúa suc-
cinctly puts it,

We must bear witness to what our bodies remember, what el corazón 
con razón experiences… [in doing so,] we revise reality by altering our 
consensual agreements about what is real, what is just and fair. We can 
trans-shape reality by changing our perspectives and perceptions. 

(Light in the Dark 21) 

Feeling like reality can be different shouldn’t be a privilege. However, 
working towards this new reality shouldn’t happen by sacrificing the 
pain and anger that shaped our minds, communities, bodies, and spirits. 
Readers, young and old, must continue bearing witness.

The Ghosts of a Damaged Queer Past

Although an earnest attitude toward problems characterized YA novels 
from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, contemporary texts have embraced an 
ironic stance toward social ills and issues, primarily due to ideological shifts 
in the postmodern period. Karen Coats suggests that while we now reject 
grand narratives and universal ideals, we typically don’t recognize how rem-
nants of these narratives remain embedded in our systems and how “archaic 
impressions from the unconscious push back against cognitive, rational 
determinations” (326). Because of the tensions caused by the simultaneous 
rejection and lingering of grand narratives, Coats argues that YA literature 
immerses contemporary teenagers into a double bind of potentiality that 
constantly highlights the importance of positive attitudes while simultane-
ously demonstrating their ineffectiveness. Young readers can notice parallels 
and inconsistencies that exist between the messages and ideologies emanat-
ing from the realm of the text versus the realm of the worlds they inhabit. 
Although youth texts tend to glorify and elevate hopeful narratives, these 
discourses of hope are always in conflict with the ways in which politicians 
and authority figures misuse them to reinforce hegemony and normativity 
(Coats 326). A palpable sense of dissonance can be felt when contrasting the 
hopeful scope of a YA novel with the elements of violence, death, and despair 
that have become virtually inescapable in our world. Today’s youth particu-
larly feel these tensions with the rise in armed conflicts across the globe, the 
rise of movements such as #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter, and how the 
COVID-19 pandemic brought notions of death, inequity, and despair to 
the forefront of our collective consciousness. Youth see these realities. They 
know them in spite of our efforts to conceal them. They feel them.

Hope and comfort are to be found not through sidelining pain, but by 
painstakingly and ethically exploring how to cope and deal with said hurt. 



The Politics of Critique and Repair  21

They’re not felt by omitting histories of hurt, but rather, by bringing these 
histories of loss, pain, and sadness to the foreground. Considering how 
YA novels and media push readers to read and channel the past and future 
is crucial when one explores the ties between queerness and emotion and 
when thinking through a text’s potential to be interpreted reparatively. 
Negative emotions and feelings, as suggested above, have been deemed 
theoretically and politically vital in the development of earlier queer texts. 
In Feeling Backward, Heather Love exposes many ways in which progress-
driven narratives are ignorant of the historical and cultural damage that 
has affected queer lives. Feeling Backward pieces together a history of 
20th-Century queer representation that is framed through negative affect, 
or as Love calls it, “backwardness”—which includes emotions and feelings 
such as shyness, failure, loneliness, and self-hatred, among others. Using 
modernist queer texts that are framed through feelings of “backwardness,” 
Love traces a long history of queer suffering and loss, arguing that negative 
emotions in queer texts function as lenses that focus on the pain that still 
lingers in our culture in an effort to connect the “bad” past to our present 
moment, while also spotlighting “the inadequacy of queer narratives of 
progress” (27). Negative or backward feelings help unpack how contem-
porary queer people still feel agony and shame when dealing with their 
sexualities and gender identities today—thus highlighting the importance 
of historical awareness and context in the interpretation of queer texts. 
Love is correct in pointing out that backward feelings “are closely tied to 
the realities of queer experience past and present” (147). Embracing one’s 
queerness almost inevitably demands a personal, social, or cultural cost: 
“that, as much as anything, makes us queer” (Love 163). The precarious-
ness of these costs has become even more palpable with the rise of social 
media, the spread of narratives on queer teen suicide, the surge in queer 
and trans murder victims, the contentious debates that still surface regard-
ing the livability of queer communities, and the hateful rhetoric pushed 
forth by boisterous, conservative politicians in the news circuit.

The social, personal, and political costs of embodying queer identities 
and practices are still tangible in contemporary US cultures. They always 
will be, especially since the future contains queernesses, embodiments, and 
practices that we can’t even begin to imagine today. As Love claims, we’re 
still able to access the corporeal, spiritual, and historical remnants of a 
damaged, heteronormative, and antiqueer past that have lingered since 
and before increases in the visibility of queer representation. Love stresses 
the importance of paying attention to these historical burdens because they 
can provide respite in a supposedly postgay world: “In a moment where 
gays and lesbians have no excuse for feeling bad, the evocation of a long 
history of suffering provides, if not solace exactly, then at least relief” 
(146). Even more so, evoking such a history is vital in addressing how this 
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cultural hurt still haunts us. Avery F. Gordon argues that the concept of 
haunting helps unpack the queer hurt of the past because it demonstrates 
how “abusive systems of power make themselves known and their impacts 
felt in everyday life, especially when they are supposedly over and done” 
(xvi). Through understanding how a damaged queer past haunts contem-
porary queer culture, “we are notified that what’s been concealed is very 
much alive and present, interfering precisely with those always incomplete 
forms of containment and repression ceaselessly directed toward us” (xvi).

Understanding how YA literature and culture push us to channel a 
queer history of suffering is crucial in interrogating whether queer YA 
works can effectively conjure this haunted history while also embodying 
a sense of hope and relief that is not naïve or misguided. Beyond matters 
of relief, I think carefully about how healing and imagination play a role 
in these histories and narrativizations. Gloria Anzaldúa has reminded us 
that imagination—which she approaches as a system of thoughts, images, 
moods, and feelings—“offers resolutions out of the conflict by dreaming 
alternative ways of imaging/feeling/thinking… we need to envision a dif-
ferent reality, dream new blueprints for it, formulate new strategies for 
coping in it” (This Bridge xxxviii). When I thus refer to the “queer imagi-
nation,” I’m not thinking about it monolithically. Instead, I approach it as 
an ever-growing combination of diverse and conflicting images, feelings, 
moods, dreams, and aspirations tied to sexuality, gender, and relationality.

This volume considers how queer YA literature and media are capable 
of surprising us through their implementation of positive affect, generative 
thinking, and connection to a queer history of hurt that has haunted our 
past and present. I share how creators of YA texts can (re)organize affec-
tive, aesthetic, and narrative elements in service of unforeseen futurity—or 
ways in which readers can potentially fragment and reorganize a text to 
generate different ways of thinking about concepts such as happiness and 
belonging. This volume embodies a generous and hopeful mood that sees 
a more countercultural future in YA literature and culture by addressing 
and challenging the normative ghosts that continue to haunt and possess 
us. It does not exorcise these ghosts, nor can it. However, it invokes them 
to push readers to acknowledge the broader histories and emotional/nar-
rative genealogies that affect how we interpret and critique queer youth 
texts. This book recognizes how queer YA cultural productions problem-
atically reinforce hetero-and-homonormative attitudes. Nevertheless, it 
highlights how these texts implement positive affect, optimistic thinking, 
and collective futurism to compel readers during times of crisis, unhappi-
ness, and urgency. It also highlights shifting modes in how queerness is (re)
envisioned in fictional works geared toward YA audiences.

In The Promise of Happiness, Sara Ahmed informs readers that they 
“need to think more about the relationship between the queer struggle 
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for a bearable life and aspirational hopes for a good life” (120). Ahmed’s 
notions of a “good life” are based on Aristotelean ideas that encompass 
the conditions necessary for happiness, and that today take the form of 
pathways, milestones, and hallmarks that are expected to induce joy and 
fulfillment: marriage, children, monogamy, and heterosexuality, to men-
tion a few. However, rather than focusing on the normative parameters 
that come along with creating a “happy” and “good” life, Ahmed advo-
cates for developing attitudes and practices that allow people to live a life 
that can be endured despite its inability to fulfill the promises and expecta-
tions of happiness: “A bearable life is a life where what must be endured 
does not threaten that life, in either the bare facts of its existence or in the 
sense of its aim, direction, or purpose” (97). Criticism oriented toward the 
reparative possibilities of queer YA literature and media inevitably assesses 
how these texts imagine a livable and bearable existence for queer people 
and communities despite the presence of antiqueer sentiments, ideologies, 
and practices in their cultural contexts. In reading reparatively, we rein-
force life’s bearings and find different ways to endure and survive.

By focusing on notions of livability and survival in our criticism of YA lit-
erature and culture, we also interrogate the conditions that allow imagined 
queer lives to not only achieve happiness but to exist: “I think the struggle 
for a bearable life is the struggle for queers to have a space to breathe. […] 
With breath comes imagination. With breath comes possibility” (Ahmed, 
The Promise 120). While there’s much value in highlighting how texts limit 
us, it’s equally important to focus on how texts can liberate us and guide 
us to feeling solace, relief, freedom, and repair. In her examination of race 
and the imagination in contemporary youth literature, Ebony Elizabeth 
Thomas pushes us to interrogate what readers and critics expect through 
our relationship with imagined worlds. She pushes us to think critically 
about the moods we adopt when relating to and interpreting fictive uni-
verses, and to consider how readers who have been marginalized by their 
race or Otherness have had a long history of negotiating and understanding 
“the cartographies of the imagination” that have traditionally been shaped 
and regulated by White, heterosexual voices and institutions (152). Queer 
YA feels like it has more room to exist, thrive, and breathe. We’re increas-
ingly finding ways of reading that make life seem more bearable, pushing 
us to think of the different shapes our lives will assume in the future. We 
must be wary, however, of texts and perspectives that provide relief and 
catharsis by underplaying negative affect or by assuming that narratives of 
progress for queer and marginalized folk are singular and universal.

Scavenging Wounds

An examination of the emotional, narrative, and reparative possibilities of 
queer YA cultural productions—keeping both suspicious and generative 
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methodologies in mind—facilitates the identification of potentialities that 
imagined queer teens experience as they face the tension between a bear-
able life and a good life. Queer YA texts may certainly reinforce the very 
heteronormative binds that it struggles to free itself from. However, it 
also presents us with cases in which queer teens fight, resist, love, and 
find solace and comfort in a world that refuses to sustain them through 
the tools of historical perspective and futurism. Queer YA possesses the 
potential to challenge the very standards of happiness, hope, and time that 
society enforces in the lives of young people today. A study of the repara-
tive potentialities of queer YA works entails, as Sedgwick would argue, an 
openness to being surprised by the field—an intense and sincere desire to 
think carefully not only about what these texts want us to believe but even 
more so, what they want us to feel.

Each chapter of this book examines how emotions, generative thinking, 
time, and reparative strategies operate in our interpretations of queer YA 
texts—focusing primarily on queer YA novels but also briefly addressing 
other cultural productions such as teen films, video games, and webcom-
ics. My approach to close reading and examining the political/emotional 
imagination of queer YA are centered on the practice of queer scaveng-
ing, which Jack Halberstam describes as a way of combining methods 
and forms of knowledge “that are often cast as being at odds with each 
other” and refusing “the academic compulsion toward disciplinary coher-
ence” (Female Masculinity 13). My perspectives toward YA are influenced 
by a confluence of approaches from fields such as queer theory, narratol-
ogy, children’s literature, teen film and media, Latine studies, post-1945 
US literature, critical youth studies, pedagogy, and affect theory. I don’t 
always obey disciplinary boundaries, and even though the title of this vol-
ume emphasizes the word Literature, my discussions often move beyond 
the written word: “Traditional disciplinary boundaries become inadequate 
containers for subjects whose lives and utterances traverse the categories 
meant to contain them” (Rodriguez Queer Latinidad 30). Using close read-
ing, reparative approaches, and a queer scavenger methodology, each chap-
ter interrogates, either directly or indirectly, the tensions that exist between 
the “bad” queer past and the “good” queer present in YA texts and media. 
Given that YA literature and media are often generated with the goal of 
comforting readers and guiding them toward traditional pathways of suc-
cess and adulthood (see Trites), particular attention will be given to how 
queer frameworks mesh with these aspirations. Each chapter demonstrates 
how queer YA narratives often challenge the emotional and narrative 
conventions of YA texts, and guides readers into understanding how the 
merger between hope and aesthetic innovation can lead us to envision alter-
native, queerer forms of being “happy,” comfortable, and politically aware 
in a damaged world. Each chapter addresses the following set of questions:
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	1)	 To what extent do queer YA literature and media respond to, or con-
nect to, the history of cultural hurt, oppression, and violence that has 
haunted queer communities? How do queer YA cultural productions 
(mis)align themselves with the sadness, despair, and backwardness 
that have been integral to the formation of the queer YA imagination?

	2)	 What reparative strategies or outlooks are present in queer YA texts 
themselves? What narrative, affective, and aesthetic elements do texts 
implement in their attempts to address and provide proactive solutions 
to the hurt, violence, and oppression experienced by queer youth in 
the United States?

	3)	 What are some of the tactics that we can employ in reading queer YA 
texts reparatively, given that they are produced within the confines 
of normative, capitalist, and neoliberal cultures? How can different 
ways of reading help us identify alternative strategies for understand-
ing other forms of pain and hurt (personal, historical, cultural, tem-
poral, and political) and their ties to notions such as hope, resilience, 
collectivity, and transformation?

Every chapter in The Reparative Possibilities of Queer Young Adult 
Literature examines queer texts that center on the intersection of “trauma, 
injury, and the potential for material transformation and healing” (Green 
and Ellison 223). I focus on how YA culture represents, negotiates, and 
creatively expresses these manifestations. Critics such as Jesus Montaño 
and Regan Postma Montaño have explored the potential that youth lit-
erature possesses to prompt “healing from the violence of racism, sexism, 
binarism, and other forms of exclusions and oppressions” (4). I center 
ideologically overloaded and, at times, contradictory texts in which nega-
tive emotions and pain are central in their representation of queer youth 
culture, and that channel different forms of hurt and suffering with a focus 
on repair. I then engage them in broader conversations on narrative, queer-
ness, emotion, and queer YA cultural production. The texts I explore in 
this book thematically (and, at times, allegorically) focus on negatively 
charged events such as gay conversion therapy, the deathly ramifications 
of HIV and AIDS on queer communities, the end of the world, the nec-
ropolitics of trans and queer youth representation, and queer teen suicide.

“More Sad Than Not?” explores the uneasy relationship that queer 
YA cultural productions have with notions of unhappiness and ambigu-
ity, and the difficulties that some authors have in negotiating the presence 
of pain and hurt in their texts. Beginning with an examination of Aurora 
Guerrero’s film Mosquita y Mari (2012), segueing into a brief historical 
overview of unhappiness and queer literary production, and concluding 
with an examination of the publication (and subsequent revision of) Adam 
Silvera’s More Happy Than Not (2015/2020), this chapter highlights how 
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narratives of resistance and survival are always in tension with queer YA’s 
impulse to reinforce normative perspectives on success and pleasure. I 
highlight how sadness was used as a way of overcoming queer censorship, 
and I draw connections between YA and broader queer archives to think 
about the emotional expectations audiences have when engaging with rep-
resentations of queer teens on the page and screen.

“The Haunting Presence of AIDS” expands upon this discussion by 
examining queer AIDS literature—a literature often credited for perma-
nently linking queerness to notions of death and sadness. In this chap-
ter, I connect YA narratives on HIV and AIDS to broader affective and 
literary histories, paying close attention to how narrative techniques 
facilitate conversations between a damaged queer past and a suppos-
edly better queer present. Here, I focus my attention on examining how 
David Levithan’s YA novel Two Boys Kissing draws from the affective 
and formalistic structures of the NAMES AIDS Memorial Quilt (collo-
quially known as the AIDS Quilt) to construct a narrative that combines 
contradictory emotions, political inclinations, and histories in an effort to 
spark repair and transformation. I’m particularly invested in examining 
how Levithan’s novel negotiates the place of happiness and futurity in a 
subset of queer literature explicitly centered on notions of death, illness, 
and loss. While I emphasize how the text historicizes the representation 
of AIDS in troubling ways, I also point out how Levithan uses ghostly 
narrative devices to weave political connections between past and current 
queer generations.

“On Mortality and Permalife” examines the deathly dimensions that 
inform the creation of YA literature and culture, and demonstrates how 
frameworks on the speculative and fantastic are used to contest them. 
Drawing from the video game concept of permalife developed by Bo Ruberg, 
a mechanic/rule that prevents a character from dying within the fictive uni-
verse of a video game, I examine the dialectic relationship between death 
and life as present in Anna-Marie McLemore’s trans YA novel When the 
Moon Was Ours, Supergiant’s roguelike video game Hades, and Patrick 
Ness’ fictional meditation on queer teen suicide in More Than This. In 
doing so, I highlight strategies that these texts implement in infusing a 
queer YA narrative with logics of death and life, and in addressing the 
ties between contemporary youth and the negative feelings and structures 
that continue to haunt them. In turn, I also pressure normative critical 
attitudes present in the study of queer and trans YA culture that attempt 
to downplay the political and affective significance of imagination and the 
speculative, in favor of more “grounded” and “realistic” representation.

“Catastrophic Comforts” centers on how comfort, narrative closure, and 
hope are addressed in post-apocalyptic stories, and how elements of despair 
are addressed through a text’s narrative closure or conclusion. Beginning 
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with an examination of Suzanne Collins’ Mockingjay (and its 2015 film 
adaptation) and concluding with an examination of Andrew Smith’s YA 
novel Grasshopper Jungle, I interrogate the expectations of comfort and 
happiness that come along with the implementation of epilogues in YA nar-
ratives. Epilogues are unique in terms of narrative and emotion, in that they 
are designed to explicitly “fast-forward” into the future to show that char-
acters are happy, successful, and comfortable. I highlight how Grasshopper 
Jungle thwarts the emotional expectations of epilogues in favor of a nar-
rative resolution that decentralizes human authority over the world, while 
also exposing the limits (and harms) of representation. I especially explore 
the emotional and political effects of narrative closures that are designed 
to discomfort and disturb readers, rather than console and reassure them.

Lastly, “The Limits of Repair,” which adopts the form of an afterword 
and addresses various issues raised through this book, examines the role of 
repair in our evaluation and critique of queer youth cultural productions. I 
draw from Tillie Walden’s queer webcomic, On A Sunbeam, to think care-
fully about the role of history, repair, and reconstruction in our engage-
ment with youth texts. I then segue into an examination of Benjamin Alire 
Sáenz’s Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe, and its 
sequel, Aristotle and Dante Dive Into the Waters of the World, with a 
particular emphasis on the first novel’s omission of an AIDS narrative even 
though it takes place in the late 1980s. I consider the affordances and 
drawbacks that come along with certain forms of reading and critique, 
and I question the value of reparative readings that strip queer YA novels 
of their historical and political context to make them better comply with 
broader utopian, assimilative, normative narratives. I show the importance 
of implementing intersectional thinking in conducting reparative interpre-
tations of queer youth cultures, and I also reflect on the desires, hopes, 
and aspirations that drive the impulse to read and create queer YA with a 
reparative mindset.

These chapters aren’t meant to be exhaustive or complete explorations 
of queer YA literature and culture in any way, shape, or form. I see them 
more as a gesture toward the reparative drive found in queer YA texts. The 
ideas in this volume are designed to rouse, provoke, excite, and perhaps 
even inspire—but at the same time, they’re devised to be expanded, modi-
fied, and built upon. It’s impossible for any single volume to exhaustively 
chart the emotional contours of queer YA and a full scope of the possibili-
ties and limitations that come along with reparative approaches. There are 
other sites of pain, hurt, hope, and joy to explore, and this book is just 
scratching the surface. 

Hope and “feeling good” are prominent affective components of YA 
narratives, although, as discussed above, how these components are chan-
neled and implemented in the field varies. I won’t deny that there’s a 
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saturation of YA literature that fosters hope and positive affect in a naïve 
and earnest fashion—one that often ignores how the realities of the world 
negate the promises and expectations of hope. As I’ll discuss in more detail 
in the next chapter, early queer YA literature often rejected the potential 
for positive outcomes to take place, demonstrating that early queer YA 
novels are more connected to the negative emotional frameworks that 
have characterized the 20th-Century queer imagination than we tend to 
acknowledge. I want to continue examining what effects these frameworks 
have in contemporary imaginings of queer teen life, and think of futurity 
not as a time removed from hurt and pain, but as a time where we’re 
all better equipped to channel this pain in service of shaping new worlds, 
pathways, and affinities.

In many ways, YA literature and culture are especially amenable to 
reparative approaches centered on hope and futurism. After all, the criti-
cism and examination of YA literature and culture have always been 
unique regarding the moods and attitudes commonly present in literary 
and cultural studies. Coats argues that YA literature and culture often 
require critics to develop countercultural and antiauthoritative stances 
towards accepted practices and attitudes. After all, we are part of a critical 
industry focused on examining texts and ideas that are supposedly not as 
“evolved” as those crafted for adult audiences. Thus, conducting criticism 
in the field of YA literature and culture often requires us to embody some 
of the stereotypical characteristics of adolescence itself: “Critics, like teens, 
will need to rebel against established theoretical orthodoxies and adult-
inflected expressions of value, to be constantly attentive to innovation… 
to take risks, to be unapologetically presentist” (Coats 322). We can chal-
lenge and expand this critical ethos further, moving beyond the impulse 
to view adolescence as a presentist mode of being and acknowledging its 
ties to notions of futurism and history. Gabrielle Owen believes that while 
presentism is crucial in defining adolescence, we must also keep in mind 
that from a queer perspective, this life stage is characterized by its indefin-
ability and elusiveness: “the notions of adolescence we encounter are not 
stable, not fixed in time, not objectively defined or even definable” (8). 
Furthermore, notions of futurism are already overloaded into the develop-
mental category of youth, which in and of itself is founded upon the idea 
of unfulfilled time.

According to Clémentine Beauvais, young people possess “a longer 
future in which to act,” in contrast to adults who have “a longer time 
past with its accumulated baggage of experience, knowledge, and therefore 
didactic legitimacy” (19). Beauvais refers to this potentiality, this longer 
future composed of unrealized time, as might, a power embedded in young 
people’s “potent, latent future to be filled with unknown action” (19). 
It’s precisely this attachment to the unknown, this ambiguity, that makes 
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notions of futurism so provocative yet terrifying. It’s hard to look back-
ward and forward when the present is so overwhelming from a political 
and emotional perspective. Nevertheless, as Judith Butler reminds us in 
Undoing Gender, 

To live is to live a life politically, in relation to power, in relation to 
others, in the act of assuming responsibility for a collective future. 
However, to assume responsibility for a future is not to know its direc-
tion fully in advance, since the future… requires a certain openness and 
unknowingness. 

(226) 

It’s time for us to channel this openness and unknowingness to witness the 
possibilities present in this might, this ambiguity, and this lack of defini-
tion. To begin imagining and working towards a future and YA criticism 
that does not need to mirror our present. As José Esteban Muñoz reminds 
us, “The present is not enough. It is impoverished and toxic for queers and 
other people who do not feel the privilege of majoritarian belonging, nor-
mative tastes, and ‘rational’ expectations” (Cruising Utopia 27).

Many of us are exhausted by the presentism of the field. On a more 
personal note, I’m concerned with how neoliberal narratives of assimi-
lation and normalization are met with cheer and applause at youth lit-
erature conferences and workshops. I’m troubled by critical attempts to 
reduce queer youth narratives down to normative and dominant under-
standings of what counts as happiness, fulfillment, pleasure, and suc-
cess. I’m baffled by critics who think of queer YA solely as a happiness 
enterprise focused on protecting queer teens, rather than thinking about 
the other political, aesthetic, and emotional possibilities that these texts 
can foster.

For us to fully understand the cultural work queer YA and grasp and 
unlock the reparative potential of these texts, we must be unapologeti-
cally futurist. We must rebel against the idea that positive emotions and 
optimism serve as mechanisms for concealing issues or offering readers 
a naïve and false sense of hope. We must take risks and mobilize both 
suspicious and reparative reading practices to avoid falling into the habit 
of claiming that YA cultural productions represent queerness in either a 
“positive” or a “negative” way. We must take a moment to acknowledge 
the ghosts that continue to haunt the field and assist critics and readers 
in thinking through a collective future focused on opening rather than 
excluding different emotions, critical moods, and ways of being. This 
book embodies this spirit of rebellion and is ultimately an invitation to 
think about queer YA culture in surprising, complex, and at times, uncon-
ventional ways.
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YA criticism focused solely on identifying the misgivings, pitfalls, and 
problematic features of YA literature and culture is limited in its capacity 
to transform. It restricts the moods that our criticism can assume. It’s a 
suspicious practice. Much critical attention has been focused on demon-
strating that queer YA texts offer readers and viewers a false sense of hope, 
that they possess trite literary or aesthetic quality, problematically depict 
progress by reproducing normative structures, offer uncritical depictions 
of adolescence, perpetuate heteronormative and damaging stereotypes, 
and provide assimilative perspectives while being unaware of historical 
struggles. Are teen readers and critics of queer YA thus forced to remain 
stuck in how we interpret texts, or is there a different outlook in store for 
YA criticism? The issue at stake lies both in what we read and how we 
read. E. Sybil Durand and Marilisa Jiménez-García have poignantly high-
lighted that in addition to the field demanding more diverse representation, 
it also needs to “examine how authors construct these literary representa-
tions and to what extent these representations reflect” more contempo-
rary understandings of identity, intersectionality, kinship, and relationality 
(1). However, to think queerly involves thinking through how youth texts 
reflect contemporary understandings of being and how these reflections 
are tethered to broader histories, projects, and communities. As Cristina 
Rhodes compellingly argues, youth texts become particularly fascinating 
when they interpolate audiences into broader histories, stories, and com-
munities, allowing them to envision different pathways for transformation 
and futurity (“Processes of Transformation” 466–467).

There are other ways of reading, understanding, and developing a rela-
tionship with the texts we encounter. There are ways to build pathways 
towards futurism and hope that don’t involve a burial of hurt. I want to 
acknowledge some of the misgivings of queer YA literature and media 
while at the same time examining how they implement reparative frame-
works to push readers to witness (and potentially put into practice) the 
affordances of generative thinking, historical awareness, collectivity, and 
activism. The Reparative Impulse of Queer Young Adult Literature is my 
endeavor to further shed light on queer and underexplored ways of think-
ing through these complex and layered issues. It’s an attempt to consider 
how queer YA literature can gesture toward unfamiliar ways of under-
standing how queerness can be perceived, read, and felt in a normative 
place and time that still entirely denies queer teens, adults, and commu-
nities the possibility for livable, bearable existences. Queer YA culture, 
regardless of its emotional scope, is built upon the ashes and rubble that 
normativity has left—and continues to leave—behind.

Nevertheless, as Gloria Anzaldúa might put it, within these ashes we 
might find knowledges and forms of kinship that “glow like live coals illu-
minating our past, giving us sustenance for the present and guidance for  



The Politics of Critique and Repair  31

the future” (This Bridge xxxv). Things have not fully gotten better for 
many queer youth, lives, and communities. The past has shown us repeat-
edly that practices, feelings, and orientations that we can’t even begin to 
imagine or represent will be crushed and erased by normative pressures. 
There will constantly be emerging forms of youth, kinship, and fashioning 
oneself that exist outside of the dominant simply because they won’t fit the 
narratives and frameworks espoused by institutions, critics, and the status 
quo. The past is connected to the present, and the future will have ways 
of living, being, and dwelling in the world that defy the limits of contem-
porary thinking and representation. There’s a politically and emotionally 
viable kernel of excitement, fear, and pleasure to be found in contempo-
rary queer YA culture that channels the hurt of the past to imagine queer 
coalitions, gestures, dreams, struggles, and futures.

Notes

1	 In their exploration of queerness and comics, Darieck Scott and Ramzi Fawaz 
disclose how comic books can be approached as a form of queer history rather 
than a supplement to it. They approach comics as an “archival visual history” 
that provides insights into gender and sexuality in ways that historical records, 
and historians, often refused to (211). Given that queerness was often excluded 
from larger historical and narrative imaginings, comics help to address this 
critical gap. In many ways, I also approach queer YA literature as an archive of 
gender, sexuality, and countercultural thought that is connected to a broader 
legacy of queer thought.

2	 In “Young Adult Novels with Gay/Lesbian Characters and Themes, 1969–92: 
A Historical Reading of Gender, Content, and Narrative Distance,” Christine A. 
Jenkins discusses the trope of endangerment in the queer YA. While many char-
acters discuss how stressful and dangerous it is to be queer in a heteronorma-
tive world, and while these novels discuss the detriments of being openly queer, 
they rarely tend to focus on “the strategies and skills minority group members 
develop in order to survive” (155).

3	 Antero Garcia has pointed out how YA has had a major influence on both 
youth and adult cultural spheres and how it “drives cultural engagement for 
a large portion of literate America. Additionally, as more young adult authors 
work toward bleak and post-apocalyptic world-building, the novels that are 
consumed profitably by the book-buying audience are acting as a zeitgeist of 
the current climate in America” (3).

4	 Felski’s reading echoes Bahktin’s reading about how certain genres and narra-
tives congeal and lose their political bite through their recognition and overuse: 
“These generic forms, at first productive, were then reinforced by tradition; in 
their subsequent development they continued stubbornly to exist, up to and 
beyond the point at which they had lost any meaning that was productive in 
actuality or adequate to later historical situations” (16).
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In an interview with Richard T. Rodríguez, director Aurora Guerrero 
explores the emotions and processes of repair that informed the creation 
of her film Mosquita y Mari (2012). The film centers on the close relation-
ship between Yolanda (Fenessa Pineda) and her neighbor, Mari (Venecia 
Troncoso), as they deal with diverging economic, cultural, and social 
pressures while growing up in Southeast Los Angeles. When discussing 
the backstory behind the themes of silence present in the film, Guerrero 
emphasizes the importance of honoring history in constructing intersec-
tional forms of queer representation. The film draws from her experiences 
as a Latina teen developing an emotional and physical attachment with 
another girl, all while not having the language or frameworks to commu-
nicate said intimacy and desire. The film pays tribute to these feelings and 
yearnings, an attempt to go against the grain in terms of how teen intima-
cies are imagined and visualized:

There were never any labels used to identify this relationship, nor was it 
possible to speak directly about what was happening. I therefore wanted 
to honor that relationship that lacked a label. […] I wanted to capture 
the unspoken existence of their relationship and mine, and through the 
film give it a history. 

(Rodríguez, “Filmmaking Found” 265)

In picturing this unspoken history through film, Guerrero doesn’t revise 
the past, nor does she erase the pain that she experienced in fictionalizing 
her negotiations of queerness as a teen. The film isn’t designed to perpetu-
ate a history of queer impossibility, but rather, to breathe life into prac-
tices and experiences that were deemed unrepresentable, unspeakable, and 
unthinkable. Guerrero undoubtedly embodies a healing agenda through 
the creation of this film. Nonetheless, this healing connects to the hurt and 
confusion she experienced growing up in a context that made little space 
for queerness, and much less provided her with a framework to discuss 
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it. This teen-centered film, situated in our contemporary moment, works 
within and through this pain, loneliness, and silence in attempts to mate-
rialize a story that wouldn’t (and perhaps couldn’t) circulate decades ago.

Mosquita y Mari follows narrative trajectories that harken back to a 
queer past imbued with pain, a lack of language and frameworks regarding 
sexuality, and uncertainty. The film initially follows the path of a coming-
of-age movie, and we see Yolanda and Mari growing closer but struggling 
to label or understand their desires for each other. Although the intimacy 
between the two teens increases towards the film’s conclusion, the narrative 
ends in a way that current critics of YA might label as “sad,” “gloomy,” 
“lonely,” or that reinforces the connection between queer life and negative 
affect. Yolanda and Mari don’t end up together, and their queer desires 
toward each other are never fulfilled or represented on the screen. Despite 
any hopes the viewer might have for their relationship to come to frui-
tion, the queer potentialities between the two teen characters are “brutally 
cut short by pervasive heteronormative and violent sexualizations and the 
need to survive” (A. J. Aldama 126). Not to mention that this narrative 
outcome also undermines the expectations of critically “successful” queer 
YA narratives that represent sexualities and desires “grounded in visible 
and coherent sexual identity” (Mason, Queer Anxieties 18). Mosquita y 
Mari wasn’t crafted to make audiences feel good. It was crafted to materi-
alize emotions and histories using the very tropes of silence and ambiguity 
that led to the proliferation of queer culture in the early 20th Century. 
This materialization mirrors how silence has been used to encode queer-
ness in early 20th-Century Western cultural productions. Antonio Sanna, 
for instance, argues that given the antiqueer laws that existed in Late-
Victorian England, queer works of that time represented “silent actions 
and secret fulfillment of what society considered as sin and law condemned 
as illegal” as a form of resistance, in that they clandestinely circulated and 
represented the very elements that were silenced and regulated (36).

Despite the gestures and moments of intimacy shared by the two teens 
throughout the film, queer potentialities are short-circuited due to the 
countless economic, cultural, and familial pressures they encounter. Mari, 
in particular, faces financial burdens that push her to join the workforce 
at an early age, to engage in sex work, and to prioritize matters of survival 
over any desire she has for Yolanda. After the film clarifies that the two 
teens are heading toward two very different pathways, geographies, and 
futures, it concludes with Yolanda and Mari standing on opposite sides 
of a street in their neighborhood, gazing into each other’s eyes (see Figure 
2.1). There’s no final goodbye. No final kiss. They’re still determining what 
the future has in store for them. They haven’t come out of the closet or 
labeled their sexualities. There’s no assurance that they’ll be together in the 
future. As the film’s audience, we witness two Latina teens staring at each 
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other with nothing but futurity and ambiguity in store. The scene fades 
away into a memory of the two teens sharing a moment of tenderness in an 
abandoned car as they trace their initials on the dust settled on the wind-
shield: “M y M” (Guerrero). A review published during the film’s release 
critiqued the film for being “too coy” in its representation of Yolanda and 
Mari’s relationship, and for not offering “much insight into the twosome’s 
attraction, platonic or otherwise, to each other” (Fear). Guerrero’s film, 
however, aligns with a countercultural ethos that contests the whims and 
expectations of normative viewership.

Mosquita y Mari’s ending denies this insight deliberately. It instead 
invites us to be uncertain about the future that’s in store for the teen char-
acters—a gesture of particular importance given the film’s concentration 

Figure 2.1  �Yolanda (above) and Mari (below) stand on opposing sides of the street, 
gazing at each other’s eyes as the scene fades away into a memory of 
the two teens sharing a moment of intimacy in a vehicle. Note that the 
characters are never shown on the screen simultaneously, reinforcing 
the distance between them and the different paths they are walking 
down (Guerrero 2012). Scenes cropped and stitched for argumentative 
purposes.
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on queer Latinidades and its departure from white-centered narratives of 
progress. Guerrero’s film refutes the celebratory tone found in so many 
contemporary queer YA cultural productions in favor of a more indeter-
minate one that exposes how closely homonormative representations of 
happiness in queer YA “are entwined with social norms and power” and 
“the possibilities and the liberation that arises from reworking the script” 
(Wayland 104). The film invites us to pause, turn, and look at the potenti-
alities that await on the other side of the street rather than fixing our gaze 
on the straight and narrow path forward.

From a suspicious perspective, we can uncritically denounce this film 
because it reinforces the dynamics of loneliness and impossibility espoused 
in earlier forms of queer YA literature and culture (see Jenkins and Cart; 
Clark and Blackburn; Colborne and Howard). Immediate concerns might 
be raised regarding how Mosquita y Mari represents queerness as an 
unlikelihood and how its narrative closure refuses to provide a sense of 
contentment and ease to its viewership. It refuses to make us “feel good” 
about queerness, and it refutes positioning itself as a film that presents 
queer Latine kinship as a relationship meant to be consumed uncritically. 
Trevor Boffone and Cristina Herrera have suggested that representations 
of Latine teens on screen “offer a roadmap to understanding issues of rep-
resentation, visibility, and the complexities of Latinidad, including racial 
politics that directly impact these communities” (6). However, what hap-
pens when critical roadmaps focused on naive aspirations and optimism 
become the expected and normative trajectories in the field? If we focus 
exclusively on this moment of representative “failure” rather than center-
ing on the politics of class and race that have haunted queer Latinidades, 
we’re denying the text the opportunity to disclose particular moods and 
explore practices that emerge in contexts that are not safe, happy, comfort-
ing, or definable. In a sense, a YA text emanates queerness when it pushes 
us “to reimagine the practice of knowledge production” (Rodriguez, Queer 
Latinidades 3), rather than assimilating teens into preexisting and norma-
tive institutions, practices, and understandings of identity (see Trites). In 
this sense, the aims of queer fiction are very much attuned to the affective 
dimensions of YA situation tragedies in that they “highlight the unfairness 
of the world and the attendant precariousness of unhappiness” while also 
challenging “dominant narratives of identity formation in young adult fic-
tion” (Wayland 97). Mosquita y Mari may seem out of place and time in 
terms of how it harkens back to the codes of silence present in earlier forms 
of queer (YA) representation, and it embodies this temporality deliberately. 
In doing so, the film shows how these codes still haunt us, how people still 
have difficulties conciliating their desires with the need to survive, and how 
we might not always have the language and frameworks to understand our 
feelings, much less the feelings of others.
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In her discussion of responses to the film’s ending, Larissa M. Mercado-
López argues that Mosquita y Mari’s closure has the potential to tell us 
much about our moods and engagements with broader conversations on 
queerness and what we yearn for through our engagement with queer teen 
cultural productions: “This vagueness and the film’s lack of a happy end-
ing are, I would argue, its best features; the vagueness of the ending resists 
the expected denouement, thereby revealing to the audience their (own) 
queer desires” (Mercado-Lopez 277). How does this ending make us feel? 
These feelings gesture towards our broader thoughts and desires regarding 
queer representation, kinship, and the emotional/political expectations we 
have of YA texts and media. It helps us understand the drive to approach 
any ending as emotionally nourishing or harmful, as happy or unhappy, 
healthy or unhealthy for younger audiences. It highlights normative YA 
narratives’ obsession with providing answers, solutions, and clear path-
ways that can be followed and replicated.

While the final moment of contact between Yolanda and Mari invokes 
feelings of sadness, separation, and impossibility, it also paints a moment 
where we observe two teen characters “pivoting out of the present and 
looking to other possible worlds and ways of being” while also seeing how 
they “come into a self-knowing, assuredness, and a community of queer 
possibility and utopic futurity” (Ruiz 289). Rather than offering viewers 
a sense of resolution that consoles according to dominant understandings 
of happiness and kinship, Guerrero channels ambiguity as a challenge. 
The ending pushes us to question the normative impulse towards hope, 
success, and heteronormative comforts that many other YA texts glorify. 
Guerrero’s silences, gaps, and omissions aren’t critical fallacies that per-
petuate notions of secrecy and loneliness, but rather, they’re gestures that 
completely thwart our narrative and emotional expectations of queer YA 
texts and how they generate knowledge. Whitney Monaghan, for instance, 
has pointed out how Mosquita y Mari stands in opposition “to the con-
fessional, dialogue-focused coming out as coming of age narrative” (104, 
emphasis in original). Viewers witness a representation of queer Latine 
teen life that doesn’t present coming out or the identification and naming 
of one’s sexual desires/practices as the driving force that helps queer teens 
to find fulfillment. This reading echoes Katharine Slater’s work on lesbian 
geographies in queer youth texts, which highlights how queer youth nar-
ratives embrace the values of multiplicity and ambiguity in their efforts 
to challenge the “assumptive outcomes of heterosexual adolescence” pre-
sent in coming of age trajectories (2). Plenty of relationships never reach 
fulfillment. Loneliness can still be a part of our lives despite sociocultural 
change. Sometimes, things don’t get better. Queer YA’s potential lies in its 
ability to not only demystify normative outcomes and trajectories, but to 
offer strategies for refuting them.
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Because of Mosquita y Mari’s resistance against many of the narra-
tive and emotional expectations of YA cultural productions, it’s easy to 
see why this ending might be considered undesirable or discomforting. 
But as Mercado-López reminds us, “To be ‘at ease’ is a white, hetero-
sexual luxury. […] for queer people, especially queer people of color, the 
future is never certain” (Mercado-Lopez 277). The film could’ve headed 
down a more normative narrative trajectory and conclude with a “pro-
gressive” or “celebratory” ending similar to what we see in films such 
as Greg Berlanti’s romantic comedy Love, Simon (2018). The film’s fall-
ing action, for instance, focuses on its main characters sharing their first 
kiss atop a festival wheel as the entire school cheers for them from down 
below (see Figure 2.2). Of course, Love, Simon has a different scope and 
audience (and let’s not forget budget), not to mention that it focuses 
on entirely different intersections of queer teen life. While Mosquita y 
Mari intends to visualize experiences of the past that couldn’t achieve 
representation, Love, Simon situates a queer teen relationship “within 
the romantic conventions which have traditionally been oriented around 
heterosexual couples” (Haley 1). This framing of the film using heteronor-
mative narrative structures pushes us to interrogate why this ending is so 
beloved and celebrated by audiences. Part of it has to do with the assimi-
lative ideologies celebrated in YA circles, and how some critics attempt to 
approach bodies and practices through neoliberal lenses. Robert Bittner, 
for instance, has highlighted how critics in queer YA elevate narratives of 
normalization that sideline “the numerous intersecting identity politics 
that complicate” simplistic understandings of queer life, and the relation-
ship between queer youth and the cultural dominant (201). Putting the 
endings of Mosquita y Mari and Love, Simon side by side emphasizes the 
stakes raised by Bittner, and invites us to think more deeply about the 
politics of YA representation and how they’re inflected by different axes 
of power and oppression.

What would be lost if Mosquita y Mari were to follow a more “pro-
gressive” narrative blueprint? Does progress, comfort, happiness, and a 
feel-good celebratory kiss on top of a festival wheel come at the cost of 
history and the possibilities of ambiguity? If one’s upset about the ambigu-
ity and lack of definition present in Guerrero’s ending, perhaps one must 
acknowledge they possess a normative understanding of the future, one 
overloaded with “race and class privilege, with imperial hubris, with gen-
der and sexual conventions, with maldistributed forms of security both 
national and personal” (Duggan and Muñoz 276). It’s worth questioning 
what outlooks we’re striving for in narrativizing and representing queer 
youth, and what responsibilities teen cultural productions (and their crea-
tors and critics) must assume, given their temporal placement between a 
history of hurt and a future that can be different from today.
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Examining queer YA vis-à-vis a history of unhappiness and hurt invites 
us to further comprehend the negotiations that take place between YA’s 
aspiration to comfort its readership, the cultural and historical hurt that 
has haunted queer life in the past and present, and the uneasy critical 
relationship that exists between negative affect and contemporary youth 
cultures. Considering the place of (un)happiness in the field of queer YA 
comes with various challenges. Divergences in critical perspectives regard-
ing the use and value of youth literature (perspectives attached to different 

Figure 2.2  �Love, Simon concludes with its main characters, Simon (Nick Robinson) 
and Bram (Keiynan Lonsdale), engaging in a Hollywood-screen kiss 
while riding a festival wheel at a school fair—a deed that is met with 
cheers by the Ferris wheel’s spectators (Berlanti 2018). Scenes cropped 
and stitched for argumentative purposes.
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disciplinary expectations and demands) make it difficult to agree on com-
mon definitions of joy, happiness, and success. Furthermore, queer YA 
authors and creators oftentimes experience trouble in locating “progress 
and triumph set against the sad history of damage, loss, and trauma” 
(Robinson viii). Sure, witnessing two queer teens being cheered by a crowd 
as they kiss can invoke feelings of hope, joy, utopia, euphoria, and futurity. 
But what happens when such a celebratory representation contrasts with 
the more ambiguous, quiet, subdued, and unsettling way Mosquita y Mari 
renders its characters? It pushes us to question what we consider progres-
sive, happy, or sad in the first place. To further nuance and examine these 
complexities, I expand upon the role of negative emotions and outcomes 
in the formation of a queer YA archive and the critical responses that arose 
from these representations. After overviewing this trajectory, I examine 
Adam Silvera’s debut novel More Happy Than Not (2015)—a light science 
fiction novel and allegorical approach towards gay conversion therapy that 
centralizes the role of negative affect in the life of a lower-class Latine teen.

I examine how Silvera’s text summons the cultural hurt, violence, and 
oppression that’s historically been attached to queer Latine life—and jux-
tapose this narrative with debates on the emotional and narrative possi-
bilities of queer YA. I then examine the publication of a deluxe version of 
More Happy Than Not published in 2020, one that revises the unhappy 
and ambiguous ending present in the original 2015 text. In a way, this nov-
el’s publication history offers us a unique case in which an author attempts 
to approach their work reparatively. This repair, however, sacrifices the 
political bite and countercultural attitude that made the novel’s original 
version so profound from an emotional, historical, and narrative perspec-
tive. Through this examination, I explore the assimilationist practices that 
operate in the creation and reception of queer YA literature, and consider 
what we surrender in efforts to align queer YA narratives with norma-
tive models of happiness, comfort, and triumph. Concurrently, I view this 
chapter as a further opportunity to interrogate the emotional politics of 
queer YA and the compromises that we must go through in considering the 
role of survival and (un)happiness in these stories. Queer YA that hurts and 
goes against normative expectations of joy and success possesses political 
importance during a time in which the field uncritically elevates normative 
narratives of hope, progress, and joy at the cost of history and coalition.

Looking (and Feeling) Backward

In The Promise of Happiness, Sara Ahmed examines feelings of negativity 
and unhappiness projected onto queer narratives throughout history, and 
approaches unhappiness as an ironic political gift for queer cultural pro-
duction. In her examination of Vin Parker’s efforts to get her lesbian pulp 
novel published in the 1950s, Ahmed discloses how early queer fiction was 



40  More Sad Than Not?

only published under the condition that queer characters could not experi-
ence joyful or happy outcomes. There were fears that the publication of a 
queer book with a happy ending would be seen as an endorsement of queer 
lives and practices or, worse, as “an attempt to influence readers to become 
queer” (The Promise 88). These sentiments, eerily but unsurprisingly, echo 
the publication of the first YA novel with queer content, John Donovan’s 
I’ll Get There. It Better Be Worth the Trip. Harper, the book’s original 
publisher, was apprehensive about disseminating the book’s queer content 
in 1969. Employees in the publisher’s publicity department downplayed 
and, at times, omitted mention of the text’s queer elements for fear that 
it would affect its reception (Lodge). In a letter that Donovan wrote to 
Ursula Nordstrom—who at the time was the head of Harper’s children’s 
division—he discloses how another publisher of children’s picture books 
refused to consider the novel because they only “see it as an adult book” 
(HarperCollins Publishers), therefore perpetuating the constructed wedge 
between the emotional parameters and content of youth and non-youth 
literature.

Notwithstanding the glaring issues overloaded with these representative 
demands, Ahmed argues that unhappiness provided the means for queer 
discourse to be published and circulated—it was a form of censorship that 
“provided a means for overcoming censorship” (88).1 Ahmed implores us 
to focus on archives of unhappiness in queer literature because they help us 
to challenge neoliberal narratives of success and happiness, engage in “an 
active disbelief in the necessary alignment of the happy with the good,” 
and acknowledge how notions of happiness are often rooted in norma-
tive aspirations (88). For both better and worse, unhappiness became the 
defining affective framework that informed the creation, marketing, and 
reception of queer YA literature from its inception until the mid-1980s.

Critics often frame Donovan’s I’ll Get There. It Better Be Worth the 
Trip as the epicenter of queer YA’s foundational attachment to pain 
and negativity. This 1969 novel focuses on thirteen-year-old Davy, who 
befriends another teen named Altschuler during his time in New York 
City. As the bond between the two boys grows, Davy and Altschuler kiss 
and engage in potentially sexual acts that they’re unwilling to disclose 
(either to themselves or to readers) explicitly. The ties between queerness 
and negative affect are reified near the novel’s conclusion, where Davy’s 
dog dies soon after the protagonist admits to his parents that he “made 
out” with Altschuler, thus leading him to link the dog’s death to his bud-
ding queerness: “It wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for me. It is too 
my fault! All that messing around. Nothing would have happened to [my 
dog] if I hadn’t been messing around with Altschuler. My fault. Mine!” 
(Donovan 172). The ending of this novel isn’t surprising given its his-
torical context. Both Davy and Altschuler agree to never act upon their 
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queer desires ever again, and they maintain that they need to “respect each 
other” (189). Infused with melodrama and melancholia, Davy’s narrative 
trajectory incarnates the disconnection between queerness and representa-
tions of adolescence in YA culture.

Donovan’s novel was just the first example of a prominent trope in 
which queer characters experience negative outcomes or consequences 
after revealing their desires and practices to another person (or some-
times, even to themselves). In this respect, the emergence of the queer YA 
novel was very similar to the body of queer literature written for adults 
that was present during the time, in that negative affect, death, and sad-
ness were deeply ingrained in the understanding of queer life. Part of this 
has to do with, as Michael Cart and Christine A. Jenkins argue in The 
Heart Has Its Reasons, the fact that queerness “was viewed by many at 
the time as a social problem,” which led these characters to become a fix-
ture in the subgenre of the problem novel and often “robbed homosexu-
als of individuality and perpetuated stereotypes” (18).2 Cart and Jenkins 
have demonstrated that in addition to Donovan’s text, early queer YA 
novels, such as Isabelle Holland’s The Man Without a Face (1972), while 
ostensibly well-intentioned and reflective of the social attitudes of their 
time, “equate homosexuality with disfigurement, despair, and death,” 
thus leading to the reinforcement of oppressive attitudes toward queer 
people and communities (22).

Queer YA wasn’t removed from the emotional and political negotia-
tions that other queer literatures underwent during their primordial years. 
The nationalization of queer literature and media in the United States (see 
Chasin) and the increasing visibility of queer youth cultures led to a pal-
pable sense of dissonance developing between the hope that saturated nar-
ratives focused on straight characters and the despair that colored queer 
life at the time. In these early texts, characters often faced obstacles that 
weren’t surmountable and, at times, not survivable. They were anything 
but unassailable during the emergence of queer YA narratives. On the one 
hand, we know that these negative representations could lead people to 
feel bad or tie their queerness to undesirable emotions and outcomes. On 
the other hand, we must reckon with the fact that this negativity allowed 
queer youth to be represented on the page in 1969—and haunts expecta-
tions of queer YA representation until this very day.

The portrayal of queerness in YA narratives remained predominantly 
negative until Nancy Garden’s Annie on My Mind was published in 1982. 
Considered a groundbreaking novel at the time, it offered a more opti-
mistic perspective on white lesbian adolescence and ended on a hopeful 
note, unlike many of its predecessors. Despite facing discrimination and 
separation, the two main characters’ relationship remains relatively intact 
towards the end of the text—showing how their relationship endures 
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beyond the temporal limits of youth. Cart and Jenkins have praised the 
book’s “integrity” (The Heart 55), which has helped it become a classic in 
queer literature. However, I’m apprehensive of the term “integrity” here 
and wonder how this affects how we categorize texts with different narra-
tive and emotional trajectories. It’s worth noting that Annie on My Mind 
was written when problem novels were the most widely published genre 
in YA literature, with queerness often presented as the central issue to be 
resolved. However, does its alignment with notions of hope and success 
necessarily mean that it espouses more truth—more integrity—than texts 
focused on negative feelings and outcomes? How does the overloaded con-
cept of integrity undo queerness’ penchant for challenging viewpoints that 
mark certain ideas and practices as “bad,” “(dis)honest,” or “deviant”?

The late 20th and early 21st centuries marked the steady emergence of 
more traditionally hopeful and optimistic queer YA literature before the 
proliferation of the It Gets Better project, including but not limited to texts 
such as Francesca Lia Block’s Weetzie Bat (1989), Stephen Chbosky’s The 
Perks of Being a Wallflower (1999), and Alex Sánchez’s Rainbow Boys 
(2001), a text critically and popularly celebrated for how it shifted queer 
representation in youth literature. As Thomas Crisp notes, few YA novels 
with queer content “have received the type (and quantity) of critical, schol-
arly, and popular acclaim and commercial success as has Rainbow Boys,” 
and consequently, the novel “has become as close to a canonical work 
of [queer] fiction as any other book” (“The Problem” 237–238). Crisp 
acknowledges the influence of Rainbow Boys in shifting the representation 
of queerness in the field, especially when it comes to offering portrayals 
that “help young people to believe in themselves when those in society 
are telling them that what they feel is wrong” (243), thus demonstrating 
that the novel helped to challenge the emotional boundaries of the YA 
queer imagination. While Rainbow Boys was indeed revolutionary, Crisp 
interrogates the novel’s popularity, claiming that it offers a progressive 
and assimilationist perspective on gay life by constructing its characters 
through the implementation of heteronormative frameworks. It reinforces 
binary thinking through the representation of “masculine” or “feminine” 
gay men, thus underpinning “heteronormative and stereotypical construc-
tions of gender and sexuality” (259). Hence, it was only possible to infuse 
a queer YA narrative with positive affect and optimism by using heter-
onormative frameworks as a representative foundation, thus highlighting 
how optimism came at the expense of perpetuating heterocentric ideolo-
gies and aspirations.

From this perspective, Rainbow Boys and other queer texts published 
during this time exude an affective structure that Lauren Berlant would 
characterize as “cruel optimism,” precisely because the novel’s char-
acters identify avenues toward happiness and success by embracing the 
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very practices that mark them as different or as other. Berlant creates 
immense ties between normativity and hope, compelling readers to “think 
of normativity as aspirational and as an evolving and incoherent cluster 
of hegemonic promises about the present and future experience of social 
belonging” (167). While these hegemonic promises may provide comfort, 
they come at the expense of reinforcing the status quo and developing 
resistance against social change: “Optimism is cruel when the object/scene 
that ignites a sense of possibility actually makes it impossible to attain the 
expansive transformation for which a person or a people risks striving” 
(2). Berlant approaches certain forms of optimism as cruel because they’re 
caught between the risky and the well-intentioned. For instance, a queer 
YA novel might try to portray an uplifting story in which queer characters 
can thrive. Still, this narrative aspiration might rely on attaching queer 
teens to the very heteronormative and capitalist legacies that mark queer 
teens as powerless rather than powerful, as victims rather than survivors. 
Optimism can thus be considered cruel when our desires prevent us from 
achieving the respite, revolution, or emancipation it promises.

Berlant’s analysis of the emotional structures of cruel optimism helps 
us further nuance the heteronormative implications of Rainbow Boys and 
similar queer YA texts. Critics and academics laud Sanchez’s novel for its 
positive portrayal of gay and bisexual characters. True, the novel draws 
attention to broader narratives of hurt linked to gay identity. One of the 
novel’s three protagonists—as I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 3—
has unsafe sex with a stranger he meets on an online dating site, which 
connects the novel to broader narratives on HIV and AIDS. The novel also 
discusses the discrimination and harassment that the protagonists face in 
their high school. However, as Crisp points out, the fact that many critics 
perceive this novel to be optimistic and affirming says much, especially 
when said optimism aligns with heteronormative frameworks. The pro-
tagonists’ desire and hope for heteronormative comforts eventually hurt 
them. In a different exploration of genre in queer YA fiction, Crisp argues 
that authors “are the creators of worlds they ask their readers to accept 
and trust: every ‘reality’ constructed in YA literature relies on ideological 
assumptions about how the world looks and operates” (“From Romance” 
339). The worlds crafted by these authors, according to the perspective of 
cruel optimism, can be both threatening and affirming. They’re pleasurable 
in that they portray queer adolescents in ostensibly happy and comforting 
situations, but also threatening in that this happiness relies on the rein-
forcement of binary, hierarchical, and normative modes of thinking.

Some queer YA texts have complicated relationships with utopian-
ism but strive to represent worlds in which queerness isn’t an issue. Most 
notably, David Levithan’s 2003 novel Boy Meets Boy marked a radical 
shift in queer YA fiction because it was one of the first novels to depict 
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queerness as a utopic possibility—even though the novel, as Crisp points 
out, still adheres to heteronormative values such as monogamy and con-
structs queerness “as something different and therefore in relationship to 
some ‘norm’” (“From Romance” 343).3 The novel takes place in an alter-
nate universe where queer thought, experiences, and practices are entirely 
accepted and integrated into the cultural dominant. For instance, Paul, 
the novel’s protagonist, comes out to his best friend in second grade. One 
of the novel’s most memorable characters, Infinite Darlene, is the high 
school’s quarterback and homecoming queen, introduced as “a six-foot-
four football player scuttling through the halls in high heels, [and] a red 
shock wig” (Levithan, Boy Meets Boy 15)—offering us portrayals of gen-
der identity that were uncommon in mainstream queer YA, and dare I say, 
ahead of their time.

The novel deviates from the parameters of realism typical in early 2000s 
YA texts to envision a hopeful and bearable future. Still, unlike the posi-
tive emotions and optimism found in other works, the affective structures 
of Boys Meets Boy are not wholly reliant on heteronormative ideologies. 
As Corrine M. Wickens argues in an assessment of how queer YA litera-
ture challenges normative assumptions, Levithan’s novel blurs genres and 
experiments with language in a way that allows it to undermine “heter-
onormative assumptions by presenting the unthinkable: children as sexual 
beings, [and] hegemonic masculinity as in fact non-hegemonic and detri-
mental to success” (156). William P. Banks has conversely pointed out that 
while many readers enjoy the narrative voice and attitude of Boy Meets 
Boy, they also consider the utopia represented in the text too unrealis-
tic and far removed from the current social circumstances of queerness. 
He nonetheless appreciates how the text aims to create “a critical peda-
gogy for reenvisioning the options before us” (34). This reenvisioning was 
part of Levithan’s goals in writing the book, for he deliberately wanted 
to contradict the trend of negativity commonly found in queer cultural 
productions.

In a reflection on the impact of Boy Meets Boy ten years after its initial 
publication, disseminated in OUT magazine, Levithan notes that he was 
disheartened but not surprised when he found out that people thought “it 
was a radical notion to have a happy romantic comedy about two boys” 
(Feeny). Because of this tendency, his YA works strive to demonstrate that 
“tragedy and miserabilism aren’t prerequisites for a gay adolescence.” 
Notably, Levithan’s work deliberately tries to uncouple the relationship 
that exists between queer narratives and loss through the imaginative pos-
sibilities of fiction. While some may approach the hopeful and optimistic 
view of YA literature as moralizing and unrealistic, Levithan ultimately 
contends that compelling YA narratives necessitate some degree of hope 
while putting this hope in conversation with notions of livability and 
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survival: “That’s life, isn’t it? […] Shit hits the fan. The abyss opens up. But 
then you get through it. You wrestle it down. You find a way to survive” 
(Feeny). While Levithan’s initial work was more naively utopic in scope 
and represented adolescence as an obstacle to overcome, his later works 
became more nuanced in their framing of hope. As I’ll discuss in Chapter 
3, Levithan’s later works moved from more abstract representations of 
queer utopia to more historically grounded imaginings of queer life cen-
tered on still-existing inequalities and forms of oppression.

Contemporary YA texts don’t always embrace the “happily ever after” 
attitude typically found in children’s literature and media; however, the 
tensions and problems found in YA fiction are almost always portrayed 
as survivable. Crisp, however, questions the ability of future-oriented nar-
ratives to offer optimistic stories that aren’t founded upon cruelty: “Texts 
that seek to imagine a brighter future or a better world ultimately feed 
the normative social order as well. To the extent that a better world is 
the reward of future generations […], a dichotomous heterosexual/not dis-
tinction remains central” (“From Romance” 344). This perspective, how-
ever, exemplifies what Felski calls a suspicious reading in that it refutes 
the possibility of recognizing the potential for these narratives to sustain 
us emotionally and politically even though they’re imbricated in a capital-
ist industry focused on normative approaches to comfort and wellbeing. 
A reparative mindset, however, will push us to be more open and mind-
ful as to what texts are attempting to accomplish, given their historical 
and sociocultural context and limitations, and to examine how these texts 
attempt to create a historically grounded sense of queer futurism for their 
audiences.

Although immense pleasure can be found in the proliferation of happy 
queer YA narratives, this pleasure comes at a cost. For readers and critics 
to fully understand the cultural work of queer YA and grasp and further 
examine its emotional politics, we must be willing to rebel against the idea 
that negativity, violence, and despair have no place in the contemporary 
canon. We must also think about queerness within and beyond matters of 
representation. As Bo Ruberg succinctly puts it, moving beyond issues of 
representation “allows us to make new space for queer identities, desires, 
and ways of being within the medium across its past, present and future” 
while also disrupting “the neoliberal instrumentalization of LGBTQ con-
tent” (17). This doesn’t deny the importance of representation, of seeing 
one’s desires and experiences filtered through the page or screen. However, 
focusing on representation shouldn’t and can’t be the end goal in examin-
ing the negotiations of power connected to gender, sexuality, and identity. 
In reading and reviewing queer YA literature, readers must take risks and 
avoid falling into the habit of claiming that YA cultural productions rep-
resent queerness in either a “good,” “bad,” (un)healthy, or (in)authentic 
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way, as seen in the work of queer YA critics such as Jenkins/Cart, Clark/
Blackburn, and Colborne/Howard.

To think more deeply about these issues, I want to shift our focus and 
examine the notoriously unhappy work of Adam Silvera—a Puerto Rican 
queer YA author who grew up in the Bronx and who implements adverse 
events, outcomes, and feelings as central elements in his YA novels. The 
negativity of his works draws readers in. His books often top bestseller 
charts, and his reading communities “love how sad his books are,” going 
as far as to post videos of their tears and reactions all over social media 
(Gates). A quick look at the titles he’s published instantly demonstrates 
the affiliation of his YA texts with frameworks of negativity: History is All 
You Left Me (2017), They Both Die at the End (2017), and The First to 
Die at the End (2022) being just a handful of examples. This discussion 
will center on his first novel, More Happy Than Not, a YA novel I selected 
due not only to its popularity in critical YA circles but also due to its fixa-
tion on queer negativity and its curious publication trajectory. The story, 
for instance, doesn’t shy away from exploring the connections between 
queerness and topics such as gay conversion therapy, suicide, class, mas-
culinity, and antiqueer violence. Silvera published a revised edition of this 
novel in late 2020, a version that added an entirely new final chapter to the 
story. He revises the original, ambiguous ending and replaces it with one 
that meshes with normative expectations of happiness. This revised edition 
of the book demonstrates the negotiations and compromises that queer 
YA literature, and its authors, must undergo in overlapping queer life with 
certain emotions, practices, critical expectations, and frameworks. I hope 
to shed further light on the place of emotion in understanding the fraught 
political and ideological dimensions of queer YA texts, including their 
reception, production, and critique.

The Joywashing of More Happy Than Not

Published in 2015, Silvera’s More Happy Than Not focuses on violence 
and negativity during a time when said violent and harmful representa-
tions of queer teen life began to fade away from queer YA representation. 
This was due, in part, to the increasing influence of the It Gets Better pro-
ject, which I discuss in more depth in the introduction of this volume. In 
this speculative text, scientists have developed a costly medical procedure 
known as Leteo, designed to subdue people’s harmful and painful memo-
ries. The reasons why characters decide to undergo the medical procedure 
vary: some want to forget past relationships, others want to forget losses 
that they’ve experienced, and controversially, some desire to forget evils, 
crimes, and acts of violence they’ve committed. Things take an upsetting 
turn as the novel’s protagonist, Aaron Soto, desires to undergo this pro-
cedure to suppress his emerging queer desires—thus making More Happy 
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Than Not a text tethered ideologically and allegorically to the negativity 
imbued in gay conversion therapy practices and centered on how state and 
institutional forces regulate queer teen bodies (see Bittner, Pennell, and 
Miller).

Aaron Soto—a Latine teen from the Bronx—struggles between his love 
for his girlfriend Genevieve and his growing attraction toward his best 
friend, Thomas. Further complicating Aaron’s story, we learn that his 
father not only died by suicide, but that Aaron also tried to take his own 
life before the novel’s events. After coming out to Thomas and kissing him 
on the rooftop of a building, Thomas reveals that he’s not attracted to men 
and that he can’t reciprocate Aaron’s affections. This rejection sparks such 
deep despair that Aaron views his queerness as the cause of his unhappi-
ness, and consequently, Leteo as the key to his salvation and survival. But 
before he can go ahead with the procedure, he experiences brutal antiqueer 
violence from one of his childhood friends when he’s caught hugging 
another boy in public. The visceral violence Aaron experiences triggers the 
unraveling of memories that he’d suppressed—an apt metaphor for how 
histories of hurt and violence are often suppressed in queer YA culture. In 
an unexpected twist, we’re informed that Aaron had already undergone a 
Leteo procedure to suppress his queerness and forget that his father died 
by suicide because he was ashamed of Aaron. An act of antiqueer vio-
lence that Aaron experiences exposes his suppressed memories, and Aaron 
must then reconcile his suppressed past with his lived present. More Happy 
Than Not harkens back to a damaged queer past and to the negative emo-
tional frameworks commonly found in early queer literature. This novel 
strengthens the ties between queerness and unhappiness while also echoing 
the deathly resonances often critiqued in queer YA scholarship. But rather 
than falling into the trap of framing this novel as one that reinforces the 
so-called “too-easy equation” between queerness and negative affect (see 
Jenkins and Cart), I first consider the intersectional dimensions present in 
this novel, i.e., the overlapping axes of power and oppression that compli-
cate monolithic readings of this text, similar to Chrisman and Blackburn in 
their examination of Silvera’s novel. I then explore how Silvera’s text uses 
negative affect and the potential of ambiguity to provide a counternarra-
tive against the normalizing tendencies of YA literature and criticism.

In many ways, Aaron departs from the representative conventions com-
monly present in YA literature that focuses on queer teens. Aaron’s queer-
ness is the central element explored in this story; however, his sexuality is 
influenced in significant and inextricable ways by his social class and his 
Latinidad. Aaron resides in a one-bedroom apartment with his widowed 
mother and brother, and he’s also an active contributor to his home’s eco-
nomic livelihood. In an even more compelling example, Aaron contem-
plates how access to money would’ve helped both him and his family to 
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secure forms of happiness that are inaccessible to them, which connects 
to the notions of privilege and economic mobility explored in other rep-
resentations of queer Latine adolescence such as Mosquita y Mari. When 
reflecting on his father’s suicide, Aaron speculates how Leteo might have 
helped save his father. However, he concedes that his family would never 
be able to afford the cost of the procedure (Silvera 7). The irony here being 
that part of the reason they are in such poverty is due to the cost of pay-
ing for Aaron’s forgotten procedure in the first place. The psychic weight 
of his father’s death can also be connected to matters of heteronormativ-
ity and machismo in that Aaron initially approaches his failure to live a 
straight life as the root of his unhappiness.4 Silvera’s novel meticulously 
illuminates the social, cultural, and systemic conditions that prevent Aaron 
from separating his queerness from the pain he experiences—conditions 
that are often emphasized in many Latine YA texts with queer themes and 
characters.

The ties between a Latine queer YA tradition and negative affect have 
been palpably present since the publication of Gloria Velásquez’s Tommy 
Stands Alone in 1995, which centers on Tommy’s complicated relation-
ship with his parents due to the discomfort that his emerging queerness 
provokes within a religious, Latine household. The novel doesn’t end on 
a traditionally positive note and emphasizes how Tommy’s sexuality will 
always be at odds with his Latinidad. This narrative tendency continued 
well with the publication of novels such as Sánchez’s Rainbow Boys, which 
concludes with an intense showdown between protagonist Jason Carrillo 
and his father (Sánchez 199). Other texts, such as Mayra Lázara Dole’s 
Down to the Bone, show how queerness opposes traditional understand-
ings of la familia upheld in Latine contexts. The protagonist’s mother 
melodramatically grieves when her daughter comes out of the closet: “I 
don’t understand how someone like you came out of me. I’m embarrassed 
about you, Laura. I can’t have you being a tortillera in this house” (340, 
emphasis in original). Down to the Bone frames and structures queerness 
as a force capable of rupturing even the so-called indestructible bonds of 
biology and genealogy, reinforcing the notion that queerness has no place 
within Latine stories centered on youth.

Other texts focused on queer Latine adolescence such as Justin Torres’ 
We the Animals use the structure of the Bildungsroman—which translates 
loosely to novel of development or education—to explore the affectively 
overloaded ties between notions of family, sexuality, and Latinidad across 
a large span of the protagonist’s life. We witness the nameless teen protag-
onist—a lover of literature, drawing, and the creative arts—noticing the 
dissonance that exists between the aspirations held by his family and his 
own emerging queer desires. The protagonist’s parents discover creative 
work that “exposes” the protagonist’s sexual attraction to men—leading 
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to a violent confrontation between the main character and his entire family. 
Jeremiah Zagar’s 2018 adaptation of the film visualizes this confrontation 
in visceral, gut-wrenching ways through the use of close-up shots of the 
family’s reactions of disappointment to the protagonist’s art. Jonah—the 
name given to the protagonist in the film adaptation—stares at his family 
in disbelief as tears fall down his eyes. Images of the family’s intervention 
are juxtaposed with first-person shots of Jonah’s homoerotic drawings, 
musings, and poetry—putting viewers in a position where they momentar-
ily inhabit Jonah’s positionality and witness how he uses images and words 
to forge queernesses within normative contexts (see Figure 2.3). His fam-
ily’s mournful gazes foil and destroy the joy and desire clearly expressed 

Figure 2.3  �First-person close-up shots of Jonah’s homoerotic art and drawings are 
juxtaposed with shots of the intervention staged by his family. Immense 
effort is made to contrast the queer possibilities embedded in creative 
and expressive work with the harms experienced in Jonah’s real-world 
context. We the Animals exploits the affective tension between queer 
desire and traditional understandings of la familia (Zagar 2018). Scenes 
cropped and stitched for argumentative purposes.
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through Jonah’s art. The sorrow and disappointment conveyed through 
the family’s gestures and reactions are akin to “a gravestone marking a 
death: the point at which one’s future as a straight adult expired, along 
with parental plans for one’s future” (Stockton 158). Representations of 
queer Latinidades must often negotiate the place of queerness within and 
around broader frameworks connected to other sites of power such as 
cultural heritage, the home, la familia, race, class, and machismo, among 
others. Negative affect becomes vital in narrativizing queer Latine experi-
ences in YA cultural productions—and the dialectic relationship between 
pain and healing often explored in these texts.

Even though Silvera’s text was published decades after this trajectory 
became prominent in narrativizations of Latine queer YA life, it nonethe-
less channeled how understandings of home, sexuality, and family were 
bound to negativity in earlier YA texts, returning once again to the prob-
lem novel’s tendency of framing the character’s queerness as the central 
issue the text explores. In an examination of issues of identity that emerge 
in queer Latine YA productions, Boffone argues that by “feeling like a 
problem, Latinx individuals often find a link that functions to help them 
belong within a society that openly and frequently discriminates against 
them” (148). In many ways, Aaron views the Leteo procedure as the link 
that will help him integrate into the very powers and norms that control 
his actions, thoughts, and desires. Leteo exudes cruel optimism. Aaron 
believes that suppression of his queerness is the solution needed to address 
most of the issues present in his life. In simpler terms, Aaron creates ties 
between assimilation and happiness, viewing integration and a sense of 
sameness as solutions to the pain that he constantly experiences as a queer 
Latine teen from a deeply underprivileged background. He’s informed by 
an ingrained sense of normalization fostered by his environment and social 
interactions. Once again, Aaron’s desires ironically echo some of the argu-
ments present in assimilative YA scholarship, in that frequently, both inte-
gration and the normalization of queerness are seen as aspirational goals 
for the field.

Do we want queer teen characters to find fulfillment through normative 
means of happiness and success, or do we instead want them to question 
and challenge the causes of their unhappiness? To echo a question pre-
sented by Ahmed, does happiness for queer youth entail “a revolution in 
the organization of sexuality, desire, and the body, or does it simply make 
queers part of the same world, the world of ‘happy folk,’ even if we have 
to work to get there?” (The Promise 107). Readers must be critical of 
YA novels that reward their queer teen characters with happiness under 
the condition that they approximate “signs of straightness” (The Promise 
115), and we should be even more cautious of critiques that celebrate nov-
els for approximating such signs. More Happy Than Not disrupts these 
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critical expectations by showing how Aaron fails to achieve happiness 
through assimilation. Aaron couldn’t approximate such signs of straight-
ness even with the assistance of a medical procedure eerily reminiscent 
of contemporary gay conversion therapy practices. Aaron assumes that 
forgetting the past would be the solution for eradicating the pain he experi-
ences as a queer teen—yet an instance of antiqueer violence was enough to 
reinvigorate a past that he desperately tried to suppress.

As discussed in this book’s introduction, Heather Love stresses the 
importance of memory in the construction of a queer political purview 
to show how not all queer folk have access to the same affordances: “the 
temptation to forget—to forget the outrages and humiliations of gays and 
lesbians and to ignore the ongoing suffering of those not borne up by the 
rising tide of gay normalization—is stronger than ever” (10). In many 
ways, More Happy Than Not can be approached as a direct critique of the 
assimilative, normative, and conservative ideologies that haunt the field 
of queer YA literature and criticism. After Aaron’s suppressed memories 
return, he contemplates undergoing a second Leteo procedure to subdue 
his queerness again. However, the original procedure’s failure has caused 
him to develop anterograde amnesia, which refers to the inability to form 
new memories. While Aaron anxiously awaits a reparative procedure for 
his anterograde amnesia, the novel ends ambiguously, with no guarantee 
that he’ll recover from his condition. He ends up accepting his queerness 
and now approaches his memories as “a childhood friend who moved 
away for years and finally came back home” (Silvera 293). The teen who 
initially tried to erase his queer past can’t shape a future—left only with 
the past intact. This conclusion sidelines the normative anticipation for a 
happy ending expected from contemporary queer YA novels and pushes us 
to dwell in ambiguity and the unknown. It forces readers to reckon with a 
history of hurt and violence constantly fading from cultural memory.

It should come as no surprise that Silvera has faced some criticism for 
the way he concluded the novel, criticism that he was swift to address on 
social media: “I will forever stand by More Happy Than Not’s rough end-
ing; it’s not called More Happily Ever After. Life’s issues aren’t resolved 
at 17” (Tweet, 5 January 2016). Despite its potential lack of resolution, 
More Happy Than Not suggests that happiness can still be found if we 
rethink its causes and sources. Aaron doesn’t want readers to lament his 
current state. At the novel’s conclusion, he’s come to terms with his queer-
ness and emphasizes the importance of holding onto his memories and 
past rather than trying to suppress them: “Happiness exists where I can 
get it” (293). Katlyn R. Browne has highlighted how More Happy Than 
Not reparatively approaches the narrative of queer teen unhappiness and 
suicide and challenges the trajectories typically found in queer stories with 
deathly resonances: “While suicide novels have historically removed the 
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homosexual character from any possible future and reinscribed the idea 
that homosexuality is fundamentally incompatible with adulthood, […the 
novel] sends Aaron into adulthood with only his [queerness], the most 
unkillable thing about him” (16).

In a sense, Aaron has learned how to be happily queer rather than view-
ing the concept of happiness through a normative, assimilative lens in that 
he is “happy to be the cause of unhappiness” (Ahmed, The Promise 115). 
He finds solace in not complying with the norm, finds pleasure in recall-
ing his past despite the pain intertwined in it, feels delight in cutting ties 
with his homophobic peers, and is happy to disrupt the expectations of 
machismo that once haunted him. Aaron’s happiness no longer relies on 
dominant understandings of what happiness entails, nor depends on dis-
tancing himself from the pain, violence, and deathly events he experienced. 
In the haunting final lines of the novel, Aaron addresses the reader directly 
and states: “I’m more happy than not. Don’t forget me” (293). This direct 
addressing of the reader eerily reverberates with a narratively peculiar 
moment in Edmund White’s seminal queer work A Boy’s Own Story 
(1982). During a somewhat jarring instance in White’s novel, the protago-
nist breaks the fourth wall and addresses the reader directly using a first-
person voice, a rupture from the rest of the novel’s narrative conventions:

I say all this by way of hoping that the lies I’ve made up to get from one 
poor truth to another may mean something–may even mean something 
most particular to you, my eccentric, patient, scrupulous reader, willing 
to make so much of so little, more patient and more respectful of life, 
or a life, than the author you’re allowing for a moment to exist again. 

(White 84)

Oversaturated with melodrama and deliberately out of place in the nar-
rative, there’s something to be said about how our engagement with the 
literature allows us to “make so much of so little.” Through this narrative 
rupture, White highlights how our commitment with his words and feel-
ings gives the protagonist a sense of recognition and legitimacy that was 
denied to the protagonist as he was growing up queer in the Midwest dur-
ing the 1950s.

In a time when the allure of forgetting history and normalization become 
increasingly palpable, as pointed out by Love, these moments of narrative 
excess and rupture are a haunting and urgent call to action: Remember. 
Don’t forget histories of queer hurt. It’s a call for us to bear witness to the 
pain that was foundational to the formation of queer communities and 
literature and that continues to haunt the lives of many queer teens. To 
recall the words of Anzaldúa shared in this volume’s introduction, we must 
continue to bear witness. To offer testimonio. In examining the novel’s 
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temporal frameworks, Cristina Rhodes argues that More Happy Than Not 
informs readers that the future depends “on accepting all memories, even 
those that are painful and especially those that are deeply about ourselves 
such as one’s sexuality” (4). Unfortunately, the queer critiques elevated 
through this ending, and its reparative potentialities, were ultimately 
undone when Silvera published a revised version of the text five years later.

Soho Teen published a deluxe edition of More Happy Than Not in 
2020, which enhanced the original text by adding an epilogue. Entitled 
“More Happy Ending,” this epilogue jumps ahead one year after the 
novel’s original ending to update readers on Aaron’s life as he deals with 
the effects of anterograde amnesia. As Cadden has pointed out, epilogues 
are crafted with readers’ comfort and happiness in mind—they’re imple-
mented “to reassure them that happiness ‘sticks’” (“All is Well” 344). 
Happiness sticks, unsurprisingly, by attaching it to heteronormative ide-
als such as monogamy, relationships, and success. Although the 2015 
novel challenged understandings of how positive outcomes are attained 
and questioned the normative contours used to define happiness in queer 
YA cultural productions, the deluxe version undoes the subversive queer 
potentiality. The revised version’s ending provides a sense of closure that 
critics come to expect of most contemporary queer YA literature and shows 
the difficulties in negotiating the place of (un)happiness within this corpus.

The epilogue centers on Aaron’s experiences coping with his antero-
grade amnesia. Readers witness Aaron’s frustrations as he can’t form new 
memories. He relies entirely on a journal to understand what he experi-
ences and how his relationships with his friends and family have devel-
oped. Aaron then undergoes a surgical procedure that cures him of his 
amnesia, allowing him to form new memories once again. The boy with 
no future can suddenly see and feel one on the horizon. After this develop-
ment, the epilogue painstakingly provides a sense of comfort to readers 
by assuring them that Aaron will be okay and has a bright future. He 
rebuilds his relationships with his friends and develops a close relation-
ship with another queer Latine teen whom he meets in a group therapy 
session for people who underwent Leteo procedures. While this epilogue 
emphasizes how Aaron and his family still live in conditions of poverty and 
Aaron struggles to adjust to his recovered capacity to form new memories, 
it quashes the sense of uncertainty and ambiguity in the original version. 
Aaron is cured. He can create new relationships. He now has the means 
to find a happily ever after that complies with normative reader demands 
and expectations—one that mollifies the critical and political incisiveness 
of the 2015 version.

In the afterword to this revised edition, Silvera states his reasons for 
revising the book and for creating an ending that sidelines the sadness of 
the original text. While he believes that the original ending was “true” and 
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“surprising,” he felt compelled to change the text’s ultimate outcome: “I 
was genuinely haunted by this ending, and I wanted to give Aaron a long 
overdue win” (Silvera, Deluxe Edition, 324). The text’s capacity to stick, 
to haunt, to linger, is precisely what made the original version so com-
pelling and so necessary. The original novel disturbs and dwells through 
our imaginations well after finishing it. So much is lost through how the 
revised ending elevates normative models of success, happiness, and devel-
opment. The original novel not only exposes the negativity and violence 
found in diverse intersections of queer life but also pushes us to rethink the 
many different forms that (un)happiness can assume. As Alyssa Chrisman 
and Mollie V. Blackburn have pointed out in their analysis of this text, 
happiness tends to be aligned with privileged subjects. Thus, many margin-
alized readers “can find strength in rejecting those norms, even if it results 
in constructed unhappiness” (88). The original novel’s politically power-
ful, ambiguous, and devastating ending dampens from a howl to a whisper 
to assure readers that happiness sticks and that it gets better. The revision 
joywashes the original text. It returns to the very normative constructs of 
happiness, memory, pleasure, and belonging that the first novel attempted 
to unravel.

Both endings are emblematic of tensions present in the broader realm 
of queer representation and the tensions rising in the critique and creation 
of YA texts. These tensions are overt when examining the paratextual ele-
ments present in the deluxe edition, especially when contrasting Silvera’s 
somewhat baffling afterword with the new introduction to the novel writ-
ten by Angie Thomas, the author of The Hate U Give (2017): 

with that gut-wrenching ending, Adam reminded me of something else—
it’s okay to have not-so-happy endings or rather, it’s okay if things are 
less happy than not. Young people especially need to know that it’s 
okay if they don’t get their “fairy tale ending.” 

(Silvera, Deluxe Edition, xiv) 

Given the original version’s impact in pushing other prominent YA novel-
ists to rethink the politics and role of (un)happiness in YA literature, I have 
trouble fully understanding why this revised version exists. Chris Crowe 
has reminded us that the label “Young Adult” is implemented “mostly 
for marketing” purposes, in that teens are often repulsed by the notion 
of being approached as “something less than adult” (146). Of course, we 
also know how the YA market is capitalistically driven and how the deluxe 
edition can be seen as a ploy to drive further sales of an already successful 
queer YA title that has topped bestseller charts. It’s unsettling to read an 
introduction to a novel that celebrates its “gut-wrenching ending” only to 
have the novel conclude with a new “More Happy Ending” that stalls the 
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political drive that made the original version so queer and so effective in 
connecting queer YA literature to the sadness that has been central in the 
formation of a queer imagination.

Negotiating (Un)Happiness

At the National Council of Teachers of English Annual Conference in 
1998, Judith A. Hayn and Lisa A. Hazlett offered a presentation where 
they reviewed queer YA published at the time. In this presentation, they 
shared a “wish list” of suggestions for future novels queer characters and 
themes. The top item on this list was: “Sexuality is not the central issue or 
problem to be overcome” (69). Years after making this claim, the authors 
determined that there was indeed an emerging body of YA “where being 
LGBTQ was not the plot’s nucleus; rather, in many works, all characters 
are treated as adolescents living the teen experience, no matter their sexu-
ality.” Hayn and Hazlett approach this development as “the single most 
positive and defining movement towards LGBTQ adolescent works” (70). 
Nearly two decades after making this claim, we have More Happy Than 
Not being published—a text that frames queerness as the central issue the 
protagonist faces. Is this a problem? Are we going backward? How do the 
intersectional frameworks implemented in More Happy Than Not pres-
sure Hayn and Hazlett’s wishes, and expose the normativity, whiteness, 
and cruelty embedded in their aspirations?

There’s a thin line between reparative and revisionist approaches, 
between wishful thinking and the realities of life. While repair wants to 
focus on matters of survival and emotional sustenance, the revisionist text 
sidelines hurt and history in the promise of a “better future.” While More 
Happy Than Not’s revised ending endeavors to counteract the sadness and 
despair culturally attached to queerness and to help the novel’s protagonist 
to find “success,” it comes at the cost of the vagueness and ambiguity that 
made the original text so revolutionary, and at the expense of no longer 
interrogating the normative values and aspirations attached to constructs 
of happiness and joy. How can we celebrate the original text’s potential to 
push us to interrogate normative happiness scripts when this potential is 
quashed by forcing readers to feel better about the novel’s outcome? And 
given the novel’s reconfigured affective aims, who is the revised book ulti-
mately written for, given that comfort is a white, heteronormative luxury?

As a thought experiment, we can return to the ambiguous, counter-
cultural ending of Guerrero’s Mosquita y Mari. Suppose Guerrero was 
to revise the film’s ending to align with normative parameters of success, 
happiness, and progress. We would probably witness Yolanda and Mari 
crossing the street, locking lips and basking in the future they’ll share. 
Crowds would gather around the two teens as their queerness is celebrated 
and made palpable to the public. However, that isn’t the story and history 
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shared through that film. In representing queer Latine adolescence as a 
state of development that hinges on an uncertain future and in denying a 
celebratory outcome similar to what we’ve seen in countless other queer 
YA productions, we’re shown how the world hasn’t changed, how some 
forms of queernesses have been (and continue to be) omitted and sup-
pressed, and the infinite ways in which queer life can be embodied and 
represented. In so many queer Latine texts, ambiguity mobilizes critique, 
transformation, and healing. Transformation is contingent on acknowl-
edging, not undermining, the very real hurt and violence people can experi-
ence for engaging in nonnormative practices and desires. The queer Latine 
embrace of ambiguity, the indefinable, and the intangible poses a challenge 
to the cruel optimism that saturates queer youth cultural production.

I worry, however, about what the revision of Silvera’s novel signals 
regarding the broader emotional politics of queer YA. Does unhappiness 
no longer have a place in contemporary queer YA? What does it mean 
that one of the most important “sad” queer YA texts published during our 
moment has backtracked on the very emotions and frameworks that made 
it so impactful? Echoing some of the notions discussed by López-Mercado 
in her examination of Mosquita y Mari, the revision of this novel leaves 
much to be said about our queer desires when engaging with youth cul-
tural productions—and even more so about the attachment of queer YA 
texts and media to normative practices, institutions, and enterprises.

My colleague Jon Wargo and I have shed light on an ongoing predica-
ment that we’ve encountered when evaluating queer YA literature and cul-
ture. There’s so much pressure and impossibility that comes with keeping 
hope intact while also engaging with the “historical and contemporary 
realities that people have and will continue to face in a time that has yet to 
come” (Matos and Wargo 9). Just as Aaron implored us to remember his 
story and the pain he endured, I invite you to thoughtfully consider what 
constitutes a happy or unhappy YA novel and how these representations 
of emotion (mis)align with the principles of queer resistance. More Happy 
Than Not shows us how YA can channel the sadness, despair, violence, 
survival, and oppression that was foundational in the development of 
queer representation to challenge and transform. Its revised ending shows 
us how traditional and normative expectations can suppress the critical and 
radical aspects of queer thinking and representation. More Happy Than 
Not, and its revision, gesture toward broader disagreements and contra-
dictions within contemporary youth cultures regarding the emotions, feel-
ings, and orientations the archive should embody. Perhaps we can engage 
with the queernesses embedded in “the murky middle of the book” instead 
of focusing on the revised epilogue, as Nat Hurley might suggest (“The 
Perversions” 124). We could sideline the deluxe edition’s conclusion and 
focus instead on the queer, ambiguous, and nonnormative practices present 
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in the text’s core. But such an attempt at repair comes at the cost of wit-
nessing, working through, and working alongside the broader narratives 
and feelings of negativity that structure the queer imagination. The revised 
edition of Silvera’s novel demonstrates how contentious hurt and sadness 
can be when conveyed in a YA text. However, as Gabriel Duckels notes in 
his analysis of YA AIDS literature, the “classic negative rhetoric of queer 
young adult literature will always have currency in the representation of 
queer lives, no matter how far the field ostensibly comes of age.” We must 
continue to examine the “long histories and herstories and theirstories of 
oppression, whether allegorical or direct” (“Melodrama” 320). No form 
of reparative reading can undo the emotional and normative implications 
that haunt the revised ending.

If we desire a queer YA that meshes with the ethos of queer approaches 
and their penchant for disrupting norms, then we must think deeply about 
the affordances that queer YA novels provide to their readers, and the strat-
egies for survival and happiness they accentuate. Although the sociocultural 
circumstances of queerness have advanced in Western contexts and beyond, 
we must make sure that queer youth literature (and its critics) focus beyond 
privileged reading subjects who don’t have to think about the harmful ide-
ologies that have marked queer life and history as violent or unspeakable. 
Frederick Luis Aldama has reminded us that “queer feelings, queer selfcon-
cepts, queer social identities, and queer behaviors have been and continue 
to be inscribed within a binary” focused on excluding certain bodies and 
spaces for the benefit of dominant and hegemonic subjectivities (Brown 
on Brown 3). Queer YA texts can be compelling in their efforts to refute 
the notions of assimilation, socialization, and normalization circulated in 
YA critical discourse since they’re couched in a capitalistically driven field 
obsessed with glorifying these comforts. Nevertheless, its capacity to do so 
becomes moot when we reinscribe queer youth texts into the very dichoto-
mies we’re trying to liberate them from. More Happy Than Not is emblem-
atic of this process of reinscription—and the deluxe version of the novel 
offers us a version of hope and optimism that contains cruelty at its core.

Several critics and readers fail to recognize the immeasurable potential 
for emancipation that YA cultural productions can offer. As critics, creators, 
readers, and teachers of queer YA, we should attune ourselves to the broader 
themes of resistance, survival, and ambiguity that inform countercultural 
thought and that electrify the potentialities of queerness. Rather than pro-
longing a simplistic and overly optimistic narrative of progress, we need 
cultural productions, authors, critics, and readers who are willing to chal-
lenge the rigid constraints imposed by neoliberal ideologies and the “ossify-
ing” portrayals of queerness prevalent in popular culture (Muñoz, Cruising 
Utopia 22). Rather than aspiring to develop a happy queer YA literature, we 
should instead endeavor to develop a literature that continues to question 
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the normative values we attach to happiness, and the bodies, ideas, and 
experiences we sacrifice in the pursuit of fulfillment, belonging, and success.

Does queer YA maintain the status quo, or does it subvert the dominant 
norms of representation and storytelling by connecting itself to broader 
networks of survival, resistance, and hurt? We need to ensure that the 
processes of joywashing present in More Happy Than Not’s revision don’t 
become a norm in the field, and that happiness continues to be interro-
gated, questioned, deconstructed, and reimagined. We must reject the idea 
that readers should be content with conventional happiness scripts. We 
need a queer YA literature and culture that provides us with fresh imagin-
ings of what it means to exist, care, desire, suffer, and resist. We can create 
fictional worlds where queer representation and storytelling are not only 
embraced, but also allowed to tap into a range of emotions, memories, 
histories, feelings, and forms of imagining.

Notes

1	 YA novels with queer content have faced many issues of censorship since 
the emergence queer sexualities in the field. The most notable of these cases 
occurred in 1993, when Nancy Garden’s lesbian YA novel Annie on My Mind 
(1982) became the target of protests organized by religious fundamentalists in 
Olathe, KS. The fundamentalist groups engaged in a public burning of the book 
on the steps of the Kansas City School District headquarters, and the Olathe 
superintendent’s decision to remove the book from the school library was fol-
lowed by “Student petitions calling for the book’s reinstatement, rancorous 
public hearings, and a lawsuit” (Miner).

2	 Brian W. Sturm and Karin Michel describe the problem novel as a “subgenre of 
‘wayward children’—contemporary realistic fiction that exhibits a nearly unre-
alistic number of problems, poor quality of writing, pedestrian language, and 
formulaic plots” (40).

3	 This echoes David V. Ruffolo’s arguments in Post-Queer Politics. Ruffolo 
problematizes queer theories and queer approaches by pointing out how these 
methods of critique are reliant on a binary opposition between the queer and 
the heteronormative—a dichotomy that he considers fruitless given phenomena 
such as the rise of globalization and neoliberal capitalism. As Ruffolo argues, 
“such discourses are restricted by the endless cycle of significations that repo-
sition subjects on fixed planes—bodies that are either resituated in predeter-
mined significations (moving from one identity category/norm to another) or 
are represented through differentiated significations” (4).

4	 In Beyond Machismo: Intersectional Latino Masculinities, Aída Hurtado and 
Mrinal Sinha discuss three dimensions that surface when defining machismo 
in Latine cultures. The first dimension, developed by Mexican philosopher 
Octavio Paz, comprises an ideological unwillingness to show signs of weak-
ness and emotion. The second dimension, also developed by Paz, comprises 
a hegemonic hypermasculinity that depends on power exerted over supposed 
weaker people such as women and queer men. The third domain comprises 
men who eschew intellectual pursuits in favor of physical domination.
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The queer imagination has been historically associated with a range of 
negative emotions, including shame and sadness. However, few cultural 
productions emphasized these emotions more than literature and media 
focused on HIV and AIDS. Fictional representations of AIDS are varied 
and focus on a range of moods and feelings. Nevertheless, this literature 
provides us with opportunities to witness historical legacies of suffering, 
loss, and community—and their connection to current narrative practices 
in queer YA cultural production. By exploring the interplay between the 
queer imagination (approached by Anzaldúa as a combination of images, 
sensations, and feelings) and the lived experiences of those affected by 
AIDS, we acknowledge how YA fiction can help us confront painful his-
tories through the use of specific tropes, storytelling conventions, and nar-
rative techniques.

Suzanne Poirier has argued all AIDS texts must confront and interro-
gate—either directly or indirectly—“a public mythology still committed to 
the belief that homosexuality = illness = death” (2). What happens when 
the deathly elements of queer literature centralized in HIV and AIDS nar-
ratives merge with the hopeful, upbeat sensibilities commonly fostered via 
YA texts? How do texts focused on AIDS negotiate the broader utopic 
aspirations of YA with the material realities that have haunted queer lives 
and communities? What place do these histories of negativity have within 
the YA archive, and how do authors weave these histories into their imag-
inings? This chapter explores the representation of HIV and AIDS in queer 
YA culture, with a specific focus on how literary techniques and tropes 
are used to channel histories of hurt and oppression. Throughout this 
exploration, I highlight the strategies YA novels implement in narrativiz-
ing and aestheticizing AIDS stories aimed at younger audiences, and even 
more importantly, I demonstrate how YA literature can exploit the special 
effects enabled by the literary imagination to channel a past that lives and 
breathes through us. YA literature can invoke AIDS as a powerful motif 
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for identifying and mending the historical, homophobic, and normative 
damage that continues to haunt contemporary society.

In the concluding chapter of M.E. Kerr’s YA novel Night Kites (1986), 
Pete—a gay writer dying of AIDS-related complications—points out how 
people rely on the process of rearrangement to cope with a world of hurt: 
“Mom used to rearrange the furniture when she was unhappy. I’d be 
upstairs at my typewriter rearranging the world” (Kerr, Night Kites 216). 
Although Pete and his mother put the process of reorganization into prac-
tice through different means—one through the process of writing and one 
through the activity of manipulating her domestic space—both characters 
use the material affordances available to them to envision alternative forms 
of dwelling in the world. Although different sources influence their sad-
ness, both characters view the activities of restructuring and reimagining as 
integral for identifying ways of coping with their respective predicaments.

When Kerr published Night Kites in 1986, she didn’t believe that AIDS 
would continue to be a significant problem in the future: “Night Kites 
is still in print. I wish I could end by saying there wasn’t a need for it 
anymore, that it was back in time when there wasn’t a cure” (“Writing 
about AIDS” 67). These were Kerr’s concluding words in a reflection on 
AIDS and YA literature written in 1993—seven years after the publication 
of Night Kites, which was the first YA novel to include a significant gay 
character diagnosed with AIDS. It should come as no surprise that Kerr 
was apprehensive about the publication of her book, since it focused on 
charged topics in the field throughout the mid-1980s: “If there are two 
subjects teens don’t warm up to, one is homosexuality and the other is ill-
ness” (Kerr “Writing About AIDS” 66).

Despite Kerr’s reservations, Night Kites remains relevant for this discus-
sion because it sparked the representation of the pandemic and explored 
notions of reparation and rearrangement in YA AIDS narratives. The 
novel concludes with Pete expressing his desire to use writing to reshape 
the world, using the written word to frame his perspectives on society in an 
empowering and uplifting fashion. This desire for rearrangement echoes 
Sedgwick’s notions of reparative reading in that by rearranging the world 
through writing, authors of AIDS literature attempt to envision a future 
where readers could extract substance from texts produced in a “culture 
whose avowed desire has often been not to sustain them” (Touching Feeling 
150–151). The notions of reparation and memorialization implemented in 
Night Kites became crucial in later YA novels that thematically and struc-
turally focus on AIDS; however, this penchant for reparative narration was 
strangely absent in many YA texts published soon after Kerr’s text.

Despite the increasing number of YA novels published since 1986 that 
address AIDS, most of these novels focused on demystifying HIV transmis-
sion rather than offering a humanized, reparative representation of People 
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with AIDS (PWAs). Melissa Gross has pointed out that the central tension 
in these early novels revolved around the issue of casual transmission, and 
how earlier examples of these novels pushed readers to develop empathy 
for PWAs. These representations were problematic in that the teens repre-
sented in the literature were never directly affected by HIV or AIDS, and 
even more so, in how HIV/AIDS was framed as “primarily the concern of 
adult males” (Gross 23). Night Kites fits this description, as the novel’s 
narrator, Pete’s younger brother Erick, doesn’t view AIDS as a concern 
that can affect him. Erick’s closeness with the PWA represented in the 
novel makes Night Kites exceptional, especially since protagonists of YA 
novels, for the most part, “do not have close relationships with the story’s 
primary HIV/AIDS characters” (Gross 23), which augments the distance 
between teen characters and the disease.

Further intensifying these issues, Gabriel Duckels has pointed out how 
early YA novels that explored AIDS were more concerned with addressing 
how AIDS affected “the heteronormative American family—the citizen—
rather than the cultural history of the crisis” (“From Heterosexualization” 
428). Although contemporary representations of AIDS and their ideologi-
cal scope have shifted in YA literature, we can still observe traces of these 
tendencies in present-day texts. The novel that this chapter will later focus 
on—Two Boys Kissing—particularly illustrates this disjuncture in that 
AIDS doesn’t pose a tangible threat to its teen characters. Furthermore, 
given that the characters with AIDS in Levithan’s novel are, for the most 
part, ghostly figures, it becomes virtually impossible for living characters 
to establish any concrete or tangible relationship with them. This narra-
tive fissure in the novel was spotlighted by Derritt Mason, who points out 
how despite the text’s communal aspirations, it partakes in a representa-
tive tradition that “anxiously keeps HIV/AIDS at a ‘safe’ distance from its 
young protagonists” (Queer Anxieties 71). Given that Levithan’s novel 
narratively represents AIDS as a ghostly presence in contemporary culture, 
there’s the risk of classifying HIV and AIDS as historical issues that have 
no effect on the present. And in many ways, I agree that the text delib-
erately represents the past and present as “unreconciled and unreconcil-
able” in order “to address the history of the AIDS crisis and recognize its 
ongoingness” (Queer Anxieties 78). This tense representation of temporal-
ity brings together the text’s emotional and affective frameworks. How 
do narrativizations of AIDS in YA toy around with form and structure 
to tap into the hurt and oppression that has marked queer life as lesser, 
unhealthy, or deathly? How are these feelings important in establishing 
political, transgenerational bonds that move beyond discourses of blood, 
genealogy, and biology?

Judith Laurence Pastore has highlighted the emotional and political 
value of didactic texts in creating and legitimizing representations of AIDS. 
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Although she recognizes that didactic literature may seem outdated or 
unfashionable, she argues it has nonetheless been crucial in signaling when 
cultural values and ideologies need to adjust to new realities. The earliest 
AIDS-adjacent works preached safe sex practices and cleaner methods of 
drug use to combat “the multiple untruths and prejudices surrounding the 
disease” while also gaining “sympathy for the infected and their loved 
ones” (3). Given that both AIDS and YA literature are invested in didactic 
matters, the fact that this illness remains absent and underexplored in the 
field remains troubling. As Mason suggests, it signals the broader anxieties 
that inform the creation and critique of queer YA cultural productions. 
The field of queer YA literature and media has perplexingly sidelined or 
“fossilized” AIDS, a baffling notion given how this illness shaped the queer 
literary imagination beyond the scope of youth literary production.

Although Monica B. Pearl has suggested that loss and sadness have been 
central elements in the queer canon, she further argues that the emotional 
weight and resonances of these elements increased drastically in US lit-
erature with the emergence of AIDS narratives. Pearl proposes that the 
appearance of AIDS in queer literature facilitated the articulation of a 
“pre-existing, and mostly vague and inarticulable, sadness around unac-
ceptance and loss of family bonds” (11). Pearl’s assertion highlights the 
degree to which the themes of loss and death became central to literary 
treatments of queer subjects during the mid-1980s and early 1990s. It also 
shows how AIDS narratives epitomized queer literature’s use of negative 
affect and nonnormative forms of narrative and structural organization—
and it’s precisely matters of form and structure that I want to focus our 
attention on.

The narrativization of AIDS, as pointed out by Pearl, shifted signifi-
cantly in 1995, when the disease started to lose its ties with deathly asso-
ciations due to the rise of protease inhibitors, combination therapies, and 
antiretroviral treatments. The shift of AIDS from a death sentence to a 
chronic and manageable illness had a serious impact on queer literature 
both from an ideological and formalistic perspective. The presence of 
effective treatments for HIV and increasing methods for preventing its 
transmission essentially prevented people from thinking about HIV and 
AIDS straightforwardly: “Because some people thrive on these new drug 
combinations and others cannot tolerate them—and for some, as these 
latter-day AIDS novels suggest, they have arrived too late—there are no 
more standard stories of what happens when you have AIDS” (Pearl 116). 
The “New AIDS Literature” that surfaced during the post-1995 era indeed 
resisted the tendency to universalize stories and experiences connected to 
HIV and AIDS. Many of these works dealt almost exclusively with matters 
of survival: how people cope with having lived through the peak of the 
epidemic and how the disease shifts understandings of queer experience 
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and identity. While Pearl acknowledges that the fragmented and nonto-
talizing tendencies of New AIDS literature can broadly be attributed to 
tropes and trends in postmodern expression, she argues that they can more 
accurately be traced to how these works thematically “shift from mourn-
ing to melancholia” (162)—emphasizing the literature’s ties to processes 
of memorialization.

Pearl argues that these changes in the sociocultural circumstances of 
AIDS led to a significant shift in how AIDS was represented, and how 
queer stories were structured. As a result of the increasing “normalization” 
of the disease, due in part to the development and effectiveness of antiret-
roviral drugs and preventive treatments such as Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis 
(PrEP), AIDS will no longer have to be the primary focus of the queer 
imagination. This doesn’t imply, however, that AIDS should be forgot-
ten, or that we should ignore the devastations and fundamental uncer-
tainties that still rooted in the social psyche due to AIDS. Any novel that 
thematically or structurally implements AIDS-related themes will certainly 
summon the pain, confusion, fear, unpredictability, anguish, and violence 
imposed on queer people and communities—AIDS haunts queer cultures 
despite changes in the circumstances of people with HIV and AIDS (Pearl 
118). AIDS reifies and intensifies the negative affect that haunts the queer 
literary archive, and it pushes us to witness societal failures that normative 
citizens would rather bury.

Changes in the narrative representation of AIDS had significant reper-
cussions for YA literature, for it would prove difficult for HIV and AIDS 
to be discussed in the simple, straightforward, universalizing fashion that 
was typical of earlier novels in the field. Given the decentralization of AIDS 
in fiction and popular culture, how are these devastations and fundamen-
tal uncertainties of the social psyche channeled into and expressed in YA 
literature? For starters, AIDS no longer achieves representation as a core 
concern in problem novels. While there certainly may be a PWA present in 
the narrative or a character who suspects that they’ve contracted the dis-
ease, AIDS typically isn’t the contemporary core issue present in queer YA 
stories. Other YA novels express this sense of destabilization by historiciz-
ing—or dislodging—the disease away from our contemporary moment. So 
many queer YA novels frame AIDS as a relic of the past, when it continues 
to have bodily and sociopolitical ramifications for queer youth today.

In Alex Sanchez’s pioneering novel Rainbow Boys, for instance, one 
of its three main protagonists, Nelson Glass, has unprotected sex with an 
older man he meets in a gay chatroom. HIV realistically and overtly poses 
a threat to Nelson’s sense of self and wellbeing, and the thought of getting 
infected creeps into his mind as the older man lies naked on top of him: 
“Then [Nelson] remembered the condom, or lack thereof. A new tide of 
gloom flooded him. He couldn’t believe he’d been so stupid. He knew he’d 
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just done—or, more accurately, let be done to him—the riskiest thing pos-
sible” (Sánchez 149). The novel, unlike the earlier works of YA literature 
that Gross analyzes, indeed depicts HIV as a threat to both adults and 
teens alike. Rainbow Boys includes an appendix that offers young readers 
information about organizations and agencies they can contact if they have 
any questions about HIV/AIDS, such as the Center for Disease Control. 
Although unsafe sex summons the specter of AIDS in Nelson’s life, the 
text’s overall form and structure overshadow its significance. Rainbow 
Boys focuses on the coming of age journeys of three queer teens, with each 
chapter focusing on one of their perspectives. The novel’s focus on the 
experiences of two other teens, in addition to the fact that the HIV narra-
tive arises towards the latter half of the book, inevitably results in the AIDS 
narrative competing for representation in a fictive universe that centers on 
other characters dealing with other issues.

Similar shifts could also be observed in AIDS literature found in the 
broader queer canon. James W. Jones, for instance, explores a body of 
AIDS narratives written after the genre reached its peak during the 1990s. 
After scrutinizing a set of AIDS texts, he noticed that many authors refused 
to refer to the illness explicitly. The refusal to refer to the disease by its full 
name or acronym alludes to a possible lack of acceptance or acknowledg-
ment of the condition; even worse, it can allude to a blockage caused by 
fear in that the connotations of AIDS are so gloomy and dreadful that the 
word can’t even be uttered. In a bold move, however, Jones views this lack 
of naming as a constructive practice. Echoing Poirer’s ideas in the intro-
duction of this chapter, Jones shows how AIDS produced an ideological 
link that still lingers in our culture that affirms that 

homosexuality = illness. Moreover, since illness = AIDS, it follows as a 
matter of course that homosexuality = AIDS. While other works within 
the growing genre of AIDS literature may indeed ultimately reinforce 
that link, [particular works…] break that chain of signification through 
the rejection of oppressive language and discourses.

(Jones 240)

The unwillingness to refer to the disease by name in literature isn’t act of 
omission but, rather, an act of resistance. By refusing to name the disease, 
subjects rebuffed the perpetuation of the linguistic constructs that reinforced 
normative associations between PWAs and the overloaded affects projected 
onto the disease. When a cultural work names the disease, it invokes a chain of 
signification anchored to painful associations and negative emotions—includ-
ing illness, death, decay, hatred, injustice, and impurity, among others. Of 
course, there are different stakes when it comes to explicitly referring to HIV 
and AIDS in a YA text—especially since young readers today have so much 
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temporal distance from the cultural peak of this ongoing pandemic. Although 
contemporary readers now inhabit a time in which some negative outcomes 
and emotions aren’t directly associated with AIDS, the historical damage and 
uncertainty provoked by AIDS continues to remain concealed in our sociocul-
tural psyche. As Gordon has reminded us in the introduction of this book, by 
assessing how we are “haunted” by this damage, we grapple with the lasting 
effects of abusive systems that we’ve supposedly overcome (20).

Even when a literary text implements AIDS in a peripheral or decentral-
ized fashion, a sense of gloom, doom, and destruction accompanies this sum-
moning. It carries a chain of signification inevitably tied to failure, death, 
and pessimism. In many ways, this historical baggage challenges the overall 
aims and characteristics of YA literature—a field archetypally imbued with 
a sense of hope, even when death permeates the text’s central themes. The 
YA novel’s embrace of optimism clashes significantly with AIDS literature 
and its legacies of cultural hurt, mainly since the latter stems from an archive 
of negative affect that concretizes the sense of sadness and despair intrinsic 
in the queer imagination. What happens, however, when the optimism and 
hope often circulated in YA literature meshes with the vulnerability, pre-
cariousness, and ambiguity present in many AIDS narratives? What occurs 
when a YA novel approaches AIDS not only as a form of representation, but 
also as a framework for organizing and suturing the activist legacies of the 
past into our current moment? As I show in this chapter, YA fiction centers 
on a unique positionality that can refute or challenge the expectations that 
scholars and readers may have of queer and AIDS YA fiction.

I now examine Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing, a text that exemplifies 
many of the tensions present through the combination of the seemingly 
antithetical narratives of hope and despair, past and future. In many ways, 
this novel embodies what Gabriel Duckels calls a pedagogy of feeling 
that entails “the deliberate and unambiguous recognition of an intergen-
erational queer community and intersecting groups of AIDS activists as 
heroic rather than antisocial or invisible subjects” (“Melodrama” 320). 
This novel indeed represents people who died of AIDS-related complica-
tions as invisible and ghostly, as highlighted in Mason’s examination of 
the text. Using reparative reading strategies, however, I demonstrate how 
Levithan drags the precarious past of AIDS into the present, and how he 
exploits the narrative conventions of AIDS fiction to invite readers to bear 
witness to the hurt caused by AIDS and to acknowledge our connections 
to this history. Mason’s reading compellingly illustrates how Levithan’s 
novel “opens us into the possibility of a network, even if this network 
often fails to effectively join the past of HIV/AIDS to its present” (Queer 
Anxieties 84). I want to enrich and complicate this understanding by fur-
ther examining how Levithan constructs more than just a network, but an 
affectively loaded experience narratively and aesthetically connected to a 
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broader legacy of AIDS activism, cultural production, and the imagination. 
I pay close attention to how the novel uses quilting metaphors and draws 
from frameworks of hauntology to enmesh queer YA into a broader, more 
complex understanding of AIDS cultural production and memory. While 
Mason’s examination of the text focuses on the potentialities of the text’s 
anxieties and failures, I instead want to focus my attention on how the text 
manipulates form, structure, and narrative devices to patch together a his-
tory of hurt that directly challenges the so-called “better” world teens now 
inhabit.

This examination pushes us to understand how AIDS is narrativized in a 
field primarily targeted toward young readers, and during a time in which 
AIDS has been relatively normalized due to advances in retroviral medica-
tions, the development of PrEP, and the rise of narratives that historize 
and fossilize AIDS. I consider how the narrative experimentation used in 
Two Boys Kissing facilitates readings that channel the negative emotions 
and feelings commonly found in earlier queer literature to identify sites of 
remembrance, reparation, and historically grounded futurism. The narra-
tive mode of Two Boys Kissing makes it groundbreaking both as an AIDS 
narrative and as a YA novel, for its focalization centers the collective con-
sciousness of queer men who died of AIDS during the rise of the disease. The 
text makes intertextual references to other literary works that thematically 
center on AIDS, and as I’ll discuss later, its narrative structure and form 
mirror the organization and affective aims of the NAMES AIDS Memorial 
Quilt. Through a close reading of the narrative and temporal elements of 
Two Boys Kissing, I situate Levithan’s text within the broader literary tradi-
tion of the “New AIDS Literature,” and demonstrate how the novel com-
pels readers to distill contemporary events through the devastations and 
uncertainties that are ideologically and politically tethered to the AIDS epi-
demic. Through this approach, Levithan creates a tale that invokes the past 
to craft a dissonant, fractured, unstable narrative that transforms the pain 
of the past into a collective, guiding force. Two Boys Kissing exploits and 
reconfigures the negative feelings looming in the archives of queer and AIDS 
literature, using feelings such as resentment, sadness, hatred, and despair as 
the very elements that cultivate its hopeful, intergenerational, and future-
oriented purview. The text pushes us to meander through the different sto-
ries that have been circulated regarding AIDS in an effort to highlight our 
connection to past struggles, victories, dreams, failures, and desires.

Quilting an AIDS Narrative

I previously alluded to Pearl’s conceptualization of new AIDS literature, 
a group of texts that emerged in the mid-1990s known for their antiu-
niversalist stance toward identity and their narrative experimentation. 
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Pearl correlates the rise of New AIDS Literature with the development of 
(preventative) treatments for HIV, which essentially disrupted the notion 
of a standardized story of the outcomes of PWAs. A genre of literature 
once considered straightforward and predictable began to branch out in 
countless ways. Although previous AIDS narratives almost always ended 
in death, the literature that emerged after 1995 began to depict alternative 
endings and narrative possibilities for PWAs. Although Levithan’s Two 
Boys Kissing focuses on the experiences of various teenagers coping with 
the pressures and tribulations of being queer in a contemporary United 
States context, the novel’s structure, narrative mode, and overall themes 
allow one to neatly situate it within this larger tradition of New AIDS 
Literature.

Two Boys Kissing exemplifies literary experimentation through its 
fragmented structure and kaleidoscopic narrative innovations. It binds 
together diverse queer communities from the past and present to expose 
their commonalities, differences, heartaches, and aspirations. Two Boys 
Kissing appeared on the 2013 National Book Award Longlist and was also 
named a 2014 Stonewall Honor Book; however, this YA novel’s impor-
tance appears first on the book’s cover. The novel’s title emphasizes the 
book’s cultural and political ambitions, and if the title doesn’t garner a 
response from the reader, the closeup image of two teenage boys lock-
ing lips accomplishes this. The novel’s cover demonstrates how much has 
changed in US YA culture regarding the social circumstances of queer-
ness and the representation of nonnormative sexual communities. Decades 
ago, we could only imagine radical, independent presses publishing books 
with covers like that of Two Boys Kissing. However, Knopf, a promi-
nent and mainstream literary press, distributes this novel. Levithan himself 
acknowledges that “This isn’t a book that [he] could have written ten years 
ago (Two Boys Kissing 199).

Two Boys Kissing narratively centers on Craig Cole and Harry Ramirez, 
two teenagers (and ex-boyfriends) who attempt to break the world record 
for the world’s longest kiss. When Cole and Harry witness their friend, 
Tariq, recovering from broken ribs and bruises after experiencing antiqueer 
violence, they decide to break this record as a way of increasing queer 
visibility in their hometown—to make queer youth desires both percep-
tible and palpable. Surrounded by friends and recording equipment that 
broadcasts a live videostream online, Craig and Harry must keep their 
lips touching for “at least thirty-two hours, twelve minutes, and ten sec-
onds” at their high school grounds (33). This narrative interlaces with 
three others: one fixated on Cooper Riggs—a teen who runs away from 
his home and contemplates suicide after his parents discover his interac-
tions with men in a chatroom; another focused on the relationship between 
Korean American Neil Kim and his boyfriend Peter; and another focused  
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on a budding relationship between Ryan, a cis teen, and Avery, a trans 
teen. None of these characters have HIV/AIDS, and the disease remains 
conceptually and materially absent from the thoughts and dialogue of these 
characters—which suggests a disjuncture between AIDS and queer youth 
characteristic of YA AIDS narratives. Despite this disjuncture, AIDS the-
matically circulates through the novel’s narrative voice, its structure, its 
allusions to AIDS cultural productions, and its exposure of the violence 
that past queer generations endured as the state marked certain lives, bod-
ies, and practices as expendable.

Through its thematic invocation of AIDS throughout the novel, it 
embraces elements destabilizing its categorization as realistic or fantas-
tic. Mike Cadden, for instance, highlights the stability and uniformity of 
YA novel conventions in that they’re primarily written in a first-person 
address that rarely deliberates “multiple perspectives” (“The Irony” 146). 
Levithan’s novel, nonetheless, shatters this expectation by incorporating 
multiple narrators who initially seem to function as a Greek chorus. A 
few pages into the story, these narrators disclose that they’re the collective 
voices of men who died of AIDS-related complications during the rise of 
the disease: “We are characters in a Tony Kushner play, or names on a 
quilt that rarely gets taken out anymore. We are the ghosts of the remain-
ing older generation” (Levithan 3).1 When the narrators introduce them-
selves to readers, they make no initial mention of HIV and AIDS. Instead, 
we must rely on intertextual clues to understand the political and historical 
filiations of these narrators.

This quasi-realist novel represents contemporary queer teen experi-
ences from the perspectives of men who inhabited an increasingly precari-
ous space due to the unprecedented threat of AIDS. These teens’ lives are 
always focalized through the consciousness of queer men who no longer 
belong to the realm of the living—men who, because of the social injustices 
that occurred during the emergence of AIDS, had “such a limited future” 
(155). Kirk Fuoss points out the imprecision of the problem-realism for-
mula in YA fiction, affirming its embedment “in the assumption that if a 
topic is earnestly and realistically explored, then the reader will necessarily 
achieve a more complete understanding of it” (170). By distilling the story 
of contemporary teens through the consciousness of these narrators, Two 
Boys Kissing avoids falling into the trap of realism by embracing specu-
lative elements, which allows for unconventional methods of achieving 
a more imaginative and countercultural understanding of contemporary 
queer youth and their political legacies (see Lothian; Fawaz). The use of 
ghostly figures also aligns the text with an emotional and political trajec-
tory pursued by contemporary YA novels centered on AIDS, in that they’re 
“shaped by a melancholic politics of memorialization” (Duckels, “From 
Heterosexualization” 436).
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The narrators of Two Boys Kissing are at first very ambiguous in dis-
closing who they are—an ambiguity that I read as a hesitancy for full dis-
closure. By affirming who they are and by, as Jones would put it, “naming 
the disease” that killed them, the narrators would instantly summon the 
negative emotions and connotations associated with the acronym. The nar-
rators introduce themselves by sharing small textual clues with the reader. 
They reveal, for instance, that they’re no longer alive, are watching those 
who continue to live, and feel resentment and astonishment towards the 
queer possibilities that the present enables for the living. Through the nar-
rators’ divulgence of their historical background, the opening of the novel 
makes more sense, for readers can comprehend why they feel resentment 
and astonishment towards today’s queer generations. The narrators pro-
vide readers with an experimental narrative that connects the past and pre-
sent, and that also attempts to serve as a spiritual and frequently polemical 
guide geared towards queer youth inhabiting a rapidly evolving cultural 
context.

Although the narrators’ formal revelation of themselves gives us a clearer 
sense of the novel’s focalization, only people who possess some knowledge 
of queer literature and culture will recognize this initial disclosure. Readers, 
for instance, must be capable of detecting and understanding the refer-
ences to the NAMES AIDS Memorial Quilt and Tony Kushner’s Angels in 
America. These intertextual references help us to situate the novel histori-
cally and place it in a specific literary tradition. Interestingly, when I taught 
this text in a course at the University of Notre Dame during my graduate 
studies, none of my students grasped any of these references. My students 
only realized that the narrators were PWAs once I thoroughly explained 
the novel’s references to other cultural works centered on AIDS. The allu-
sions to groundbreaking and culturally significant queer works may elude 
the cognizance of young readers, and this was when I taught the novel 
years ago. For instance, the allusion to Kushner’s Angels in America offers 
us a clue in terms of how this novel should be approached and the socio-
political work it enacts. Kushner’s award-winning play has become one of 
the foremost literary endeavors to explore the legacies of AIDS in the lives 
of queer folk during the peak of the crisis.2 Angels in America, however, 
focuses not on subjects who are dead but rather on subjects who are living, 
dying, and suffering. Even the dying characters in Kushner’s play desper-
ately attempt to avoid the stasis and cessation induced by death through 
their actions and desires, as best exemplified by one of the play’s main 
characters, Prior Walter, when he exclaims: “I want more life. I can’t help 
myself. I do” (266). Through an intertextual reference to Kushner’s mag-
num opus, Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing not only situates itself amongst 
a collective of AIDS narratives, but it also assists readers in approaching 
its narrators as subjects who desire “more life” even though they don’t 
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inhabit the realm of the living. Like Pete from Kerr’s Night Kites, the nar-
rators in Two Boys Kissing attempt to rearrange how we understand the 
world they used to live in—a rearrangement they achieve by deliberately 
overlapping their histories into the lives of contemporary queer teens.

The novel’s narrators exemplify omnipresent attributes in that they can 
focus on multiple events and people simultaneously; however, they’re ulti-
mately not fully omniscient, for they can’t anticipate most future-oriented 
events. Despite their omnipresence, the narrators recognize their spiritual, 
nearly imperceptible status in the lives of contemporary queer youths. Not 
only do they lament that the current generation rarely thinks about them 
anymore, but they also appreciate the rare instances in which a person 
acknowledges their efforts and afflictions. These moments are expressed 
in the opening chapters of the novel, where Neil, one of the novel’s central 
characters, visits his boyfriend with some movies in hand and “realizes 
that part of his good fortune is his place in history” and thinks momen-
tarily of “the ones who came before” (Levithan 2). Here, the narrators 
approach themselves as a “force” or “abstraction”—implying that they’re 
now remembered not as individuals but as a collective entity unified by 
their social and political contributions.

Since the narrators function as a homogenous group of speakers that 
provides commentary for the dramatic action of a work, many, including 
Levithan himself, have categorized the narrators as a Greek Chorus. While 
this descriptor explains some of the narrators’ traits, it doesn’t accurately 
describe the complexities of their narrative function.3 The narrators com-
ply with some of our expectations of Greek Choruses, especially when 
considering the traditional role of this literary trope in Greek tragedy. 
Helene Foley has pointed out that these choruses are typically known for 
their passivity and marginality, not only because the members of a Greek 
Chorus are unable to affect or take part in a work’s action but also because 
“their effective interventions are verbal rather than physical” (14). To 
some extent, these clichés apply to the narrators of Levithan’s work since 
they can discuss what they observe but can’t interact with their surround-
ings. Their passivity, however, better resembles the traits of the ambigu-
ous Aeschylean chorus, which Foley approaches as a collective whose fate 
closely attaches to the fate of the protagonist and whose conversation 
with other actors thus becomes “more involved, searching, and extensive” 
when compared to the choruses of other Greek tragedies (15). The nar-
rators of Levithan’s work are passive in observing and commenting upon 
the state and condition of contemporary teens. Nevertheless, their active 
desire to discuss the historical tensions and burdens that haunt current 
United States contexts challenges their so-called passivity. Although they 
don’t directly partake in the novel’s action, they control how the reader 
interprets it.
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The narrators’ characterization as a spiritual or ghostly presence with 
human instincts and desires complicates the expectation of a Greek cho-
rus being separate from the narrative’s events. The narrative presence of 
men who died of AIDS-related complications better fits the parameters 
of the dead or ghost narrator. Alice Bennett has pointed out how ghost 
narrators often have access to information “that is unavailable to the liv-
ing” and how they’re commonly used in fiction to expose “some of the 
unusual, even threatening, knowledge about the minds of the characters 
which is conventionally held by extradiegetic-heterodiegetic narrators” 
(117). According to Bennett, ghost narrators are fascinating from a nar-
ratological perspective in that they embody an epistemological model sit-
uated between the “ignorant human” and the “all-knowing God,” thus 
allowing them to possess and divulge “extended knowledges” (117). This 
extended knowledge and placement between the human and the divine 
mobilizes the narrative in Two Boys Kissing—it helps the ghost narrators 
to share information that could only be understood after dying while also 
allowing them to maintain a sense of humanity that makes them both 
accessible and trustworthy. A Greek chorus stereotypically consists of 
entities typically detached culturally and historically from the narrative 
events. Conversely, ghost narrators used to be human and, therefore, have 
a greater connection to our history and a more nuanced understanding 
of human emotions and ideological complexities. For the sake of this dis-
cussion, I thus approach them as multivocal ghost narrators that share a 
historically shaped identity.

The ghost narrators are a personified or concretized abstraction—an 
invisible force that expresses itself through human characteristics and 
interactions. They embody a blurred positionality that remains wedged 
between the realms of the human and the nonhuman, the concrete and 
the abstract. While all narrators blur this distinction, in that they walk “a 
line between the presentation of a speaking human being and the aware-
ness that this voice is firmly not a person,” ghost narrators often play 
“on this division spectacularly and often with unsettling effects” (Bennett 
118). This play between humanity and nonhumanity, between the abstract 
and the concrete, reaches its peak during the concluding chapters of the 
novel, where the narrators attempt to stop one of the characters, Cooper 
Riggs, from dying by suicide: “We crowd ourselves into a mangled chorus, 
and in anguish, we hear the nothing that comes from our lips. We try to 
block him, and he walks right through us” (Levithan 186). The narrators’ 
ghostly status makes them no different from spectators yelling at a screen, 
attempting to change the events of a prefabricated narrative that they can 
observe but not interact with. Even though the narrators are aware of their 
inability to interact with the realm of the characters physically, this doesn’t 
stop them from desperately trying to make a mark on the physical world.
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Two Boys Kissing offers an imagined representation of queer youth 
based on what the ghosts of these gay men interpret and know based on 
their observations of contemporary culture. The novel doesn’t conceal the 
fact that it’s an ironic narration; it’s completely upfront about it. The queer 
teens depicted in the story have little to no agency in terms of their repre-
sentation. Although they don’t confront the complications or ramifications 
of AIDS in their everyday lives, the novel’s focalization obliges the teens’ 
narratives to be interpreted through, as Pearl would put it, the “devas-
tations and fundamental uncertainties” tied to the AIDS epidemic. The 
narrators not only share their empirical observations of queer teens, but 
they’re also open and upfront in terms of divulging their past human lives 
and their painful deaths through AIDS-related complications.

Additionally, the ghost narrators, through their very presence, oblige 
readers to decode stories about contemporary queer adolescents while 
at the same time being aware of the historical queer struggles that haunt 
the present. They offer us a narrative that simultaneously looks for-
ward and backward. This simultaneity induces an effect that theorist 
Elizabeth Freeman would call temporal drag. Temporal drag can broadly 
be approached as a performed and embodied anachronism that revives 
past sociocultural failures. It connects current queer performances to 
“disavowed political histories” (65)—or histories no longer “helpful” or 
“relevant” to contemporary communities. A play on the notion of drag 
performance, temporal drag occurs in moments when one witnesses the 
queer, uncomfortable “pull of the past on the present” (62) observed via 
the bodies and practices of living subjects.

For example, we can refer to Alison Bechdel’s graphic novel Fun Home, 
where the protagonist reads a lesbian pulp novel from the fifties while rid-
ing a subway. Dressed in traditionally masculine attire, she connects her 
life to the past portrayed in the lesbian pulp novel. She wonders whether 
she would be able to “pass the three-articles-of-clothing rule” (107) in 
her current apparel and whether she would’ve “had the guts to be one of 
those Eisenhower-era butches” (108).4 The act of reading the pulp novel 
dressed in that entire shows how cultural remnanants of this era remain 
present and intact. In Two Boys Kissing, the protagonists’ act of protest 
also presents a case of temporal drag. Their bodies and actions reinvigor-
ate the remnants of a seemingly renounced political history in the present. 
According to Freeman, dragging the past onto the present reanimates “cul-
tural corpses” that produce discomfort because it reminds one of the past 
failures that still haunt contemporary society (72). Freeman also rethinks 
the notion of generation, removing the concept from the family by focus-
ing on generations “linked by political work or even mass entertainment” 
(64). She also recognizes the ability of technologies and cultural industries 
to “produce shared subjectivities that go beyond the family” (65).
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Two Boys Kissing exemplifies Freeman’s notions of temporal drag in a 
surprisingly apt fashion, in that the ghost narrators are the manifestation 
of a disembodied cultural corpse that creates the uncomfortable, jarring 
effect produced by the unification of the past and present. The narrators, 
using their extended knowledge, remind us of the melancholic history of 
AIDS in a time when the disease has been relatively normalized and, at 
times, forgotten. According to Freeman, temporal drag occurs in the con-
tact zone between two or more bodies, which is pertinent to this discus-
sion since Levithan’s novel focuses on the contact between living and dead 
entities. An ardent desire for change and futurity infuses this contact. This 
desire blurs the boundaries between the past and present, and the living 
and dead, and it centers on the continuation of a political movement that 
began with the efforts of the queerly departed.

In addition to being distilled through the perspective of men who died of 
AIDS, Levithan’s formal/structural experimentation makes his novel inno-
vative as an AIDS text in that it deliberately employs a quilting metaphor 
to discuss the histories of living and dead queer people. This metaphor 
becomes overt on the novel’s first page, as the narrators share vague con-
textual clues that describe who they are: “We sewed ourselves, a thread’s 
width, into your history” (1). The ghost narrators are aware that they’re 
binding and tethering their own personal and historical narratives to the 
stories of contemporary adolescents, establishing an inevitable comparison 
between the social conditions of gender and sexuality in the past and those 
of the present. Levithan’s incorporation of a quilting metaphor into his 
novel is anything but accidental. The constant allusions to the processes of 
threading and sewing inevitably refer to an ongoing art installation known 
as the AIDS Memorial Quilt, created by the NAMES Project Foundation, a 
memorial for those who have died of AIDS-related complications. From its 
creation in the late 1980s, the AIDS Memorial Quilt has not only become 
one of the most significant pieces of community art in the world, but it has 
also served as a vital material reminder of lives and voices that could have 
possibly been forgotten from our collective and historical memory (see 
Figure 3.1). A continuously growing multimodal archive, the quilt’s panels 
are “accompanied by letters, biographies, and photos, all of which speak 
to the experience of life in the age of AIDS” (NAMES Project Foundation). 
While this continuous growth bolsters morale in that the lives lost due to 
AIDS are honored, it also serves as a somber reminder of how the disease 
continues to affect people today.

The narrative qualities of the Memorial Quilt mirror the narrative quali-
ties of Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing. Like many other queer texts, the emo-
tionally driven narrative scope of the NAMES Memorial Quilt connects 
a series of stories, events, and lives to mobilize a broad history of AIDS 
and the ramifications of this disease in United States culture and history. 
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Cleve Jones, the person responsible for conceptualizing and organizing the 
project, emphasizes the narrative and affective dimensions of the memorial 
quilt in his reflections on the creative and activist motives for its creation. 
Jones frames the quilt as an act of storytelling that captures multiple affects 
and stories about HIV and AIDS. And while it includes celebratory stories, 
these optimistic narratives are always sewn into other stories focused on 
grief, homophobia, and the “implacable anger in the blood-splashed quilts 
blaming President Reagan for ignoring the killing plague” (Jones xvi). The 
quilt’s structure prevents it from being interpreted in a singular way, and 
strives to highlight various emotions, feelings, and narratives tied to the 
long history of AIDS.

The narrative and affective power of the quilt intimately connects to 
how it patches together diverse narratives, and the capacious amount of 
feelings and emotions it weaves together. Different stories with different 
emotional frameworks and outcomes merge and overlap. The stories that 
constitute the quilt share moments of love and hate, loss and triumph, 
equity and injustice. The stories of subjects who loved each other, have 
never met, and potentially despised each other are stitched together, creat-
ing a tale that exceeds the historical and aesthetic boundaries of the mul-
timodal text. Through this collective of stories and experiences, the quilt  

Figure 3.1  �A Closeup Look of a Quilt Panel Featuring Ryan White and Pedro 
Zamora (2012 AIDS Quilt DC 13792 – Ryan White and Pedro Zamora, 
by Ted Eytan, used under CC BY-SA 2.0). Exhibition of the memorial 
quilt in Washington DC, 2012. Note how the panels of the quilt display 
different stories, images, symbols, and forms of memorialization, all 
overloaded with different affective and emotional ranges.
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became (and continues to be) an endeavor that can accurately be 
described as larger than life. It’s uncanny how the overarching goals 
of the quilt mesh quite nicely with the goals of many YA texts, particu-
larly Levithan’s. While the quilt embodies attributes that allow us to 
approach it as an archive of negative affect, as made apparent through 
its portrayal of emotions such as hatred, disgust, and regret, it’s also 
designed to share stories of triumph and optimism. Like many YA texts, 
the quilt presents stories of accomplishment and survival—and given 
its continuous growth and expansion, the quilt also embraces a sense 
of boundlessness and infinity that simultaneously invokes (dis)comfort 
and hope.

Two Boys Kissing appeals to a sensibility that resonates immensely 
with the goals of the AIDS Memorial Quilt. The content and structure of 
Levithan’s novel replicate the process of navigating through and decoding 
this art installation. Brian L. Ott, Eric Aoki, and Greg Dickinson approach 
the AIDS Memorial Quilt as a “protean, populist, mobile, material, multi-
vocal, spatial, and fragmentary” art form (102). They approach the quilt 
as a postmodern (anti)form “text(ile) that is simultaneously fragmented 
and unified, communal and individual” that “invites a critical performance 
that is equally fragmented and unified, communal and individual” (108). 
As an aesthetic work, Two Boys Kissing embraces many traits that Ott, 
Aoki, and Dickinson attribute to the quilt. Through these similarities, one 
can understand why Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing fits neatly within an 
archive of AIDS literature, even though none of its main characters are 
coping with the disease. The quilt embodies various postmodern elements, 
reflected in the content and form of Two Boys Kissing, especially in terms 
of multivocality, community, and fragmentation.

To start, the novel combines different temporal and narrative modes 
and focuses on the experiences of different queer characters from various 
historical periods. Although the novel’s narrative focuses on an attempt 
to break the world record for the longest kiss, the novel simultaneously 
invests attention in exploring the queer history of AIDS, homophobia, queer 
affect, gay teen suicide, and the closet, among other ideas. The text’s the-
matic richness and plurality of narratives also increase its capacity to be 
read or approached in different ways. Furthermore, the novel references 
other texts targeted at diverse audiences and readerships. For instance, 
Avery makes the following statement when discussing the ability to blend 
in: “There are just too many perks to being a wallflower”—an apparent ref-
erence to Stephen Chbosky’s celebrated YA novel (151). The narrative also 
references adult-oriented texts that escape the cognizance of your everyday 
teen, such as Kushner’s Angels in America and the works of Walt Whitman 
and James Baldwin. The novel’s simple yet poetic prose, in conjunction 
with its intertextual references to works with different readerships, lures 
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readers of all ages to engage with and connect to its narratives, like how 
the quilt pushes audiences to immerse themselves in multiple stories and 
representations. Regarding aspects of community and individuality in the 
quilt mirrored in Levithan’s narrative, Two Boys Kissing oscillates between 
a focus on groups and individuals within said groups. Although the nar-
rators, for instance, witness the novel’s events collectively, they also focus 
on the thoughts and feelings of individuals participating in this collective. 
While the book attempts to represent the universal emotions and experi-
ences that unite queer subjects as a community, it also takes care to describe 
the particularities and nuances of individual experiences. The novel’s char-
acters and the narrators also represent a range of sexual, gender, racial, and 
political identities and ideologies—putting into question the cohesiveness of 
the represented communities.

Lastly, fragmentation is one of the most notable traits of the AIDS 
memorial quilt and Two Boys Kissing. Paragraphs on the same page can 
focus on entirely different narrative strands; one paragraph may discuss 
two characters meeting for the first time, whereas the next one may focus 
on the narrators’ musings on relationships. At times, the paragraphs and 
the sections of the novel embody a patch-like quality, where pieces and 
fragments of disconnected narrative are sewn together to offer a broader 
story of the state of contemporary queer youth. The novel’s lack of chap-
ters, parts, and section headings enforces a unified approach to the text 
despite the consistent and sporadic shift of tones, perspectives, characters, 
and events. Furthermore, the ghost narrators constantly stress how they’re 
simultaneously connected to and disconnected from the realm of the liv-
ing, adding to the novel’s sense of fragmentation.5 The novel’s implemen-
tation of narrative conventions used by the AIDS Memorial Quilt shed 
light on why Levithan thematically invokes AIDS to overlap a narrative 
focused on the past with a narrative focused on futurity. The novel’s com-
bination of community and individuality and its self-conscious oscillation 
between fragmentation and unification not only assist us in placing Two 
Boys Kissing within a tradition of New AIDS Literature, but they also 
assist us in further understanding how these postmodern elements aid 
Levithan in the construction of a reparative and generative AIDS-centered 
novel. By bringing in the harsh realities that people with AIDS had to 
endure during the peak of the disease in the 1980s and 1990s, readers of 
Two Boys Kissing can better appreciate the social possibilities and poten-
tialities that the current queer generation revels in. In what other ways 
do the novel’s narrators negotiate the coexistence of paradoxical desires 
and forces? How does the novel, similarly to the AIDS Memorial Quilt, 
enable the possibility of commonality and individuality, fragmentation, 
and cohesiveness through the narrative inclusion of the cultural baggage 
associated with AIDS?
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Making More Than Dust

The narrators in Two Boys Kissing are overtly aware of their ghostly sta-
tus, as reflected in their discussions of how they simultaneously belong and 
don’t belong to the contemporary world. Despite this awareness, they try 
to overcome the parameters that define them as a spiritual force. Despite 
being an imperceptible, ghostly presence, they constantly try to be felt in a 
place and time where they barely inhabit the cognizance of living subjects, 
a struggle that the ghost narrators are familiar with. They had to fight to 
be heard when they were alive. They highlight their struggles to get atten-
tion from the broader medical and scientific communities, and their lack 
of access to financial resources: “We put our lives in other people’s hands, 
and for the most part, they looked at us blankly and said, What lives? What 
hands?” (Levithan 132, emphasis in original).6 The ghost narrators strug-
gle with invisibility. They’re witnesses who can’t affect or change what 
they observe. The aesthetic rendering of these ghost narrators conveys the 
idea that subjects who died of AIDS are still fighting to be heard and, even 
more importantly, not forgotten. The implementation of ghost narrators, 
especially during the normalization of HIV/AIDS in contemporary society, 
serves as a stark reminder that the work that they commenced during their 
lives remains unfinished and that more must be done to mend the damage 
caused by silence, ignorance, and fear. Even more so, the novel’s narrative 
style pushes readers to assess the degree to which we, as readers and as 
living subjects, have engaged in this campaign of silence and indifference.

The ghost narrators’ desire to be heard while alive (and even after they 
died) mirrors Harry and Cole’s willingness to broadcast their kiss in their 
attempt to break the world record. “Silence equals death, we’d say. And 
underneath that would be the assumption—the fear—that death equaled 
silence” (10). AIDS narratives, as evidenced by the narrators’ ideas, are 
tethered to death. Notably, the ghost narrators don’t remain silent despite 
their ghostly status. Two Boys Kissing exemplifies how death doesn’t nec-
essarily lead to reticence within the fictive domains of the imagination. 
Even though they’re an abstract force, and even though they’re meant to 
assume the role of observers behind a screen, the novel’s ghost narrators 
constantly attempt to contravene the physical and narrative limitations 
imposed upon them—particularly the limits of death itself, which are 
transgressed through their role as the narrators and focalizers of the novel. 
A YA novel materializes the overloaded emotions connected to AIDS, 
emotions that continue to haunt us in unforeseen ways.

In many senses, fiction possesses the potential to imbue death with life. 
Bennett argues that ghostly narrators “not only suggest that the end is 
not really the end, and can be infinitely extended in fiction, they are also 
constantly aware of their own fictiveness—and this is only heightened by 
their play with genre fictions” (116). Given the deathly elements present 
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in AIDS narratives, the ghost narrators of Two Boys Kissing are designed 
to play with the genre of New AIDS Literature and invert the very limita-
tions they experienced as people who died of AIDS-related complications. 
This fictiveness is overt given that the narrators introduce themselves not 
as people, but as fictive elements—they’re characters from plays, names 
on a quilt, a collective yet dissonant force of hope and anguish. Even after 
their death, these narrators continue to proliferate messages attached to 
the “backward” histories that haunt us—that compel us to continue liv-
ing in service of an unforeseen future. These voices struggle to surpass a 
physical and cultural limitation thrust upon them. True, the teens in the 
novel don’t hear the narrators’ voices directly—as succinctly pointed out 
by Mason’s work. However, some characters in the novel do feel the pres-
ence of these ghosts. They feel and know pain that is akin to that suffered 
by the narrators. They’re often “struck by a feeling” (Levithan 2) that can’t 
be named or explained, but that affectively weaves them into broader sto-
ries, histories, and legacies.

I don’t think Two Boys Kissing was designed simply to memorialize 
the queerly departed—the lives lost due to ignorance and state-imposed 
violence. It’s a text designed to provoke, overwhelm, and affect. I see 
where Mason comes from when claiming that this YA novel sidelines “the 
lived realities of young queers” living with HIV and AIDS and promotes 
narrative trajectories imbued with privilege (Queer Anxieties 85). But in 
remaining suspicious of the novel’s attempts at bridging together dissonant 
narratives, we potentially undermine how the novel uses feeling, affect, 
hurt, and pain to create an archive of emotion. By giving PWAs a voice 
after death, Levithan’s novel invites us to feel discordant emotions, out-
comes, and possibilities tethered to queer experiences then and now. The 
book uses the potentialities of a ghostly voice to imagine the narrators not 
as victims, but as an enduring force impervious even to limitations of death 
itself. While the novel indeed shields its younger characters from the direct 
and enduring effects of the AIDS crisis, their stories and outcomes are 
quilted into histories of joy, pain, impossibility, and anticipation. We’re 
invited to meander through the novel’s patchwork and think about the 
ways in which those unnamed affects and feelings sew us together (and at 
times, fail to do so).

The narrators’ dissatisfaction with their role as ghost narrators becomes 
even more prominent when considering their cohesiveness as a collec-
tive entity. As seen in the passage in which the narrators attempt to stop 
Cooper Riggs from jumping off a bridge, they “crowd [themselves] into a 
mangled chorus” (186). The fact that they crowd themselves indicates that 
they weren’t originally swarming together, which implies that these souls 
only sometimes approach the novel’s events as a cohesive group. With this 
lack of cohesiveness in mind, the tensions and paradoxes often found in 
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the narrators’ statements begin to make more sense. While this chorus can 
initially be approached as unstable and contradictory, it becomes clear 
that the tension and contradiction perceived in the narrators’ words can 
be attributed to the dissent and disagreement amongst the souls narrating 
the text.

We’re initially given the impression that the novel’s narrators are a 
homogenized group of voices. Breaking conventions and expectations of 
a joint narrative voice, the ghost narrators are composed of individualized 
voices with differing opinions, attitudes, and ideological outlooks. This 
multiplicity of voices emerges when the narrators disagree about whether 
they like how Ryan and Avery dye their hair in uncommon hues such as 
pink and blue: “We are rarely unanimous about anything. Some of us 
loved. Some of us couldn’t. Some of us were loved. Some of us weren’t” 
(8). The narrators oscillate between referring to themselves as a collective 
and a divided group. This fragmentation assists the readers in decoding 
the various sentiments that individuals may hold toward the possibilities 
and promises of contemporary queerness. Even more so, it reminds readers 
that these possibilities could only come to fruition through collectivity and 
coalition despite these different attitudes and ideological outlooks.

Despite these moments of divergence, the novel depicts the ghost nar-
rators as entities that constantly find themselves uniting as one, especially 
when confronting the many ways that teens face danger due to the het-
eronormative damage that continues to hurt today’s queer communities. 
The narrators’ oscillation between individualism and collectivity is made 
possible by implementing a characteristic technique of ghostly narration. 
Drawing from the work of Brian Richardson, Bennett points out how ghost 
narrators often disrupt the boundaries of individual personhood through 
the implementation of a first-person plural narrative mode, which suggests 
“the blending and bleeding together of consciousness” and the ghost nar-
rators’ “capacity to blend, read and merge minds” (126). Bennett points 
out that this technique of bleeding together consciousnesses:

throws into question the idea of the narrator as ‘someone’ who tells a 
story: after the death of the narrator, the idea of this position as a func-
tion of the text as well as a person begins to be more easily thinkable. 
The dead therefore occupy a space between God and man, but also 
between persons and non-persons, because they erase any possibility of 
a façade of natural narration. 

(126)

It’s precisely through this deliberately unnatural narration that the politi-
cal function of the narrators becomes more tangible. They provide a voice 
to the voiceless and promote a generative mode of thinking that transcends 
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temporal barriers. The narrators promote an intergenerational generative 
narrative that aspires to be future-oriented but aware of historical hurt and 
struggles.

Although Two Boys Kissing can straightforwardly be interpreted either 
as a coming of age text or as a manifesto for queer teens, interpretations 
of this YA novel transform drastically when approaching it as a contem-
porary AIDS text. However, Levithan’s narrative mode may be perceived 
as contrived or forced to some readers precisely because it, in Bennett’s 
words, eschews “a façade of natural narration.” Why does the novel need 
to be narrated and focalized through the perspective of the ghosts of men 
who died of AIDS-related complications? Levithan’s novel uses a literary 
special effect to frame its narrative by addressing the reader through the 
second person and by using fictive powers to resurrect the ghosts of people 
who died of AIDS. This method of constructing an AIDS narrative—rare 
in both literature written for adults and teens—provides readers with the 
opportunity to assess the role of HIV/AIDS in a time in which many no 
longer consider the disease a death sentence. While the narrative mode 
of Two Boys Kissing may seem forced and didactic, the text deliberately 
and self-consciously reads as unsynchronized through its measured drag-
ging of the past into the present. Just like the AIDS Memorial Quilt, the 
novel’s narrative techniques assist us in weaving together different lives, 
temporal modes, histories, generations, and emotions. The artificiality of 
the novel’s temporality and narrative style sets the text apart and demands 
critical attention and deconstruction on behalf of the reader. The novel’s 
ghost narrators coerce readers to think through and reconsider historical 
events that contemporary adolescents may not know—and thus, even if 
we approach the text as unrealistic or artificial, it embodies this unreal-
ism and artificiality with a political and historical purpose. Furthermore, 
the literary techniques employed in Two Boys Kissing pressure the pessi-
mistic and deathly teleology typically found in AIDS literature while also 
connecting the text to the broader feelings and structures of the queer 
imagination.

Although AIDS informs the novel’s form and narrative style—the dis-
ease seems strangely disengaged from the text’s central plots and main 
characters, as Mason has succinctly pointed out in their exploration of 
Levithan’s novel (Queer Anxieties 71). The presence of AIDS in Two Boys 
Kissing can be approached as spiritual or ghostly in that it haunts the 
entire narrative. The ethereal presence of AIDS in this novel is troubling, 
given the genuine complications that HIV/AIDS has in the lives of contem-
porary people. However, rather than engaging in the suspicious practice 
of pointing out how Levithan’s novel problematically presents AIDS as a 
nonissue within the context of contemporary American society, I show 
how this structuring of AIDS allows readers to explore feelings and affects 
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that are increasingly foreclosed due to the impulse of “It Gets Better” nar-
ratives. Is it possible for Two Boys Kissing to truly channel and transform 
the negative feelings attached to AIDS literature to facilitate emotionally 
complex and profound explorations of the imagination?

Although the ghost narrators recognize their inability to completely 
eradicate the wrongdoings of heteronormativity and homophobia—a 
daunting task, to say the least— they argue that by focusing on them, we 
witness the systems that have led them to be trapped in their limbo-like 
state. These ghosts are forced to continue witnessing the damage of nor-
mativity until society finds a way to undo these offenses. As the narrators 
proclaim when Cooper Riggs—one of the novel’s main characters—pre-
pares to end his life by jumping off a bridge: “Why must we die over 
and over again?” (Levithan 189). First and foremost, note that the ghosts 
don’t see Cooper as entirely different from them, for they include him in 
their use of “we.” Cooper is different from them, but nonetheless part of 
them—akin to them as Gubar might put it. The souls, despite their oscil-
lation between collectivity and individuality, unite as one as they question 
and reflect upon the increased attention given to the rate of queer teen 
suicides that have occurred throughout the last decade.7 The ghost nar-
rators make a tight, albeit ineffective, “net of [their] bodies” to prevent 
Cooper from jumping (189). Here, the narrators overlook their differences 
and become a singular, interwoven entity attempting to foil the system and 
prevent it from doing further damage. Coalition becomes the priority. This 
fusion between the members of the chorus can be seen as a vital moment 
of queer kinship and desire, for we witness the narrators—as Halberstam 
would put it—working “hand in hand to open up new and different ways 
of being concerning time, truth, being, living, and dying” (The Queer Art 
55). These ghost narrators, spiritual remnants of the wrongdoings of het-
eronormativity and homophobia, take advantage of their liminal ethereal 
positionality to attempt to ensure a future for queer teens, even if such a 
goal is impossible or unrealistic. They show how our present continues to 
be haunted.

Two Boys Kissing compresses time in a fashion that challenges trajecto-
ries of development and progress. Narratively speaking, Levithan arranges 
his novel as a countdown; Cole and Harry must kiss for a minimum of 
thirty-two hours, twelve minutes, and ten seconds to break the previous 
record for most extended kiss. While the novel’s events develop linearly 
and straightforwardly, the backward counting of time to reach a des-
ignated zero offers a counternarrative that comes into tension with the 
narrative of progress. The narrators themselves exert pressure over these 
narratives through their invocation of the historical injuries induced by 
AIDS into the realm of the present. This notion of historical injury is indis-
pensable when recalling that the ghost narrators describe themselves as a 
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spiritual burden that the current generation of queer youth carries with 
them. In attempting to provide a link between the painful past of the nar-
rators and an optimistic, “painless,” invincibility-driven future, Levithan’s 
work essentially forces the reader to witness a past that may very well 
be on the cusp of forgetfulness, especially when taking into consideration 
that the novel constantly references the imagined queer teens who rarely 
remember their queer political ancestry.

The confrontation between a damaged past and subjects who do not 
recognize this damage summons a series of questions posed by Love, which 
I explore at length in this volume’s introduction. Love critiques the privi-
leging of progressive and emancipatory narratives in queer literature and 
politics precisely because they leave little room for understanding the con-
nection that exists between a wounded queer past and a damaged queer 
present. Despite Levithan’s progressive narrative, the ghost narrators con-
stantly bring up what Love calls “backward feelings.” The narrators, for 
instance, discuss the pain and loneliness that they endured when dying in 
hospital rooms. They also discuss the impossibilities they faced in express-
ing their desires openly and publicly. The temporal disruption that char-
acterizes the story in conjunction with the backward feelings resuscitated 
through the novel’s narrators enhances the notion of the text as one that 
simultaneously facilitates deconstructive and reparative readings.

Two Boys Kissing complicates the distinction between a narrative of 
progress and backwardness. Levithan’s novel can be approached as pro-
gressive since the unfolding of narrative events revolves around whether 
Harry and Cole will break the record. All the narratives in the novel are 
centered on a linear progression from pain to relief, anguish to joy, fail-
ure to success. Despite the characters’ obstacles, they overcome them, and 
their fates deviate from terrible possibilities and outcomes. Someone saves 
Cooper Riggs before he manages to jump off a bridge; Avery comes out 
as trans to Ryan, and they both sail off on a rowboat into an uncertain 
but optimistic future; Neil and Peter, although unclear as to whether their 
relationship will stand the test of time, bask into the love and understand-
ing they share in the present.

While the fate of the characters emanates hope, optimism, and progress, 
these positive associations are constantly pressured and problematized 
through the shadowy presence of the narrators, who continuously add 
gravitas to the spiritual and historical burdens that queer youth carry. The 
narrators’ engrossed concentration on the past and the main characters’ 
fixation on the future influence us to approach the narrative in a multitem-
poral fashion, an inevitable result of temporal drag. By dragging the past 
into the present, we’re invited to partake in the potentialities of futurity 
while developing an awareness of the people and events that allowed this 
future to come to fruition in the first place. Even though the novel’s main 
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characters all witness potentially optimistic endings, the book still con-
cludes with a lack of total closure since the souls of men who died of AIDS 
continue to haunt the present, and since the text never actually represents 
Cole and Harry breaking the record. It refuses to focus on this small vic-
tory and, instead, focuses on a broader project. Thus, the story ends with 
a call to the reader, indicating that the ghost narrators still can’t rest, given 
that much damage remains undone.

The call to continue this political movement becomes direct and concrete 
at the end of the novel when the narrators implore readers to “Make more 
than dust” (Levithan 196), which I reference in the title of this section.8 
Through this statement, they implore us to live in service of an open and 
enabling future for forthcoming queer generations. An act of selflessness, 
the impulse to make more than dust connects to a broader disposition to 
think and act generatively. On the one hand, the novel can be approached, 
along the lines of Love’s views, as a call to look and feel backward to fully 
understand the pain and agony that queer subjects continue to feel today 
despite drastic changes in the perception and representation of sexual iden-
tity and gender. On the other hand, the ghost narrators concede that “If 
you play your cards right, the next generation will have so much more than 
you did” (195). The reference to card-playing inevitably brings up images 
of gambling—and this is precisely what the ghost narrators want us to do: 
to invest our energies in a future that has yet to arrive. Drawing from the 
work of Walter Benjamin, Miriam Bratu Hansen points out how the act 
of gambling requires contact between physical beings and fate—it requires 
openness on behalf of the individual to attune the body in a way that 
allows one to “seize the current of fate” and use chance as a way of visual-
izing a future that departs from current conditions (6–7). The ghost nar-
rators thus urge readers to embody this sense of openness to work beyond 
the present and the self to visualize alternative, more compassionate, and 
more communal ways of being and existing in the world. As an imagined 
community, they attempt to inspire connections between the queer and the 
living, the present and the future.

Mending With Patches

As readers, we have a particularly queer relationship with the ghost nar-
rators portrayed in Two Boys Kissing. The lingering presence of the ghost 
narrators—a presence from the past that continues to haunt us today—can 
be approached as a “hiccup in sequential time” (Freeman 3) that enables a 
connection between individuals, both real and imaginary, that in no way 
resembles a normative relationship. The past serves as an outlet for sensing 
and feeling a sense of futurity not readily available in the present. The nar-
rators of Two Boys Kissing not only drag a past of hurt into the present, 
but they also tap into the unvoiced pain that they felt as subjects dying of 
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AIDS and force us to witness their suffering. Through this channeling, we 
as readers have the potential to internalize the visions that these ghosts 
share; through this very act of sharing, the ghost narrators are ultimately 
able to transcend the limitations of death and exist once again, at least on 
the page or screen, or in our minds. By reading the narrators’ words, we 
give them a sense of legitimacy that was denied to them during their lives, 
and even more so, we give them a (albeit limited and fictive) future.

The text artistically represents the souls who died of AIDS as an invin-
cible, unconquerable, unassailable force that refuses to be forgotten even 
though people can’t always perceive it. The ghost narrators continue to 
haunt despite the pain and agony of doing so. Like the invincibility and 
hope associated with ideologies and stereotypes of adolescence, the invinci-
bility of the narrators may be perceived as slightly self-centered and overly 
demanding of attention—artificial, if you want to call it that. But some-
times, artificiality, fiction, and the imagination can show us alternatives 
for undoing the cultural and historical damage of heteronormativity and 
homophobia. This demand for attention pushes the narrators, the novel’s 
characters, and us as readers to trust in the potential of coalition and of 
histories of hurt to spark repair in a disconnected and fragmented world. 
Despite the presence of disconnection, fragmentation, and separation, the 
message of these narrators emanates clarity and urgency: never stop con-
necting, never stop repairing, the work must continue.

Through temporal drag, thwarting the limitations of ghostly narra-
tion, and combining archives of negative and optimistic affect, Levithan’s 
novel represents a revolutionary, transhistorical, and emotionally over-
loaded narrative that invites readers to juxtapose the devastations of AIDS 
with the ongoing formation of a contemporary, politically conscientious, 
queer community. Although the burdens and harms of heteronormativ-
ity engender the narrators’ ghostly status, these narrators refuse to accept 
the fictional and narrative limitations that define them. Even though they 
recognize the futility of interacting with the physical world, this limita-
tion does not stop them from working and thinking collectively. The novel 
emphasizes the differences that exist between the ghost narrators and the 
queer youth they watch over. I agree with Mason that this novel indeed 
creates a temporal split that casts AIDS as a historical issue that bears little 
effect on living teens. I also agree that the failure of connection between the 
ghosts and the living teens helps to partially drive the narrative’s critique 
regarding the forgotten histories of HIV and AIDS. However, I also think 
there’s something to be said about the affective and emotional threads that 
the narrators weave between their stories and the issues that queer teens 
experience today. They show how histories that we deem dead are still 
very much alive. They show how the queer ghosts of the past are still quite 
akin to us. They materialize the potential of fiction to patch these ghostly 
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narratives onto the gaps in our own stories. The ghost narrators work hand 
in hand to challenge the narrative and physical restraints imposed on them. 
Rather than basking in the silence imposed on them during their lives, 
the ghost narrators overcome the narrative convention that defines them. 
They’re a somewhat-Greek chorus that has something to say. A chorus that 
refuses to stay in the margins and becomes the dominant voice in a narra-
tive. Levithan’s novel reanimates these ghosts. We witness them. Through 
fiction, the novel gives them the means to speak to us and affect us.

Unlike the ghost narrators, the imagined queer teens in the novel are 
perceptible. They are visible. Moreover, they emotionally and physically 
affect the people around them. Craig and Harry respond to the sentiments 
expressed by their queer legacies and work hand in hand, lip on lip, to 
repair the damage imparted by normativity and release the ghost nar-
rators from their limbo. Their ongoing kiss represents the novel’s most 
remarkable instance of temporal drag, for this staged and recorded act of 
queer intimacy “reanimates the corpses” of past acts of queer resistance 
and activism. This instance collapses the distinction between the narrators 
and the novel’s characters. By streaming the kiss live through the internet, 
Craig and Harry, like the narrators, develop a sense of omnipresence in 
that they are present in more than one place. Like the ghost narrators, the 
two boys abandon their individuality and “become a blur” (46), cognizant 
of the fact that there’s “something bigger than the two of them just outside 
the kiss” (47). Like their queer ancestors, Craig and Harry recognize that 
their actions won’t necessarily change things, but they know that the spirit 
and feeling invoked by their kiss “will live on in everyone here, everyone 
who sees. That spirit will change things” (194). Through the kiss, a thread 
weaves its way through different times. Different generations become more 
akin to one another. It reanimates cultural corpses, and in doing so, dif-
ferent queer generations are connected not through familial filiation but 
rather through feeling and through political convictions. Although it may 
seem that the novel portrays AIDS as an issue disassociated from the lives 
of contemporary queer teens, the narrative parallels between the narrators 
and the queer teens demonstrate how the historical damage instantiated by 
AIDS haunts and lives through us all.

Through its implementation of temporal drag, the novel serves as a call 
to recognize the past to ultimately “Make more than dust” (196). We wit-
ness contemporary damage tethered to the past, and are moved to work 
collectively in repairing this cultural, emotional, and psychic hurt. The nar-
rators’ call for reparation uncannily echoes Night Kites, the first YA novel 
to include a character with AIDS. Like Night Kites’ Pete, who expresses 
his desire to rearrange his world through the process of writing, Two Boys 
Kissing shows us how the written word reassembles and patches together 
elements in service of an ongoing fight. The novel grants a voice to a group 
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of frequently ignored and silenced people. Although Levithan’s novel fits 
neatly within traditions of AIDS literature through its narrative form and 
its portrayal of negative affect—its narrative refuses to wholeheartedly 
embrace the negativity and doom present in the broader archive of queer 
AIDS literature. The costs of living queerly are front and center in Levithan’s 
novel, but these costs don’t necessarily require further death, sadness, ill-
ness, suicide, or agony to be paid. Two Boys Kissing carves paths to futurity 
not by ignoring a painful past but by making this past tangible and perceiv-
able—by reinvigorating a history on the verge of forgetfulness and making 
this history palpable to the sensations. The novel takes the invisible and 
makes it visible, takes the abstract and makes it felt. The narrators of Two 
Boys Kissing implore us to live in service of an open and enabling future for 
forthcoming queer generations, and we might just be compelled to think 
carefully about what this means and whether this is possible.

Although the novel was written over a decade ago, I continue to be 
delighted, disturbed, confused, and moved with how this text generates 
meaning, and what it could go on to mean during a time in which HIV 
and AIDS problematically continue to be normalized . I first explored the 
notion of intergenerational connection in this novel over a decade ago, a 
conversation that Mason was able to brilliantly connect to a larger discus-
sion regarding the broader anxieties of YA criticism. But here, I’ve tried to 
connect Levithan’s text to a broader representative and aesthetic legacy, 
one that tries to channel diverging feelings and experiences that can’t be 
reduced to a singular story, viewpoint, or emotion. While AIDS doesn’t 
have a concrete presence in the world of teens, its structures, feelings, and 
histories are sutured throughout the entire text.

The legacies of PWAs thus inspire connections amongst not only the 
queer but the living. Through these connections, fictional subjects surpass 
the narrative limitations imposed on them and develop alternative path-
ways to futurity. Older and newer generations, through these linkages, 
obtain sustenance in a culture that refuses to sustain them (Sedgwick, 
Touching Feeling 151). The novel’s construction of a queer community via 
narrative innovations, quilting metaphors, and implementation of tempo-
ral drag stress the importance of not only looking back but feeling back-
ward. I don’t think it’s entirely generative to compartmentalize the ghosts’ 
stories and the micronarratives focused on contemporary queer and trans 
youth. Just like the AIDS memorial quilt, the novel invites us to wander 
around the narrative, patching together different stories overloaded with 
different emotions, possibilities, paradoxes, and outcomes. A quilt can 
never tell a complete story—it only contains scraps of what used to be 
much larger pieces of fabric and materials. But this story—this narrative 
quilt—was never meant to be complete, as we never actually see the final 
outcome of the two eponymous boys and their act of protest. The NAMES 
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AIDS memorial quilt is designed to never be completed as well. Two Boys 
Kissing stands as a culturally significant model for how the social devasta-
tions and uncertainties instigated by AIDS can be transmuted into compel-
ling, thought-provoking YA literature. It’s through this very power that we 
can generate alternative ways of not only representing AIDS in YA, but of 
connecting YA to broader histories of pain, hurt, suffering, and healing.9

Notes

1	 David Levithan first implemented this unique narrative mode in his short story 
“A Word from the Nearly Distant Past,”—which he later expanded into the 
novel that became Two Boys Kissing.

2	 In his discussion on gay and lesbian American theater, Douglas W. Gordy points 
out that this play not only demonstrated the ability of queer theater to “tran-
scend its limitations as a ghettoized genre,” but he also argues that no other 
individual gay play has had the impact of Kushner’s masterpiece (185).

3	 On his personal website, David Levithan explains that Two Boys Kissing is 
“narrated by a Greek Chorus of the generation of gay men lost to AIDS” (“My 
Books…”).

4	 New York implemented the three-articles-of-clothing law during the mid-
1900s. Under this law, women could avoid arrest for dressing in a masculine 
fashion if they wore at least three “feminine” articles.

5	 In his discussion on “Postmodernism and Fiction,” Barry Lewis approaches 
fragmentation as one of the most common narrative elements in first—and 
second-wave postmodern texts. Fragmentation refers to the disruption of lin-
ear narrative and chronology in favor of a presentation of “slabs of event and 
circumstance” (173).

6	 These questions resonate significantly with those posited by Judith Butler in 
her lecture “Performativity, Precarity, and Sexual Politics.” In this lecture, Butler 
points out how the rise of the AIDS epidemic led queer theorists to develop 
central questions that have haunted both real queer lives and the queer imagi-
nation: “how does one live with the notion that one’s love is not considered 
love, and one’s loss is not considered loss? How does one live an unrecognizable 
life?” (xiii). The question of livability became central to much of Butler’s later 
work. For more information, please see Butler’s Undoing Gender (2004) and 
Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (2006).

7	 In the novel’s afterword, Levithan discusses how Two Boys Kissing was par-
tially written as an aesthetic response to the issue of gay teen suicide, a prob-
lem that has received significant media attention in the twenty-tens. Levithan’s 
narrative focusing on Cooper Riggs was written as a response to cases such as 
Tyler Clementi’s unwarranted and tragic death. For a more detailed account 
of Clementi’s story and the well-documented trial that ensued, please read Ian 
Parker’s “The Story of a Suicide” (2012).

8	 This statement echoes one found in Gore Vidal’s The City and the Pillar, one 
of the first post-war American novels to overtly discuss homosexuality in a 
somewhat positive and honest fashion: “Of course his dust would be absorbed 
in other living things and to that degree at least he would exist again, though it 
was plain enough that the specific combination which was he would never exist 
again.” Vidal’s novel was not only one of the first American texts to depict two 
men engaging in sexual acts, but it is also approached by Michael Bronski as 
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“the postwar homosexual novel that garnered the most notoriety, and criticism, 
for its explicit homosexual theme” (343).

9	 This chapter is loosely adapted from my essay “Queer Consciousness/
Community in David Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing: ‘One the Other Never 
Leaving,’” published in Gender(ed) Identities: Critical Rereadings of Gender in 
Children’s and Young Adult Literature (Routledge 2016).
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In a poignant moment in Anna-Marie McLemore’s trans YA novel When 
the Moon Was Ours (2016), Aracely, the protagonist’s older sister, reveals 
that she transitioned in gender and age before the novel’s events. While 
trying to save her sister, Miel, from drowning in a river as a teenager, 
the water wraps around her body and returns her “back as the girl he’s 
always wished he could grow into. Not a girl. A woman, finished and 
grown” (McLemore 102). While Aracely is uncertain as to why the river 
transformed her body in such radical ways, she acknowledges how the 
water “felt her sorrow” and thus “aged her heart” (102). Rather than 
depicting a moment in which a trans teen dies in an attempt to salvage her 
family, When the Moon Was Ours instead invokes the possibilities of the 
fantastic to imbue Aracely with life and to bestow upon her the existence 
that was denied to her by her culture and upbringing. Trans life is not cut 
short; time and space bend and twist Aracely’s flesh and spirit to better 
channel the emotions, feelings, and desires that “match her bitter heart” 
(McLemore 102). Negative emotions and pain fuel, rather than hinder, 
this transformation. The text identifies avenues beyond the parameters of 
the real and the ordinary to explore feelings tethered to queer and trans 
life. It uses language to refashion a potential moment of death into a begin-
ning, a possibility, and an alternative.

Of course, Aracely’s transformation, magically induced by the river’s 
waters, is impossible given the limitations of our material world. In the 
study of trans youth literature, there are deep-rooted concerns regarding 
the role of the fantastic and the nonhuman in mobilizing trans themes, 
issues, and practices. These apprehensions can be traced to historical rep-
resentative tendencies that represented trans life as monstrous or other-
worldly (see Henderson). In “Trans People Aren’t Mythical Creatures,” 
Laura M. Jimenez critiques a children’s picture book due to its use of 
mermaid imagery: “It comes from a place of privilege that would rather 
a mermaid trope carry the message and ignore the very real issues at 
work.” Parrish Turner, a sensitivity reader who specializes in trans youth 
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literature, has further highlighted how the process of transitioning is 
commonly represented as an animal desiring to be another creature—rei-
fying discourses that strengthen essentialist approaches to gender iden-
tity and showing how the nonhuman and speculative are at tension with 
some of the representative politics of youth literature (Turner). The criti-
cal mood of these approaches doesn’t emerge out of a vacuum. In her 
exploration of the figure of the Dark Other in youth literature, Ebony 
Elizabeth Thomas points out how “for many, the struggle for liberation 
in the world that we know is epic enough without imagining a completely 
different world, with different rules and different outcomes” (24). The 
significant issue here is that the fantastic, the magical, the animal, and 
the nonhuman are sometimes used to mask the realities of trans lives and 
practices, making their implementation seem optimistically cruel (see my 
discussion of Berlant in Chapter 2). Trans practices, lives, and experi-
ences commonly appear in youth texts only if they assume the guise of 
the marginal, the nonhuman, or the Other—increasing worries regard-
ing their use and place in the literature. These practices of representa-
tion are in no way exclusive to trans youth literatures. Edith Campbell, 
for instance, has highlighted the historical analogies established between 
ape and simian imagery and Black communities, which led to hundreds 
of years of people using this correlation to perpetuate racist and white 
supremacist thinking. Campbell provocatively interrogates the continued 
presence of anthropomorphized monkeys and the excessive use of simian 
imagery in children’s literature, and how these images frequently rein-
force the view of Black children “as unruly, angry or as a threat,” conse-
quently promoting the discipline and regulation of Black youth and their 
bodies (Campbell).

The fantastic and the nonhuman are malleable—they can be molded 
and shaped to comply with different political outlooks, ideologies, and 
narratives. Sometimes, the imagination congeals, and creates impressions 
that affect our bodies and that don’t fade with the passage of time. The 
figure of the monkey and the use of simian imagery could summon a 
broader history of cultural damage, racial violence, and hurt when used. 
However, the text’s context matters. Consider, for instance, Gene Luen 
Yang’s graphic novel American Born Chinese (2006), which draws from 
16th-Century Ming Dynasty imagery, practices, and narratives to mobilize 
a speculative exploration of identity and the pressures of assimilation in 
Chinese American contexts. The text heavily references a deity known as 
Sun Wukong, or the Monkey King, and anthropomorphized monkeys and 
simian imagery are found peppered throughout the text. Here, the figure 
of the monkey connects to different historical and sociocultural realities 
that aren’t connected to the racist implementation of simian imagery in 
US historical contexts. This is precisely why context, historicization, and 
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intersectional thinking is vital in not only creating youth literature, but in 
critiquing it as well.

These discourses are further complicated by critical work that high-
lights the connection between fantasy, marginalized identities and bod-
ies, and the politics imbricated in the speculative. In her examinations of 
hopescapes in children’s literature, S.R. Toliver highlights how represen-
tations of Black girls are often rooted in realism, thus limiting how these 
girls are and could be imagined in youth cultural productions. Toliver is 
critical of texts that attempt to represent Black girlhood through norma-
tive lenses that simply wedge Black girl experiences into realist narrative 
structures, and holds authors, critics, readers, teachers, publishers, and 
editors accountable for how the Black imagination has been limited and 
“stuck in a box perfectly outlined to specific proportions designated by” 
institutional, capitalist, and normative forces (19). Toliver pushes us to 
resist the lure of realism and presentism, and to instead consider the affec-
tive and political importance of “texts that move beyond ‘what is’ and 
‘what has been’ to allow for texts that highlight ‘what if’ or ‘what can be’” 
(19), especially when it comes to representations of marginalized lives and 
bodies. The political potentialities of the fantastic and the speculative can 
also be present in how we critically frame and interpret texts—and the 
lenses we bring in. This can be seen, for instance, in work that draws from 
queer and trans theory to examine mermaid imagery in classic children’s 
fairy tales, and to highlight how these stories provide blueprints for trans 
being and becoming (see Spencer; Hurley); or in Sara Austin’s research, 
which has highlighted how the motifs of monstrosity and the nonhuman 
have politically been used in youth literature to “include bodies and iden-
tity positions that have previously been left out” by the dominant culture 
(155). Just because a text departs from the rules, expectations, and logics 
of our world doesn’t mean that we can’t engage with a text thoughtfully, 
imaginatively, or politically.

Implemented creatively—and with a mind toward history and context—
the fantastic can mobilize important and healing discussions on queer and 
trans life, not to mention that it can offer unprecedented ways of “engag-
ing with the same core issues that can be found both in realist texts and 
the known world for many transgender teens” (Corbett, “There’s More” 
149). As E.E. Thomas further argues, the normativity and supposed uni-
versality attributed to the fantastic demands further scrutiny of how it’s 
implemented in YA—especially in how the logic of the fantastic marks 
subjects as others through elements of spectacle and binary thinking (24–
25). While there’s indeed a fatigue that comes with trying to envision new 
worlds while living in one that’s so broken, there’s also so much potential 
and pleasure to be found in this process of foreseeing and imagining. In 
“articulating and enacting what previously might have been unimaginable, 
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a movement offers a scene and future possibilities that surprise, entice, 
exhilarate, and electrify” (Fawaz 29). Let’s think more expansively about 
the use of the fantastic in When the Moon Was Ours by further contextu-
alizing the book within the tradition of magical realism, and by examining 
how the speculative is used to contest the deathly dimensions attached to 
trans life.

Anna-Marie McLemore, a nonbinary Latine author, draws from both 
queer and Latine storytelling and narrative conventions to mobilize a story 
focused on exploring how bodies, both young and old, are regulated by 
normative forces and practices. Its implementation of fantastic imagery—
including glass pumpkins growing in fields, painful roses sprouting out of 
Miel’s wrists, Brujeria, and references to the Latine-centered folk legends 
such as La Llorona—stands in contrast to its realist backdrop and situates 
the text within the tradition of the speculative. At its time of publication, 
When the Moon Was Ours was one of the few YA texts to depict trans 
life through the conventions of the fantastic, conventions that were in ten-
sion with those adopted in the “mostly realist first wave of trans YA fic-
tion” (see Sandercock, Chapter 4). More specifically, When the Moon Was 
Ours meshes with magical realism’s narrative and political expectations, 
drawing from Indigenous and pre-colonial knowledge and combining 
realist and fantastic storytelling conventions. The genre has significantly 
impacted literary production globally, leading critics to claim that it has 
“modified realism to such an extent that it is no longer what it was” (Faris 
116). Although it started off as a countercultural form of storytelling, the 
merger between the real and the fantastic is now used by authors with dif-
ferent and sometimes opposing political inclinations and sensibilities (Faris 
116). In surprising ways, however, queer YA can channel the critical ethos 
of this literary tradition and tap into the genre’s countercultural bent.

Through the combination of realist and speculative elements, magical 
realist YA novels invite readers to “question and destabilize the values and 
assumptions of the dominant, i.e., adult, society” (Latham 60), thus show-
ing how YA magical realism is aligned with queer frameworks in its effort 
to destabilize hierarchies of power. This makes YA magical realism par-
ticularly ironic, as it often focuses on critiquing the powers that generate 
YA literature. But this irony presents a unique opportunity to explore the 
dialectic relationship between pain and healing and between reality and 
the imagination. McLemore’s nuanced destabilization of the boundaries 
between the fantastic and the “real”—especially as they are connected to 
trans youth representation—mobilize significant counternarratives regard-
ing trans youth in YA culture and beyond. Christine N. Stamper and Mary 
Catherine Miller highlight this critical tendency in their examination of 
the novel and claim that magical realism, “often characterized by fluid-
ity, intangibility, and the abstract,” provides the means to examine and 



On Mortality and Permalife  93

explore “gender and sexuality, which are similarly fluid and intangible” 
(172). Aracely’s transformation, to some extent, also highlights the con-
structed character of categories of age and development, thus inviting audi-
ences to think of how trans youth and trans adulthood are akin to each 
other, as Gubar might phrase it. By inhabiting a body that transitions in 
gender and age, characters such as Aracely highlight and interrogate what 
Gabrielle Owen calls “the performative functions of categories of age,” 
categories that obstruct the recognition of youth as beings with complex 
lives that “are as various in personality, feelings, and needs as adults” (20). 
The magic in this novel is not meant to obscure the realities of our world 
but instead, focus our attention on them.

Nonetheless, we can already anticipate suspicion creeping in when 
focusing on the fantastic elements that saturate Aracely’s transformation 
in the novel. We don’t inhabit a world where water can transform our 
bodies to reflect our inner feelings and desires or help us transgress the 
limitations imposed by constructed identity categories. Here, there might 
even be a tendency to invoke how the use of the speculative overshadows 
the genuine issues that trans youth and adults face today—especially since 
Aracely’s transformation is tied to discourses of death. Here, we must first 
acknowledge that both academic and popular discourses tend to overem-
phasize trans death to validate the existence and legitimacy of trans folk, a 
tendency that only attributes value to trans life by instrumentalizing loss: 
“it is in their death that poor and sex working trans people of color are 
invited back in; it is in death that they suddenly come to matter” (Snorton 
and Haritaworn 74). From this perspective, McLemore’s narrative rep-
resentation of Aracely through the conventions of magical realism con-
tests these necropolitics in vital ways. By refusing to let Aracely die as 
she tries to save her younger sister—and by converting what should’ve 
been a moment of death into a moment of bodily transformation—When 
the Moon Was Ours presents us with a character imbued with life and 
whose meaning extends beyond the deathly act of jumping into a river. 
We must also recall that YA novels often reinscribe the notion that queer-
ness “is fundamentally incompatible with adulthood” (Browne 16), which 
makes Aracely’s transition into womanhood and adulthood mold breaking 
within the context of trans YA representation.

McLemore is self-aware about the politics of death in trans represen-
tation, as made clear not only in their representation of Aracely’s tran-
sition but also by further channeling magical realism’s ability to exploit 
the seams between the queer imagination and real-world concerns regard-
ing trans livability and survival. McLemore’s YA novel directly addresses 
the suspicions that could be raised regarding Aracely’s transformation by 
contrasting it with the trans trajectory of Samir—Miel’s love interest, the 
novel’s other protagonist, and a teen who is connected to non-Western 
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gender practices. Unlike Aracely, Samir is a character grounded in realism. 
The book emphasizes how the magical doesn’t assist him in transforming 
or altering his body, and he relies on practices such as chest binding to 
be more comfortable with how he presents himself to the world. Samir is 
also bacha posh—a term that loosely translates to “dressed as a boy” in 
Dari Persian—which refers to a cultural practice that takes place in coun-
tries such as Afghanistan and Pakistan where girls are socially, culturally, 
and politically raised as boys to “either enable mobility or overcome the 
lack of a boy child in the household” (Corboz et al. 597). This practice is 
meant to be ephemeral, however, in that once “girls raised as boys reach 
puberty, they are usually ‘converted’ back into girls,” which presents a 
dilemma since they come to understand the affordances of freedom and 
mobility “only to have this freedom restricted when being required to re-
adopt a feminine identity” and sometimes prepare for marriage soon after 
(Corboz et al. 587). Unnati Jain has highlighted how the figure of the bacha 
posh exposes the inconsistencies present in how gender is framed in some 
Middle Eastern contexts, for these people “experience greater freedom and 
opportunities” by temporarily inhabiting this role, all while reinforcing 
traditional views towards femininity and domesticity (Jain 144). While the 
bacha posh cultural practice is usually imposed on young girls to uphold 
patriarchal ideologies and practices, Samir, who is partially of Pakistani 
descent, willingly embodies the role of the bacha posh to expand the con-
tours of his gender identity while not renouncing his history or his cultural 
attachments. A narrative of restriction and oppression is reconfigured into 
one of potentiality.

This willing attachment to what is often deemed a normative gender 
practice in Pakistani and Afghan culture rewrites the story and flips the 
script. Rather than being projected as an identity that is ephemeral and 
violently imposed on the body, Samir instead approaches the bacha posh 
practice reparatively and uses it as a way to sustain him emotionally and 
physically in a world that doesn’t provide the language or frameworks to 
understand his experiences. For instance, when Samir’s grandmother first 
informed him about the bacha posh practice, “he felt a clawing envy as 
strong as if he knew these girls by name” (McLemore 36). After his grand-
mother’s death, he assumes the identity of a bacha posh, understanding 
how this way of living is meant to “expire” once he comes of age—and 
much of the novel focuses on the agony that he feels as this anticipated 
embodiment of womanhood approaches. While there have been real-
world documented cases of bacha posh refuting the expectation to become 
a woman during puberty and “enjoy mobility and opportunities for their 
entire life” (Jain 141–142), Samir is unaware of how people who have par-
taken in the practice have refuted the developmental and narrative trajec-
tories imposed upon them. Despite its ephemerality and root in patriarchal 
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ideologies, Samir views the bacha posh practice as one that allows him to 
further explore and negotiate his place in the world without having to label 
his thoughts or feelings according to Western identity labels and practices. 
This practice gives him the space and time to explore his body and emo-
tions, even though everyone around him pushes him to align with binary 
modes of gender identity.

Aracely’s alignment with magical, fantastic forms of representation is 
constantly pressured by Samir’s inability to tap into this magic himself—
presenting us with a case in which a speculative imagining of trans life 
clashes with a representation grounded on real-world concerns and prac-
tices. The novel constantly shows how Samir has to negotiate his identity—
and how he goes through hurt and pain that Aracely didn’t experience due 
to the fantastic nature of her transformation. During a moment of crisis in 
the novel, Samir stands in front of a river and prepares to jump in, hoping 
that “it would do to him what it had done to Aracely,” and if not, that the 
river “would have enough mercy to just take him under and turn him into 
the water” (McLemore 131). It’s here that both the deathly resonances and 
necropolitics attached to trans life come into play, not to mention that this 
narrative event harkens back to the crisis of queer and trans teen suicide 
that I explored with more depth in Chapter 1. Samir jumps into the water 
and starts to drown, all while desperately hoping for the transformation 
the water bestows to Aracely. This transformation never occurs. Samir’s 
body remains the same, and he doesn’t drown because Miel rescues him 
before he loses consciousness.

This failure to transform through the river’s magic is at the heart of this 
novel’s central critique. Through this event, the novel inserts itself into dis-
course regarding the potentialities and limitations of the fantastic in youth 
literature, as mobilized through the figures of Samir and Aracely. While 
Aracely facilitates the exploration of discourses that facilitate an enchant-
ing representation of trans life imbued with magic and possibility, this 
imagining is always foiled by Samir’s inability to access the possibilities 
of the fantastic. Even more so, the contrast between these two characters 
allows readers to encounter different models and representations of gender 
variance. Here, the mixture between the fantastic and the real is precisely 
the point and emphasizes the critical bent of magical realism. Through the 
merger of realist and fantastic discourses, the novel pushes us to witness 
the realities that haunt trans life without limiting the representation of 
these characters to these realities. This narrative merger simultaneously 
highlights the material disadvantages that trans youth may face today, 
while not diminishing the political, aesthetic, and imaginative potentiali-
ties of the fantastic and speculative.

This political and countercultural bent to the representative politics 
of queer YA can perhaps best be seen in the novel’s ending. Here, Samir 
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leaves behind the cultural practice of bacha posh and goes on to embody 
gender practices that defy normative narratives present in trans YA, where 
fulfillment is only achieved once the body is fully transformed. As Samir 
approaches Miel for an intimate encounter, he shows up in her room with 
no chest binder on, letting Miel see “more of the shape of him than he’d ever 
let her see” (McLemore 266). Through this moment of intimacy, through 
this removal of the chest binder, Samir realizes that “there was a story told 
not just in the contours of his chest and what he had or did not have press-
ing against the seam of his jeans” (McLemore 266). At this moment, Samir 
defies categories of language. In a sense, this ending harkens back to Jules 
Gill-Peterson’s observation that trans children have identified “livable 
ways to grow up as trans children without needing” concrete and defini-
tive categories and without aligning themselves to the normative medical 
discourses present in Western contexts (92–93). It shows a negotiation 
of being and becoming that simultaneously looks back and forward and 
that refutes the normative, neoliberal pathways often celebrated in queer 
YA criticism. The narrative draws parallels between histories of hurt and 
future imaginings; it makes trans youth and adults akin to one another and 
uses the imagination to expand, rather than limit, understandings of what 
it means to be trans. Even Aracely’s transformation, which is speculative 
and magical in nature, connects to pain and hurt in some way: “Maybe I 
got all of me all at once, but I lost everything else. Don’t you dare think 
there’s any water in the world that makes that easy” (McLemore 155). 
After all, Aracely became an adult woman but lost time and experience 
in the process—a whole part of her life was entirely skipped through the 
water’s transformation of her body.

When the Moon Was Ours draws from both realist and speculative 
traditions to shape a trans narrative that celebrates the joys of the imagina-
tion without diminishing the historical role of pain and hurt in nonnorma-
tive forms of storytelling. It positions itself in the spaces between reality 
and the imagination to show how inextricable they are from each other. 
They both signal different ways of feeling about—and dreaming about—
our bodies, our place in the world, and the lengths we must go to seek 
fulfillment. As can be seen through Samir’s attempt to jump into the river 
in search of either transformation or death, When the Moon Was Ours 
attaches itself to discourses on queer teen suicide and trans necropolitics 
but manipulates the possibilities of genre and aesthetics to imagine differ-
ent outcomes and pathways for trans life in YA. It does so not by fulfilling 
the deathly narrative pathway attached to trans and queer representation 
but by not allowing the narrative to ever come to fruition. The deathly 
narrative doesn’t culminate in death. These trans characters, even when 
opting to embrace death because of normative pressures, don’t succumb 
to these powers and are offered opportunities to live on their own terms. 
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When the Moon Was Ours, in many ways, builds upon and transforms 
how death is handled in trans YA and challenges the expectations of queer-
centered grief novels in that it looks both within and beyond mortality to 
“find opportunities for community and self-understanding” that help us to 
survive in the world (Browne 18). Life becomes bearable and survivable 
even within the context of death itself.

In the study of queerness and video games, permalife is a notion used to 
describe rules and mechanics in which video games allow players to bypass 
the logic of death normatively elevated in video game culture. In Video 
Games Have Always Been Queer, Bo Ruberg approaches permalife as a 
game logic where “players are forced to go living on indefinitely—even, or 
perhaps especially, in the face of death” (160). This concept was developed 
in contrast to the notion of permadeath celebrated in normative game cul-
tures, in which a character that dies in the fictive world of the game can 
no longer participate in the game’s narrative. Simply put, if the character 
dies in the digital world, the character also experiences a digital death that 
prevents players from engaging with them. Suppose you were playing a 
round of Super Mario Bros., and you fell into a pit in the game. If this 
game were designed with permadeath mechanics, once you fall into the pit, 
you would no longer be able to play as Mario and instead would have to 
use another character entirely or start the whole game over again. Ruberg 
critiques how life and death are handled in neoliberal representations of 
queer life and calls attention to “the oppressions of hegemonic culture 
at the precarious line between life and death, always struggling forward, 
compelled to go on by narratives of progress” (Ruberg 171). Narratives 
of progress always dictate an order in which milestones should be accom-
plished, and even more so, they elevate certain narratives at the expense 
of history, hurt, and pain. They glorify traditional models and pathways 
towards success—pathways often in disservice to minoritarian subjects. 
Permalife highlights a queer and hopeful vision of the future through the 
processes of “micro-world building” (Ruberg 169), constructing fictional 
worlds that do not reject deathly discourses but rather transform them.

Although the concept of permalife arises mainly from video game stud-
ies, I nonetheless find it helpful in examining the politics of life and death 
in queer YA productions, especially in terms of how they navigate the 
relationship between hope and despair and between reality and the imagi-
nation. In a sense, McLemore’s novel metaphorically bestows a sense of 
permalife to its trans characters, in that they are allowed to continue living, 
growing, being, and becoming, especially “in the face of death” (Ruberg 
160). Through the power of language and aesthetic representation, 
McLemore usurps narratives of death present in trans and YA contexts 
to challenge the deathly trajectories present in these stories, presenting us 
with cases in which trans characters can, in a sense, “live indefinitely” 
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(Ruberg 160). In doing so, McLemore’s novel honors queer YA’s foun-
dations of negativity while also carving out space for hope, for anticipa-
tion, for envisioning a world different from the here and now. Samir and 
Miel “would both become what they could not yet imagine, and that they 
would still be what they once were” (McLemore 270). Products of both a 
past that has occurred and a future that has yet to arise, the novel’s attach-
ment to permalife allows us to acknowledge how fiction can look beyond 
the parameters of the real to reimagine different prospects for futurism, 
living, and imagining.

I’m interested in further expanding this discourse on permalife and 
applying it more expansively to the study of queer youth culture. Part of 
what makes this concept so pertinent for this discussion is the concept’s 
fixation on notions of hope and despair, how it integrates the notions of 
livability centralized in this project, and further expands on the possibili-
ties of the fantastic in addressing, channeling, honoring, and transforming 
the role of death in queer narratives. To accomplish this, I’ll return to the 
video game roots of the concept of permalife and examine how its log-
ics operate in Supergiant’s 2020 independent game Hades—a narratively 
heavy action video game where queerness is integral to the game’s plot and 
structure. I intend to not only further flesh out the concept of permalife 
by examining this game, but to also signal how video games can contrib-
ute to our understanding of queer YA culture and its emotional politics. I 
then return to YA literature once again through an examination of Patrick 
Ness’ YA novel, More Than This, which concentrates on deathly themes 
similar to those raised in When the Moon Was Ours and focuses specifi-
cally on the topic of queer teen suicide through a speculative lens. Through 
this exploration, I hope to further mobilize conversations on the role of 
mortality in queer YA in light of the normative critical tendencies that 
haunt queer YA culture.

“Life and Death, One and the Same”

There are apparent differences between video games and novels, espe-
cially regarding their rules, conventions, methods of disseminating 
knowledge, and interaction. But here, I’m less interested in parsing out 
further differences between the two and instead, more interested in 
thinking about the narrative and affective connections that they share 
in handling death in queer and trans cultural productions. In addition to 
focusing on queerness as a method of normative disruption and recon-
figuration, I’m interested in the worldbuilding capabilities of queerness 
and its ability to create alternative ways of dwelling, living, and desiring, 
and how it accomplishes this by centering, rather than sidelining, the ties 
between queerness and death. Hades is a text that I want to bring in to 
further flesh out how permalife operates within video games spaces as 
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both an embrace and refusal of queer necropolitics. Similar to When the 
Moon Was Ours, Hades reconfigures the deathly narratives imposed on 
the queer subject by tapping into the queer potentialities of the fantastic. 
In Hades, no matter how often you fail to accomplish your objective 
and how much bodily destruction the protagonist experiences—he sim-
ply can’t die.

In this roguelike video game, you control the character Zagreus, the 
immortal, queer, and polyamorous son of Hades, the Greek god of the 
underworld. Roguelike broadly describes a subgenre of video games 
“known for procedurally generated levels… items bearing randomly 
assigned properties, and irreversible death” (Craddock 1–2). Your primary 
objective in the game is to fight through different levels of Hades’ domain 
to escape to the surface and contact Zagreus’ mother, Persephone, who 
resides in an ethereal space between the Underworld and Mount Olympus. 
With the aid of powers and abilities granted by the gods of Olympus, you 
help Zagreus in his efforts to hack and slash his way through the under-
world and forge relationships with various denizens that reside within 
the Palace of Hades and the underworld. From a narrative perspective, 
Hades is fascinating because the story is incredibly contextual and sensi-
tive to player input and control. For instance, other characters in the fictive 
world will remind you of moments of failure you encountered in the game. 
You’re given the opportunity to romance a man, a woman, both, or nei-
ther within the context of the game’s story, and the narrative gives players 
choices as to what forms of kinship to pursue during play (see Figure 4.1). 
Characters both celebrate and mock you for your achievements, and the 
game constantly remarks on how characters in this universe don’t need 
to abide by the laws of desire, attraction, and relationality constructed by 
humans. Notably, Hades is the first video game to receive a Hugo Award, 
an accolade given yearly to outstanding works in speculative fiction.

Part of what makes Hades so compelling from a queer viewpoint is its 
spatiality and the fact that the underworld is designed as a site of con-
tainment that punishes anyone who tries to escape—an ever-changing, 
ever-shifting prison of sorts.1 With each round of play in this roguelike 
game, players assist Zagreus in a literal upward battle to escape the hegem-
onic confines of his household and literally climb out of the depths of 
hell to reach the surface. These escape attempts, however, are compli-
cated not only through the sheer difficulty of the game—in which Hades’ 
minions desperately try to overwhelm you, destroy you, and prevent you 
from escaping—but even more so through the game’s spatial mechanics. 
Whenever the player is destroyed by an enemy and experiences a dreaded 
“game over,” Zagreus returns to his father’s home in the furthest depths of 
the underworld, where he must once again escape the building and begin 
the ascent toward the outside world.
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Further complicating this attempt to escape, the game implements a 
procedural algorithm that reconfigures the structure of Hades’ domain 
with each escape attempt: rooms constantly shift in shape, size, and order 
every time the player loses a round, thus resisting player attempts at mas-
tering the layout of the underworld and engaging with the game linearly. 
As the narrator discloses early in the game, “Composed of such innumera-
ble ever-shifting interlocking chambers, the Underworld of Lord Hades all 
but guarantees the dead shall there remain until the end of time” (Hades). 
Critic Whitney Pow highlights the ability of video games to reproduce how 
spaces feel like to a queer subject, in that they “centralize experiences and 
affects that exist at the periphery in mainstream game scholarship: the 
experience of inability, of being unable to move freely, to make choices 
that matter, of the constant and unavoidable experience of failure” (45). 
While from a representative standpoint, Zagreus embodies queerness and 
pansexuality through his desires and kinship practices, it’s precisely the 
feeling of containment and disorientation that highlights the game’s queer 
and affective significance. The game’s structure resists the player’s desire 
to memorize, control, and understand it. You’re forced to navigate the 
gameworld of Hades with no potential map, pathway, or blueprint—echo-
ing how many queer folks are forced to power through a confusing world 
that’s not designed for us, that prevents us from escape. The spatiality of 

Figure 4.1  �Queerness is explicitly part of Hades’ narrative structure, and players 
are free to explore different structures of kinship, romance, and 
sexuality. Here, we see Zagreus conversing with Aphrodite about his 
potential escape from the Underworld, and witness how she deviates 
from normative understandings of sexuality and relationality (Hades, 
original gameplay screen capture).
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the video game and of the underworld itself makes such an escape utterly 
impossible, thus emphasizing the feelings that have historically been 
attached to queer life and narrativizations.

In some regards, Hades is an exercise in futility and impossibility—irre-
spective of how many times the player attempts to escape the House of 
Hades and the domain of the underworld, they find themselves reitera-
tively failing to remain dwelling on the surface. When and if the player 
eventually reaches the surface after potential hours of gameplay, they find 
out that Zagreus can’t survive in the world of the living due to his godly 
ties to the space of the underworld. Thus, the game presents us with a 
space, and more specifically, a home from which there is no respite, meant 
to imprison and literally contain Zagreus and control both his body and 
his mobility. Hades’ framing of Zagreus’ home as a site of oppression mir-
rors how homes are commonly represented in Western queer narratives, 
framed as spaces that can’t accommodate the bodies, feelings, or desires 
of people that deviate from normative expectations. Gregory Woods has 
suggested that queer characters, especially in classic coming out narratives, 
often develop a sense of selfhood and explore their queerness only when 
departing from the confines of the home, a space that frequently serves as 
a hub for “parental power and its related instruments of discipline” (346). 
The game’s implementation of spatiality and the normative foundations of 
the home seem overwhelming and deterministic from both a narrative and 
gameplay perspective. The domain of Hades is most definitely attached 
to parental power, seeing as Zagreus’ father purposely designs and shifts 
the underworld to prevent his son’s escape and stop him from meeting his 
estranged mother. In countless ways, we can interrogate the queer eth-
ics and perverse pleasures of engaging in a game in which we assume the 
positionality of an overtly queer character who is unable to escape from 
the clutches of his father and home. We’re forced to spend our time finding 
ways to carve out space in an unpredictable and ever-changing environ-
ment and failing to do so. As Hades and the “game over” screen repeat-
edly remind both Zagreus and the player every time they fail to reach the 
surface, “There is no escape” (Hades).

From a suspicious perspective, the queer implications of this entrap-
ment become even more layered when thinking about its stakes vis-à-
vis the frameworks of negativity and unhappiness that frequently mark 
queer experience. After all, what do we make of the fact that gameplay is 
designed as a Sisyphean struggle in which escape and relief are impossible 
for a queer subject? What are the implications of a queer character being 
trapped in a home that refuses to provide him with comforts (queer or 
otherwise), where he’s always under the watchful gaze of his father, and 
where space itself twists to prevent the mapping of alternative pathways 
and routes of escape? Zagreus’ father reinforces this sense of containment, 
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constantly questioning Zagreus’—and, by extension—the player’s motives 
behind engaging in this endless cycle: “Why? Why do you keep showing 
up? Despite knowing that the outcome shall be just the same as how it 
always was?” (Hades). From a temporal perspective, notions of cyclicity 
go hand in hand with notions of sequence and linearity that reinforce the 
very heteronormative logics that push us to organize our thoughts and 
actions according to the demands of normativity. As Elizabeth Freeman 
has compellingly argued, “the idea of time as cyclical stabilizes its forward 
movement, promising renewal rather than rupture” (6), and in Hades, 
the very cyclicity that structures the game’s chronotope prevents the same 
break from the home that Zagreus craves and needs. However, Zagreus’ 
immortality allows him to think differently about time, teleology, and kin-
ship, for he’s not restricted by the same limitations that our bodies and 
minds face (see Figure 4.2).

Through its spatial and temporal frameworks and atmosphere, Hades 
responds compellingly to the necropolitical dimensions often found 
within queer narrativizations, especially given the prominence of deathly 
discourse in queer fiction published throughout the 20th Century. As I 
explored in earlier chapters of this volume, some of the first representations 

Figure 4.2  �During a discussion with Thanatos, the god of Death, regarding the 
nature of their relationship, Zagreus highlights how the underworld 
operates under different structures, rules, and norms regarding time, 
highlighting how relationships in this fictive universe are not reliant on 
the chrononormative logics present in real world, capitalist contexts. 
Zagreus does not see the need or rush to align his relationship with 
normative pressures, expectations, and timelines, for he has an infinite 
amount of time ahead (Hades, original gameplay screen capture).



On Mortality and Permalife  103

of queerness approached nonnormative expressions of gender and sexual-
ity as limiting, and critics such as Jenkins and Cart have argued that queer 
texts, especially those crafted for teen audiences, often characterized queer 
folk as “lost souls doomed to either premature death or the solitary life of 
exile at the margins of society” (xii). To make matters even more pressing 
from a media and literary representation perspective, in the last century, 
we’ve seen a drastic rise in the “Bury Your Gays” trope present in texts 
with queer couples and pairs, in which “one of the lovers must die or oth-
erwise be destroyed by the end of the story” and typically occurs moments 
after queerness is made overt to an audience (Hulan 17). Through its struc-
ture and ludic frameworks, Hades seems to replicate the doom-ridden, 
capitalist cycles of repetition and (re)production that limit the possibilities 
of queer life (see Halberstam, The Queer Art), and it puts the player in 
a position where death is inextricable from the feelings and experiences 
projected through the game’s narrative and mechanics. We witness and, 
to some extent, embody a queer character dying repeatedly in his efforts 
to escape the confines of a repressive regime. We further see how Zagreus’ 
familial and blood ties ultimately keep him tethered to the space of the 
underworld—which pressures queerness’ tendency to look beyond blood 
ties and genetic bonds when assessing kinship, dwelling, and belonging. 
Zagreus’ blood and lineage keep him attached to a space meant to con-
fine and control his body, reinforcing temporal narratives that enforce ties 
between blood, genetics, trauma, and discipline (Freeman 46–47). Even 
when players successfully manage to escape to the surface, Zagreus’ blood 
ultimately betrays him, and he’s dragged back to the depths of his father’s 
domain.

Hades’ implementation of spatiality may seem potentially antiqueer in 
its scope. But at the same time, it puts us in a position where we not only 
consume but deeply interact with a queer life, and in the process, poten-
tially question the forms of containment, oppression, and mortality used to 
frame queer practices. Ian Bogost reminds us that video games are “models 
for real and imagined systems” that encourage players to “explore the 
possibility space of a set of rules” and to consider “how social or cul-
tural systems work in the world—or how they could work, or don’t work” 
(136). In a sense, it’s an exercise that pushes us to think broadly about 
how fictional worlds are built and (de)constructed and how similar strate-
gies are present in real-world queer thought and practices. Mia Consalvo 
further approaches video game engagement as a moment of liminality 
where normative beliefs and aspirations can be highlighted and possibly 
challenged: “As the rules of real life are temporarily lifted, so are social 
expectations, at least for some players.” Hades, through play, invites us to 
interact and shape a queer narrative that makes us aware of the normative 
logics that we attach to spaces and narratives and, even more important, 
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the relationship that exists between the deathly dimensions of videogames 
and the handling of mortality in queer YA literature.

Perhaps one of the most essential rules temporarily lifted during game-
play is the finiteness and role of death itself. Like death is framed as a nar-
rative impossibility for Aracely and Samir in When the Moon Was Ours, 
Hades approaches death as a narrative and gameplay impossibility. Here, 
I return once again to Bo Ruberg’s concept of permalife, which was devel-
oped in response and in hopeful opposition to the hypermasculine concept 
of “permadeath” present in some contemporary video games. Roguelike 
games such as Hades are notorious for using permadeath to push players 
to develop expertise at playing the game and to elevate the difficulty and 
stakes of gameplay. Games situated around the gameplay mechanic of per-
madeath expect a degree of skill and perfection. If you haven’t mastered 
the game rules and mechanics, the game punishes you and forces the player 
to engage with the narrative from the beginning. As John Harris puts it, 
permadeath is a game mechanic designed for the “player to catastrophi-
cally fail, losing the game, without recourse to continuing play other than 
starting over.”

Presented as a counternarrative and countermechanic of sorts to the 
norms of permadeath, Ruberg uses the term permalife to describe games 
that make it impossible for characters to die, in that “players are forced 
to go on living indefinitely” (Ruberg 160). Permadeath is not designed to 
be an enjoyable or “feel good” experience given its fixation on normative 
gameplay and punishment; and instead, it’s a “moving, eudaimonic experi-
ence, especially when players are attached to their characters” (McKay et 
al. 194). Drawing from Judith Butler’s work on grief and state violence, 
Sara Ahmed talks about how dead subjects are still able to leave impres-
sions on the living through memories—impressions that we keep alive and 
active through our living thoughts and practices. By allowing the memory 
of the dead to mark us—especially when these memories are tethered to 
histories of oppression, sadness, and violence—we “keep their impressions 
alive in the midst of their death” (Ahmed, Cultural Politics, 434). Hades 
becomes increasingly compelling in light of narratives of queer memory 
and grief in that its protagonist can never indeed die. Zagreus’ pain is cen-
tered not on the fear of death but rather on the fear of containment and 
the fear of not knowing. Players aren’t given a chance to grieve the loss 
induced by death; instead, death frames itself as an opportunity to begin 
the narrative once again, but this time, with different structures, knowl-
edges, and outcomes on the horizon. Not to mention that this mechanical 
and narrative rendering of death also challenges the affective dimensions 
of roguelike games, which typically consist of creating “a tense, unforgiv-
ing atmosphere” through the implementation of mechanics of permadeath 
and narratives of loss (Andiloro 566).
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In previous chapters, I’ve discussed the importance of queer YA in push-
ing readers to engage in the act of witness or testimony to better under-
stand the connections between the “bad” past and the “better” present, 
and to effectively visualize a multiplicity of future possibilities and out-
comes. Because of Hades’ interactive structure as a video game, we’re 
given a chance to not only explore the relationship between narratives of 
mortality and queer forms of storytelling but, to some extent, embody it. 
With every press of a button or click of a key, we integrate and project our 
own thoughts and moods into the avatar observed on the screen. Through 
play, we perform and narrativize Zagreus’ queer journey through a queer 
space framed by an even queerer sense of time. Through this embodiment 
and performance, we generate “a modality of knowing and recognition 
among audiences and groups that facilitates modes of belonging, espe-
cially minoritarian belonging” (Muñoz, Cruising Utopia 99). We’re given 
a chance to participate and make decisions—to generate pathways—that 
are connected to both queer and negative affective modalities.

These notions of interaction, play, and embodiment have significant 
ramifications for how we understand Hades’ implementation of space and 
queer narrative, and it pushes us to experience—and potentially interro-
gate—the implications of allowing a queer character to bypass the teleol-
ogy of death altogether. These issues become even more charged when 
considering how the video game gamifies the struggle of a character who 
can never escape a home space that is designed to contain him. On this 
surface, the literal warmth and light of the sun greet him on the horizon 
(see Figure 4.3). But this light, this horizon, is ephemeral and always out 
of reach. In many ways, and despite the game’s speculative and fantastic 
framing, Hades’ implementation of permalife mechanics, in combination 
with its unstable and ever-changing spaces, emulate the realities that many 
queer players and subjects experience, especially since “they have been 
positioned permanently by the oppressions of hegemonic culture at the 
precarious line between life and death” (Ruberg 171). Through control of 
Zagreus’ avatar and by reiteratively trying to escape the depths of hell with 
and through his focalization, players are interpolated between the forces 
of life and death. They’re invited to explore (and perhaps even question) 
what mobility, progress, and success mean when utopia and freedom are 
impossible. They’re invited to see the glow of the rising sun, the illumina-
tion of “another time and place that is simultaneously not yet here but 
able to be glimpsed in our horizon” (Muñoz, Cruising Utopia 183). Along 
with Zagreus, we move and dwell in service of a future that can never be 
touched.

Video games always, albeit not consciously, communicate a political 
and social meaning that extends beyond the game’s parameters, a meaning 
that has the potential to create what Ahmed would call an “impression” 
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on players. Indeed, while the desire for progress completion, mastery, 
and entertainment might fuel a player’s decision to play the game repeat-
edly despite the presence of any sense of resolution, this reiterative play 
ultimately imbues a queer character with life that persists and continues 
marching forward in the face of violence, oppression, and impossibility. 
It also pushes us to view what failure means within the context of this 
queer world—primarily when mortality is normatively implemented as a 
form of punishing the player for performing “poorly.” This connects to 
broader conversations mobilized by critics such as Halberstam, Ruberg, 
and Mason regarding the queer potentialities of failure in video game play 
and design and how such failures assist us in “shoring up structures that 
privilege narrative and sexual teleology” (Mason 85). What makes Hades 
compelling from this viewpoint is not only its capacity to dismantle teleol-
ogy but, even more so, to challenge broader and normative applications 
of death and despair in queer narratives. Through reiterative play, we may 
realize that the goal of Hades is not to escape the underworld but rather 
to connect with other characters and forge relationships with non-playable 
characters that transcend the limits of space, time, and death. The game 
becomes less about escape and more about forming connections and coa-
litions that transcend barriers of identity and even species. The game’s 
greatest pleasures aren’t found in the hypermasculine attempt to violently 
escape from the house of Hades, but rather, in getting to know and develop 

Figure 4.3  �If Zagreus manages to escape the underworld, he encounters a sunrise 
for the first time. Given that Zagreus’ body can’t survive the outside 
world, this horizon is perpetually out of reach. He can still see and 
feel glimpses of it, and he continues trying to reach it (Hades, original 
gameplay screen capture).
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intimacies with the various underworld denizens. As a matter of fact, the 
game cheekily states that the social and narrative elements of the game are 
more difficult than its brutal gameplay elements (see Figure 4.4).

Hades doesn’t entirely sever the ties between notions of death and queer 
narrativizations, but it stops death from becoming a finalizing and total-
izing narrative that both marks and forecloses the survival of queer lives 
within oppressive regimes. I’ll admit that the implementation of permalife 
mechanics in the game could be an attempt to address the notion of loss aver-
sion central in the design of video games, where designers consider ways to 
ensure that games don’t induce a sense of anxiety or disdain through their 
mechanics and rules (Engelstein 112–113). Dying in a video game doesn’t 
feel good, and permalife, in many ways, undercuts this bad feeling, this 
anxiety. Notwithstanding, Hades’ content and queer design logics over-
load this mechanic and inevitably tie back to the necropolitical negotiations 
that take place in our readings of queer (YA) texts. Art critic Jean-Ulrick 
Désert has suggested that queer spaces are often generated through “wish-
ful thinking or desires that become solidified: a seduction of the reading 
space where queerness, at a few brief points and for some fleeting moments, 
dominates the (heterocentric) norm, the dominant social narrative of the 
landscape” (21).2 Hades taps into this wishful thinking and offers players 
an interactive virtual location, a temporary dwelling, where narratives of 
death are intimately tied to queer storytelling and where queerness eclipses 
the heteronormative impulse that saturates video game design and culture. 

Figure 4.4  �Zagreus shares how disclosing his feelings to Thanatos is more difficult 
than eliminating his father’s forces in the Underworld (Hades, original 
gameplay screen capture).
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The structure and organization of this video game convey an atmosphere 
that connects us to broader queer histories and affective legacies. Through 
play, we’re immersed in this atmosphere, “eliciting in us a wholistic com-
plex of emotions, feelings, and embodied sensations,” attuning us to the 
“looking-moving-feeling” in ways that help us recognize genres and a text’s 
connection to other cultural productions (Andiloro 562).

What I find so compelling about Hades is precisely its implementation 
of queerness from a representation and design perspective, and how it com-
bines gameplay and adaptive storytelling to create a very queer atmosphere 
designed to be decoded and felt. The game invites readers to reiteratively 
inhabit a virtual space in which they temporarily become one with a queer 
character whose story can’t be foreclosed by death. Death is subverted and 
rendered not as a point of failure or a conclusion to Zagreus’ story but as 
a simple roadblock in his never-ending journey to reach the surface, find 
his mother, and connect with the underworld’s denizens. While Zagreus 
can’t escape hell, he’s able to forge stronger bonds with other characters 
in each playthrough, and there are even opportunities for him to mend his 
troubled relationship with his father. The queer space of Hades is abso-
lutely imbued with wishful thinking that is characteristic in the design of 
queer spaces, but there’s something to be said about the joys and pleasures 
of engaging with a queer character who can’t be buried despite perpetu-
ally experiencing death. For a fleeting moment, we’re given the chance to 
queerly live, and live, and live again in the face of death—a notion that has 
significant implications and stakes for a homonormative culture and space 
that constantly tries to remove death altogether from queer YA culture and 
criticism.

Once again, we must acknowledge that the queer spaces, mechanics, 
and relationships present in this game are indeed only possible through the 
structures, tropes, and narratives present in the speculative and fantastic. 
Whereas the game stages different ways of approaching life and death in a 
queer context, players in the real world don’t always have the privilege of 
framing their own queerness through the optics of life, much less permal-
ife. But such a fixation on realism, especially given the constructed nature 
of narratives of realism and authenticity, short-circuits attempts to interro-
gate the promises of the speculative and to identify how and why it pushes 
us to feel beyond the parameters of the here and now. As video game critic 
Adrienne Shaw has argued, realism can be tyrannical in that 

it forces game makers and critics alike to focus too much on questions 
of accuracy rather than emancipatory possibility […] If we can only 
imagine new ways of viewing what has been, we never get a chance to 
imagine what might be. 

(21) 
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Hades pushes us to ask, “what if,” and in that process of questioning, 
turns wishful thinking into a queer space that can be inhabited momen-
tarily—a digital, virtual space in which livability, not death, becomes the 
defining element that drives the game’s queerness. What makes games such 
as Hades different from most youth texts is the game’s interactive quality 
and ability to channel player choice and input to facilitate underexplored 
ways of dwelling and feeling.

More Than a Character

I’ve focused significant attention on how video games push us to embody 
experiences and feelings of mortality in queer YA culture, but I don’t want 
to normatively argue that video games are more effective in how they 
narrativize and frame queerness due to their interactive qualities. While 
the theoretical applications of permalife are useful in examining how mor-
tality is structured and gamified in video game culture, similar logics can 
be traced in how queer experiences are structured in prose fiction. At the 
beginning of this discussion, I demonstrated how McLemore’s When the 
Moon Was Ours breathes life into its trans characters when they approxi-
mate death—challenging the deathly dimensions that haunt trans repre-
sentation in YA culture and beyond. Trans characters can’t face death in 
this narrative even when they aspire to do so. I want to close this chapter 
by examining a YA novel that harkens to the logic of permalife through its 
narrative structure, organization, and reparative aims.

Many of the texts explored in this book deliberately challenge the nor-
mative trajectories of growth, development, and fulfillment that we’ve 
come to expect from YA narratives. Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing, which I 
discussed in a previous chapter, begins with death instead of ending with 
it, as seen through its narrative framing using the voices and collective 
thoughts of people who died of AIDS-related complications during the 
peak of the epidemic. More Happy Than Not shows the past rupturing in 
the present, and how the past is sometimes concealed to enable normative 
pathways toward happiness. Past and present merge in queer and unex-
pected ways. Mosquita y Mari shows us an anti-coming of age trajectory 
that twists and turns and never reaches fulfillment—ending in ambiguity 
and refuting the uplift expected by normative audiences. Here, we can 
notice how many of these texts share commonalities in how they represent 
time, and how they disrupt normative and linear narratives of growth and 
desire.

Jodie Taylor, for instance, points out that heteronormative tempo-
rality functions “under the assumption that a life course is (or should 
respectably be) conducted in a linear, sequential progression—that is, 
birth, childhood, adolescence, early adulthood, marriage, reproduction, 
child-rearing, retirement, old age, death and kinship inheritance” (894). 
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Historically, queer individuals have been excluded from this linear path-
way, whether due to the inability of queer couples to biologically repro-
duce or due to their exclusion from social institutions such as marriage 
and adoption. Unsurprisingly, literary works that contain disruptive queer 
content often implement narrative structures that are purposely non-linear 
and that challenge the expectations of heteronormative sequential progres-
sion. Although When the Moon Was Ours is a YA novel and Hades is 
an action role-playing narrative video game, both offer a speculative take 
on the cycle of life and death that dismantles the deathly teleologies and 
normative understandings of time often overloaded onto YA narratives. 
While death and despair are very much the framing devices implemented in 
these texts—they don’t shy away from mortality whatsoever—both apply 
a queer attitude towards dwelling and existing that allows them to carve 
a sense of queer futurism in seemingly futureless spaces. Aracely and Sam 
find different pathways to becoming that disobey the laws, expectations, 
and realities imposed on their bodies. Zagreus manages to create networks 
of connection and feeling in the underworld, of all places.

Of all the texts explored in this volume, Patrick Ness’ More Than This 
takes perhaps the most drastic approach towards inverting the teleology 
of queer narratives in that the novel begins with its main character—a 
gay teen who goes by the name of Seth Wearing—drowning himself in 
the violent, cold waters of a Washington State beach. The first sentence 
of the novel’s prologue opens with the line “Here is the boy, drowning” 
(Ness 1), and Seth’s death is then described in visceral and excruciating 
detail. As he jumps into water, a wave crashes his body against the wall 
and fractures his skull and spinal chord, “an injury from which there is no 
return, no recovery. No chance. He dies” (Ness 3). The clinical description 
of Seth’s death resembles the distant, objective, and precise character of 
a coroner’s report, with the exception being that his death is described in 
present rather than past tense. But more than being clinical, the introduc-
tion to Ness’ novel obliterates all hope that Seth will survive the ocean’s 
grasp. This pessimistic opening becomes even more distressing when con-
sidering that Seth regrets his decision soon after he immerses his body into 
the water. The “gasping horror of knowing” that he’s undoubtedly going 
to die causes Seth to panic and attempt to resist the waves (2). He tries 
to survive. The novel opens with Seth’s death and reverses the trajectory 
of development commonly found in YA fiction. Rather than introducing 
us to a boy preparing to cross the threshold into adulthood, the narrative 
presents us with a boy who never fully engages with this developmental 
process—whose story literally begins at the moment of his death.

Ness’ More Than This, like David Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing, is 
unmistakably a literary reaction to the rise of queer teen suicides that satu-
rated the news and media during the early 2010s. However, the way these 
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two novels approach this issue is radically dissimilar. Whereas Levithan 
shares a story in which a character is saved just as he’s about to jump to 
his death, Ness’ character has no means of salvation. After reading the pro-
logue of this novel, one might expect to encounter a retelling of the events 
that led Seth to die by suicide, but this is far from the case. Immediately 
after dying, Seth wakes up in a perverse version of his childhood home in 
England—the one place that immediately reminds him of the pain that he 
and his parents endured before moving to the United States. Although Seth 
recognizes the architecture and furniture present in his childhood home, 
he notices sweeping differences in terms of the place he knew as a child 
and its current condition: thick, ashen dust covers nearly every nook and 
cranny of the house and its surrounding premises, and everything seems 
abandoned and mistreated—as if nobody has inhabited the house or the 
neighborhood for decades. Rusty water comes out of the kitchen sink; he 
hears no creatures or animals outside, and strangely enough, he wakes up 
with a strange webbing covering nearly every part of his body. Seth imme-
diately believes that he now inhabits “A hell built exactly for him” as a 
punishment for dying by suicide (20). The parallels between this moment 
in the novel and the concept of permadeath are uncanny. Even though Seth 
deliberately tries to embrace death—and even though he outright dies—
Seth is compelled and forced to continue moving on.

More Than This exudes ambiguity. The narrative initially fools readers 
into believing Seth’s interpretation of his post-death space as a personal 
hell. As the novel develops, however, we receive conflicting knowledge that 
makes it difficult to understand and know the novel’s setting. For instance, 
Seth still feels hungry in this post-death world, so he often eats tin-canned 
food that has passed its expiration date. He also drinks the murky brown 
water that comes out of the kitchen sink of his dilapidated childhood 
home. Seth questions why he would have the means to satiate his thirst 
and hunger in hell, leading him to question whether his current setting is 
truly a punishment in the afterlife. In this world, Seth feels exhaustion, and 
he sleeps as he used to back in his pre-death life. Every time he sleeps, he 
has vivid dreams in which he relives crucial moments from his past life. 
He relives these moments again and again. Death does not stop the cycle.

By deviating from the typical orientation of linear, developmental nar-
ratives and by writing a novel that begins with death, Ness opens unex-
pected pathways towards queer repair that shed light on the role of closure 
in speculative YA literature with queer characters and themes. Earlier, I 
alluded to the trope of “Bury Your Gays,” which involves the death of a 
queer character (who is often paired with another person), typically after 
audiences have developed an emotional or parasocial attachment to said 
character. By starting the narrative with the character’s death, this trope is 
somewhat inverted and contested. Death is not a punchline, a culmination, 
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it’s not a “gotcha!” for feeling a connection with a queer character. It 
becomes a moment of (dis)orientation. In Queer Phenomenology, Sarah 
Ahmed suggests that the notion of orientation exposes how normative 
pressures push people to pursue some life pathways over others. Our life 
trajectories are oriented by the pathways we see and observe, and we’re 
often pushed to imagine futurity “in terms of reaching certain points along 
a life course” (21). If a “good life” entails imagining a future contingent 
on reaching milestones or normative events along a life course, Seth’s sui-
cide in the novel’s introduction constitutes a point of deviation, or better 
said, an unwillingness to partake in “such gestures of return.” Rather than 
working as a point of narrative closure, his suicide becomes a point of nar-
rative aperture. As he dwells in the post-death world, Seth reflects actively 
on how he failed to make these gestures of return—highlighting how he 
constantly disappointed his family, and how he failed to follow the straight 
and normative pathways carved before him.

One of the most critical vivid dreams in More Than This takes place 
almost a quarter of the way into the novel, in which Seth lies naked in bed 
next to Gudmund—Seth’s best friend and love interest during pre-death 
days. This scene is the first time in the narrative that Seth’s queerness is dis-
closed to readers, and the depiction of queer sexuality is unusually physi-
cal, intimate, and overt for a YA queer novel. While in bed, Gudmund 
pulls out his phone and takes a picture of him and Seth together, an image 
which later circulates among their friends, family, and peers. This latter 
event becomes one of the catalysts for the events that push Seth to con-
sider suicide as a solution to his pain. This scene has two pivotal narrative 
consequences: firstly, it is at this moment that we connect Seth’s suicide to 
his queerness, especially since the narrative initially provides no motive for 
Seth drowning himself in the novel’s opening. Secondly, this vivid dream 
prompts Seth to reflect upon the role of Gudmund in his life, a reflection 
that is telling in terms of Seth’s views towards relationships: 

The ache of it… the ache of missing something that was his own. His 
own private, secret thing that belonged to no one else, that was no part 
of the world of his parents or his brother or even his friends. 

(Ness 105) 

The language of exclusivity and possession saturates Seth’s reflection. His 
intense desire to possess another person exclusively, monogamously, is 
imbued with language of objectification, a sense compounded by Seth’s 
description of his boyfriend as a “thing of his own.”

In the post-death world, Seth’s existence consists of surviving the harsh 
conditions of a lifeless, ash-covered London while attempting to cope with 
the pain of the memories that flood his mind every time he sleeps. The 
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memories are painful. Seth can’t escape the hurt of these dreams even when 
attempting to. He continues to be disturbed by visions every night, includ-
ing the final conversation he had with Gudmund before he was transferred 
to another school: “You’re everything I’ve got, Gudmund […] You’re it. 
I don’t have anything else.” He responds to Seth by stating he “can’t be 
anyone’s everything” (150). Unable to bear the weight of the memories 
that continue to haunt his dreams and even less capable of bearing the 
intense solitude that he feels in the so-called afterlife, Seth runs away from 
his childhood home, preparing to die by suicide once again in the new, ash-
covered world. Here, the narrative begins to break down and fragment, 
and temporality collapses violently.

The descriptions of Seth running towards his second death are inter-
spersed with an almost exact reiteration of the novel’s introduction—the 
pages that describe Seth dying for the first time. Seth’s first death is now 
narrated in past rather than present tense, and the retelling of the first 
suicide is interjected with moments that reflect Seth’s current fears and 
regrets. The text alternates between snippets of Seth’s first suicide and his 
race towards the side of a hill. The narrative creates parallels between 
Seth’s intolerable overflow of solitude as he runs towards the cliff and the 
feeling of drowning in the sea, thrashed by the ocean’s waves. Seth’s first 
death is retold almost in its entirety, but just as the narrative is about to 
retell the moment Seth cracks his skull and dies, he notices a black van 
driving in the distance. Overwhelmed with the possibility of other people 
inhabiting what he perceives to be the afterlife, Seth runs toward the vehi-
cle as he yells at the driver, only to be pulled away (Ness 163). While the 
interlacing past and present narratives initially lead us to believe that Seth 
will die once again, the presence of other bodies in the post-death envi-
ronment interrupts both the interlacing process and Seth’s second suicide 
attempt. Again, note how logics of permalife operate similarly in this nar-
rative. Every time Seth encounters death, or comes close to it, the narra-
tive finds ways of prolonging his life and pushing him to continue moving 
forward.

The implementation of permalife serves as the novel’s self-conscious 
and metafictional attempt to undo the damage caused through its initial 
depiction of Seth’s death, for the introduction of other characters into 
the narrative stalls the cyclical and reiterative suicide account from going 
full circle. While readers might anticipate a deathly outcome given Seth’s 
history, the novel uses this to highlight how futures can turn out differ-
ently—how they don’t need to assume the same shape as the past and 
present Seth knows. The fact that the successful suicide is repeated almost 
word-for-word, except for the actual paragraph in which Seth dies, can be 
read as a reparative undoing of Seth’s death, nearly as if Ness himself were 
attempting to rewrite or reorganize the events in his novel. Seth doesn’t 
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die once again, and he continues to live. Perhaps he never died at all. After 
Seth’s interrupted second suicide attempt, both the content and genre of 
the novel shift dramatically as if the interruption of the second suicide 
narrative caused a reorientation of the original story being told. The first 
parts of the novel lead readers to believe that More Than This is an almost 
theological and philosophical exploration of the afterlife, in which a queer 
teen is forced to relieve viscerally emotional and painful memories each 
time he attempts to rest. However, after Seth is pulled away from the black 
van, the novel becomes dystopic and post-apocalyptic.

Seth has been pulled away from the black van by two people: Regine, a 
Black girl close to Seth’s age who speaks with a British accent, and Tomasz 
(Tommy), a young and precocious Eastern European teenager who is later 
revealed to be a Polish refugee. This meeting brings together three dif-
ferent people who, for one reason or another, are marked as nonnorma-
tive through their performances, orientations, bodies, and alignments with 
futurism. Seth, for reasons mentioned above, is marked as queer through 
his sexual desires. Regine’s Blackness undoubtedly marks her as Other. 
Tomasz is marked as an Other through his status as a refugee. It’s also 
worth noting that as a refugee, not only is Tomasz’s future uncertain, 
stalled, or negated, but he also inhabits an undefined space—in that he 
died after leaving Poland but before immigrating to the United Kingdom. 
Tomasz represents both the liminality of youth and the uncertainty that 
futurity poses on different bodies—a futureless and nationless character 
who challenges the expectations of innocence thrusted upon children.

Seth, Regine, and Tomasz all become refugees in the post-death world. 
Seth questions the presence of other humans in his so-called personal hell. 
Regine, the person who has been in the post-death world for the most 
extended amount of time, reveals that the place they’re now found in is 
actually the “real” world, whereas the world in which Seth died is a virtual 
simulation that people permanently joined about eight years before current 
events: “Everyone left the real world behind […] and moved to one that 
was entirely online. Some completely immersive version that didn’t look 
like being online at all” (Ness 211). To avoid an unexplained environ-
mental catastrophe (which partially explains the presence of ash all over 
the land), humans willingly inserted their bodies in protective, casket-like 
structures that nourish their bodies and muscles as their minds remain 
connected to a virtual world. The influence of The Matrix film series in 
this novel is evident, and the book is self-aware of these allusions. Seth’s 
response to Regine’s revelation supports this notion: “That kind of crap 
only happens in movies. You’d always be able to tell the difference. Real 
life is real life” (211).3 When Seth questions how they escaped the online 
world and why he didn’t die, Regine divulges that all three of them died 
by hitting a specific spot in their head, which led to a “malfunction right 
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at the point of connection that overloads the system and instead of killing 
us, disconnects us” (219). This spot is the same exact point where Seth 
crushed his skull while drowning in the sea in Washington State.

The novel complicates the reader’s ability to fully trust in this dystopian 
narrative. Seth understands that the presence of a digital alternate reality 
explains many things about the “real” world, but he also admits that this 
explanation is full of gaps. Further complicating Seth’s ability to trust in 
the “real” post-apocalyptic world are the inexplicable coincidences that 
he encounters regularly. Loose ends tie a little too nicely, Seth is always 
rescued from danger at the last possible second, and objects sometimes 
materialize when he thinks about them. His distrust in the real begins to 
peak when he encounters Regine and Tomasz, who rescue him right before 
he is about to die by suicide once again: “Something’s still not right about 
this. These two just happened to be there when he was running toward 
the hill” (183, emphasis in original). Here, we have a queer teen character 
questioning the function of narrative and, even more so, questioning what 
Frank Kermode refers to as a novel’s “lie” or “reduction of the world.” 
Kermode argues that as soon as the story

speaks, begins to be a novel, it imposes causality and concordance, 
development, character, a past which matters and a future within cer-
tain broad limits determined by the project of the author rather than 
that of the characters. They have their choices, but the novel has its end. 

(140) 

Here, Seth becomes aware of the potential “lie” that he is experiencing, 
and he begins to question how much choice he has in the larger narrative 
of his life.

Because Seth can identify patterns of “causality and concordance,” he 
begins to believe that what he’s experiencing is simply a “story that he’s 
telling himself” (Ness 250)–fully establishing the novel’s metafictional sta-
tus. The novel’s metafictional aspects are highlighted earlier when Seth 
encounters a book he read as a child. While re-reading this novel, he 
reflects on the nature of books and how these objects can contain a reality 
within their pages: “A book… It’s a world all on its own, too. He looks 
at the cover again. […] A world made of words, Seth thinks, where you 
live for a while” (135, emphasis in original). Although Ness uses italics 
to mark thoughts that are substantiated in Seth’s mind, these italicized 
phrases inevitably highlight vital phrases and ideas: a) Seth is a protagonist 
who literally lives in a world made of words; b) Through reading More 
Than This, we as readers “inhabit” a world made of words; and c) Seth 
is aware that he’s a character in a story. Readers are actively pushed to 
question whether the events occurring in the novel are truly happening, or 
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whether the entire text should be approached as a metafictional discussion 
of queer literature and narratives of death.

Seth ventures through the ash-covered plains with Regine and Tomasz 
as they all attempt to escape the clutches of the Driver—the entity driving 
a van that tries to reinsert the characters in the digital world so that their 
deaths can be fulfilled and finalized. When a person is reinserted into the 
virtual realm, they proceed to die as they originally meant to in the “real” 
world. While escaping the Driver and attempting to survive the conditions 
of the post-apocalyptic space, the three teens must look beyond their sur-
face and bodily differences and engage in practices of coalition in order to 
survive the damaged world they now dwell in. Regine and Tomasz also 
challenge Seth in important ways, pushing him to interrogate the hierar-
chies and binaries he imposes on others.

Seth constantly and explicitly approaches Regine and Tomasz as poten-
tial fictional characters that simply exist to mobilize the plot of his story. 
This, of course, is a meta-comment on the nature of secondary characters 
in a novel and how they exist to aid in a protagonist’s development. In One 
vs. the Many, Alex Woloch argues that “the discrete representation of any 
specific individual is intertwined with the narrative’s continual apportion-
ing of attention to different characters who jostle for a limited space within 
the same fictive universe” (13). Furthermore, Woloch discusses how the 
vigor and realism of protagonists as characters depend on their positioning 
against minor characters, with the author often deciding to represent sec-
ondary characters using only a “few features or a small segment of the per-
sonality to the neglect of much that would make the figure a full human” 
(43). Ness counteracts the reductive tendencies of the secondary character 
by providing Regine and Tomasz with complex personalities and backsto-
ries, and even more so, by having the secondary characters challenge their 
very existence as secondary characters in Seth’s narrative. As Regine points 
out when confronting Seth’s self-centered tendencies: 

The way you think, you have the right to know everything. That it’s all 
about you. I mean, even thinking me and Tommy are here to help you 
somehow. How self-centered is that? You ever think maybe you’re here 
to help us? 

(Ness 329) 

Here, a “secondary” character from a work of literature pushes the novel’s 
protagonist to come to terms with the binaries and hierarchies often imple-
mented through representation, and by viewing people through their func-
tion rather than their personhood. Regine’s attempt to challenge Seth’s 
self-centeredness is not only her attempt to gain more agency within the 
limited space of the fictive universe, but it is also her attempt to push Seth 
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to think more generatively—to be more attuned to how realities affect oth-
ers besides the self.

It also pushes Seth to think about the narratives that we frame our 
lives around, and the sequences that stories follow in the pursuit of happi-
ness. In her examination of narrative and sexuality, Judith Roof highlights 
the normative and performative contours that come along with narrative 
representation:

Narrative’s apparent rendition of life experience, then, is already an 
ideological version of (re)production produced by the figurative coop-
eration of a naturalized capitalism and heterosexuality. Narrative’s 
dynamic enacts ideology and narrative’s constant production prolifer-
ates that ideology continually and naturally, as if it were simply a fact 
of life and sense itself. 

(xvii)

Seth’s views himself as a protagonist and his companions as secondary 
characters, inserting himself into the heart of the narrative. By having 
Regine and Tomasz challenge their status, they oppose the hierarchies and 
ideologies that narrativizations produce. By starting the novel in death 
and ending in ambiguity, the novel destabilizes the normative trajectories 
of life experience and capitalist success espoused by YA culture. As the 
conclusion of the novel draws near, Seth reveals that he died soon after 
he realized his boyfriend, Gudmund, was also sleeping with his friend, 
Monica—who was also the person responsible for circulating the photo 
of Seth and Gudmund together in bed. Seth acknowledges that his reac-
tion to the situation was “extreme” (426), but it was primarily due to his 
inability to understand how anyone can assume the task of being “any-
body’s everything” (423). While discussing these notions with Regine and 
Tomasz, Seth approaches Gudmund’s desires and actions in a less self-
centered fashion. Does Gudmund’s adherence to non-monogamy undo or 
diminish the love and affection he felt towards Seth? Does Seth have to die 
because his relationship wasn’t successful, at least according to normative 
understandings?

Gudmund’s non-monogamy didn’t fit within the narrative parameters 
of the virtual world, where heteronormativity and patriarchy offer noth-
ing but a linear, sequential progression that must be followed to assure a 
“good life.” Since these events didn’t comply with this expected sequence, 
and monogamy wasn’t a possibility, Seth couldn’t visualize the “good life” 
that hung in front of him like a carrot on a stick. He therefore views him-
self as lacking, as not enough. Since he was unable to view alternative 
pathways due to the contexts he was immersed in, he tries to remove him-
self from the pathway entirely. However, the logic of permalife grants Seth 
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the opportunity to start the path anew, but this time with different knowl-
edges, a less self-centered attitude toward others, and friends that join him 
in coalition despite their sociocultural and intersectional divergences.

Seth now dwells in an ambiguous, uncertain space where the rules and 
values of the pre-apocalyptic world no longer hold true. He has found a 
community constituted by people who were considered nonnormative or 
subpar for various reasons, but who possess the ability to make him think 
differently about himself and his place in the world: “surprising people, 
with unexpected, unimaginable stories of their own. People who looked at 
the world in a completely different way and by doing so, made it different” 
(471–472, emphasis in original). Seth rejects the norms and expectations 
upheld by his nuclear family plugged into the virtual world and forms 
his own queer kinships in the real dystopian world—a family linked not 
through blood or genes, but rather, through political and affective con-
victions. But Seth, ultimately, decides not to remain in this world. With 
the queer knowledge that he’s obtained by inhabiting a post-apocalyptic 
world and by immersing himself in the lives of those who surround him, 
Seth decides to plug himself back into the virtual world to see if he can 
repair it and undo the hurt caused to himself, and the pain he caused to 
others.

More Than This forgoes a concrete ending in favor of ambiguity and 
uncertainty, similar to other texts explored in this book such as Mosquita 
y Mari and the 2015 version of More Happy Than Not. We never find out 
if Seth is experiencing the “real,” whether he’s living in a narrative that 
his mind created to cope with his suicide, or whether he’s simply a literary 
character lost in a sequence of random events. We never find out if he suc-
ceeds in his effort to return to the virtual world, or whether he was able to 
address the hurt and cultural damage that led to his death in the first place. 
But even though he’s uncertain of what will happen, “he knows he can live 
with it” (472). This ending forgoes the certainty expected and celebrated in 
queer YA culture in an attempt to frame queerness as an ongoing process. 
When Regine, Tomasz, and Seth first discuss the possibility that they’re 
inhabiting a fictional story, Regine reflects on the nature of narrative and 
how it ultimately exists for affective purposes: “People see stories every-
where […] We take random events, and we put them together in a pattern 
so we can comfort ourselves with a story, no matter how much it obvi-
ously isn’t true” (217). But does the truth of the events affect the impact 
that they can ultimately have? Does their fictionality undo their effects 
and affects? More Than This is precisely about not being able to know 
and how, by not knowing, we can carve alternative pathways to comfort 
ourselves, orient ourselves, and find our place. While logics of permalife 
are indeed disconnected from the ways in which mortality operates in the 
real world, it nonetheless highlights the potential of fiction, fantasy, and 
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the imagination to challenge the very elements of mortality and survival 
tethered to queer stories—while at the same time not obliterating or undo-
ing this connection entirely.

No Escape?

Given the rise of critical conversations regarding the place of death, vio-
lence, and mortality in queer YA narratives, the texts I’ve examined in 
this chapter pose further challenges against the normative impulse to filter 
out violence, death, and despair as tied to queer experiences. Despite their 
differences in genre, medium, and structure, When the Moon Was Ours, 
Hades, and More Than This exploit the fantastic potentialities of fiction to 
transform the tense relationship between queerness and mortality. Death 
isn’t removed from these texts. However, all of them transform and recon-
figure death, uncoupling it from the linear pathways, orientations, and 
teleologies commonly celebrated in YA culture. They conjoin narratives 
of hope and despair, life and death, beginning and end, creating fictional 
worlds in which mortality can’t completely control the narratives and ori-
entations of queer characters.

We don’t have access to the mechanics of permalife in the real world. 
Death and violence are very real elements in the lives of so many queer and 
marginalized folk, and the ties between the two have created expected and 
anticipated pathways for how queer lives are represented and structured 
in our imaginations. Permalife can’t undo the violence and deathly con-
notations that haunt queerness, but it can provide us with opportunities 
to interrogate what lives count as livable, what narrative paths we follow, 
and how the fantastic can be summoned as both a source of relief and as 
a challenge to the dominant culture. It pushes us to further examine the 
dialectic relationship that exists between life and mortality in queer YA 
cultural productions and to think carefully about how our own world is 
built and structured. What opportunities for futurism do we anticipate 
when witnessing queer and trans lives that can’t die within a fictive uni-
verse? What are the broader implications of imbuing queer characters with 
a sense of life and continuity that can never be stripped away? What hap-
pens when queer YA doesn’t shy away from discourses of mortality, but 
instead, finds ways to reconfigure them, deconstruct them, and explore 
how they move and affect us?

In Hades, every time the player dies and loses a round, a cutscene is 
shown of Zagreus dragged into the air as blood bursts out of him, and 
he then sinks into a bloody currents of the River of Styx. After Zagreus 
dies after several playthroughs and countless hours of gameplay, the 
cutscene slightly changes. Zagreus is still dropped into a pool of blood, 
but before returning to the underworld, he sticks his hand out of the pool 
and gestures a peace sign to the player (see Figure 4.5). There’s something 
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deeply—perhaps morbidly—satisfying about seeing a queer character being 
so blasé in the face of death. Death no longer defines Zagreus’ experiences, 
and no longer imposes a true sense of finality to his never-ending quest to 
reach the surface. And while this invincibility doesn’t mirror reality for 
any of us mere mortals, there’s something to be said about the feelings we 
embody through playing his journey. A queer character’s story isn’t stalled 
by the narrative forces of mortality. He celebrates and rejoices knowing 
that death can’t stop him—it instead drives him to continue dashing and 
slashing his way through the hurt and oppression of the underworld, com-
pelled by the lure and promise of an unreachable glow on the horizon.

Compared to Hades, YA novels such as When the Moon Was Ours 
and More Than This are more static in how they (de)narrativize the links 
between mortality and queerness, and don’t offer the same opportunities 
that video games can in terms of interaction and embodiment. However, 
all of these texts are akin to each other in their use of the narrative and 
speculative devices to breathe life into queer and trans mortality narratives. 
They approach mortality not as a punishment for queer characters, but as 
a call to rethink, reassess, restart, and continue on. Death is a call and 
opportunity for transformation, a call to feel not good about, but—and I 
use this word lightly—better in the face of death. As Ahmed reminds us, 
“for those whose lives have been torn apart by violence, or those for whom 
the tiredness of repetition in everyday life becomes too much to bear, feel-
ing better does and should matter” (Cultural Politics 201). These texts, 
despite their differences in medium, invite us to partake in dreams where 
waters transform rather than drown, where teens venture hand-in-hand to 

Figure 4.5  �Zagreus’ hand emerges from a pool of blood and gestures a peace sign 
to the player when dying later in the game (Hades, original gameplay 
screen capture).
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survive the ash-laden lands of homonormativity, and where queers arise 
from the blood with more knowledge to dwell through the structures and 
narratives that contain our bodies and desires.

Notes

1	 The development of queer kinship and identity through containment and con-
straint was a prominent notion present in the development of queer commu-
nities in the 1970s and 1980s. As Richard Dyer discusses in his now classic 
discussion on camp, constraint pushes queer people to develop complex rela-
tionships with our surroundings, finding different strategies to dwell in a world 
shaped by heteronormativity: “We find it easy to appear to fit in, we are good 
at picking up the rules, conventions, forms and appearances of different social 
circles. And why? Because we’ve had to be good at it, we’ve had to be good at 
disguise, at appearing to be one of the crow, the same as everyone else. Because 
we had to hide what we really felt (gayness) for so much of the time, we had to 
master the façade of whatever social set-up we found ourselves in—we couldn’t 
afford to stand out in any way, for it might give the game away about our gay-
ness” (114).

2	 In Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, John D’Emilio explores the connec-
tions between queerness and spaces such as bars. He argues these spaces facili-
tated the formation of a community “around a shared sexual orientation,” a 
cooperative existence that “would have important implications in the future 
for the shape of gay politics and gay identity throughout the nation” (195). We 
must be wary, however, in donning a romanticized perspective when thinking 
through the sense of community enabled by such spaces, and how they thrived 
through practices of exclusion.

3	 Given the parallels between More Than This and The Matrix trilogy, the char-
acter of Regine can be read as an allusion to the Oracle character in The Matrix 
Reloaded, especially in terms of her ability to know and understand the struc-
ture and function of the post-apocalyptic world. She is the oldest person in the 
trio and has spent the most time in the ash-covered land.
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Time has been a constantly resurfacing issue in this discussion of the repar-
ative impulse of queer YA literature. Many of the texts I’ve discussed stress 
the importance of using the past as a conduit to activate and reinvigorate 
more generative ways of existing in the world. However, the YA literature 
and media discussed in this chapter are primarily concerned with looking 
forward and envisioning futures and conclusions that steer far away from 
what normative narratives consider happy. In his discussion on epilogues 
in children’s and YA fiction, Mike Cadden points out how these forms 
of narrative closure often sacrifice literary merit in that they are written 
to provide younger audiences with a sense of ease that favors emotional 
dimensions over literary innovation or experimentation. He argues that 
epilogues are “a risky re-immersion for the purpose of reassurance. It’s 
aesthetically clumsy but clearly believed to be effective for being affec-
tive” (“All is Well” 345). Epilogues prioritize comfort over narrative logic. 
However, it’s worth thinking more carefully about how the epilogue’s 
affective dimensions are ideologically framed and how they enable (or hin-
der) the queer potentialities of a text. While epilogues are designed to make 
readers feel a sense of comfort and wellbeing, many times, their emotional 
dimensions are contingent on the perpetuation of heteronormative and 
antiqueer ideologies that foreclose queer thinking and possibility.

My relationship with the Harry Potter series, for instance, started to 
collapse way before J.K. Rowling’s alignment with transphobic discourses 
and practices came to light.1 I remember reading the last line of the now 
infamous epilogue of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, and recall 
feeling an intense pit of disappointment in my stomach. After all of the 
sadness, trauma, and heartbreak that these characters endure, the happi-
ness and comfort reinforced by the epilogue felt too little, too late. “All 
was well” (759). What assures this sense of wellness? This sense of hap-
piness? Normative comforts and aspirations such as heterosexual cou-
pledom, marriage, reproduction, and child-rearing. The now grown-up 
wizards are steeped in the promises of heterosexual bliss, and the cycle 
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Catastrophic Comforts

of futurity remains secure with a fresh crew of magical children on their 
way to experience a life of wonder that only Hogwarts could provide. 
My disappointment in this epilogue extends beyond the heteronormative 
implications it espouses. The epilogue involves a burial of hurt. There 
may be small traces of trauma in the form of a scar, but echoes of pain 
are absent from this marking. Epilogues are narrative devices that typi-
cally don’t heal pain, but rather, mask it. They’re attempts at repairing 
the forms of violence present in the narrative for the sake of making the 
reader feel good. The epilogue, in many ways, embodies cruel optimism.

In the second chapter of this volume, I examined how Adam Silvera’s 
later inclusion of an epilogue in More Happy Than Not (2015/2000) situ-
ated a radically queer text within the normative parameters of success and 
happiness expected from YA texts. In many ways, the epilogue acts as a 
“straightening device” (Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness), reorienting 
characters towards dominant understandings of achievement and fulfill-
ment. Can YA speculative works employ the emotional perks of the epi-
logue without succumbing to the impulse to provide clarity? Can epilogues 
provide a sense of comfort that resists reinforcing adult-oriented, norma-
tive views of what counts as happy, appropriate, or healthy? Can read-
ers find respite and solace in closures commonly viewed as pessimistic or 
undesirable? To address these questions, we must turn our attention to 
speculative YA works that are driven by bleakness and despair—works 
that present readers with queer dreams and normative nightmares. (Post)
apocalyptic texts with queer themes and sensibilities are the ideal works 
for this discussion. This literature aligns with a queer sensibility that rejects 
many of the norms and ideologies that are elevated in real-world contexts. 
These texts envision futures that highlight the failures of past lives and 
communities and often serve as critiques of naïve optimistic and hopeful 
thinking. Dystopia, after all, is utopia’s unruly twin sister.

The apocalyptic genre’s proclivity towards negative affect, pessimism, 
and cynicism often clashes with the narrative closures typically found in YA 
texts—closures that convey a sense of “possibility and resilience” (Coats 
326). Here, we encounter an issue in that many YA dystopian and post-
apocalyptic texts offer promises of hope that are optimistically cruel, in that 
protagonists often yearn for the very things that hurt them—and at times, 
embrace the very practices and ideas they initially resisted. A scrutiny of 
Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games series will illustrate many of the issues 
that are at stake in this discussion. Although this series has no characters 
that explicitly identify as queer, it still espouses nonnormative inclinations 
in that its protagonist expresses fluidity in terms of her gender performance 
and shuns the demands of reproductive futurism. Furthermore, and par-
ticularly in the first two books of the series, Katniss expresses an aromantic 
sensibility, in that she “indicates a low interest in romantic contact” and 
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doesn’t organize her life “according to a hierarchy that prioritizes sexual and 
romantic couples” (Przybylo 5). The novel’s epilogue, however, forecloses 
this potentiality in troubling ways. A scrutiny of The Hunger Games series, 
focusing primarily on the final chapters and epilogue of Collins’ Mockingjay, 
will shed light on problems present in (hetero)normative narrative closures. 
Afterward, I examine Andrew Smith’s Grasshopper Jungle, and show how 
it provides us with an alternative, twisted version of an epilogue that refuses 
to offer readers a sense of comfort through normative or traditional means.

Worse Games to Play

Toward the culmination of Collins’ Hunger Games trilogy, protagonist 
Katniss Everdeen witnesses the slow recovery of a destroyed District 
Twelve after overthrowing the dictatorship known as the Capitol. As 
Katniss observes hundreds of people returning to the district and lush veg-
etation returning to its charred meadows, she considers the importance 
of optimism in moments of despair: “What I need is the dandelion in the 
spring. The bright yellow that means rebirth instead of destruction. The 
promise that life can go on, no matter how bad our losses. That it can be 
good again” (Mockingjay 388). Although the tyrannical rule of dictator-
ship known as the Capitol has been dismantled—at least for the moment—
nightmares haunt Katniss and she relives the atrocities of this dystopian 
government. In her nightmares, she reiteratively confronts the ghosts of 
people whose lives were lost during the Mockingjay revolution. She unsur-
prisingly reveals that Peeta, District 12’s other victor, fulfills the promise of 
life and goodness in moments of despair. Hope lurks in every corner of the 
ideological frameworks of The Hunger Games, and the narrative overtly 
informs readers how the fictional world of Panem—a post-apocalyptic ver-
sion of the United States—operates under the logic of cruel optimism.

The film adaptation of the first novel emphasizes the devious role of opti-
mism—how it’s cast as something people yearn for, but that nonetheless 
maintains the status quo. In a revealing moment in the first film, Cornelius 
Snow, the President of Panem, and Seneca Crane, the game designer of the 
seventy-fourth Hunger Games, discuss the role of hope in controlling the 
Capitol and its districts. Snow suggests that the dynamic between fear and 
hope possesses the potential to simultaneously liberate or control society:

President Snow:	 Seneca, why do you think we have a winner?
Seneca Crane:	 What do you mean?
President Snow:	 I mean, why do we have a winner? I mean, if we just 

wanted to intimidate the districts, why not round up 
twenty-four of them at random and execute them all at 
once? Be a lot faster.
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Seneca:	 […]
President Snow:	 Hope.
Seneca Crane:	 Hope?
President Snow:	 Hope. It is the only thing stronger than fear. A little hope 

is effective. A lot of hope is dangerous. A spark is fine, as 
long as it’s contained. (The Hunger Games, 2012)

President Snow exposes how optimistic thinking can have cruel implica-
tions. While explaining the dangers of hope to Seneca, Snow prunes a 
white rose—stripping it of its thorns and removing its leaves (see Figure 
5.1). Discourses of hope echo in the scene as Snow removes the rose’s 
mechanism for defending itself—his hands prune and trim the rose to fit a 
uniform aesthetic: tame, subdued, controlled.

The society portrayed throughout the Hunger Games series came to 
fruition through warfare. The class distinction that was upheld between 
citizens of the Capitol and inhabitants of the impoverished districts gained 
credibility and power through acts of systemic violence. The role that opti-
mism plays in perpetuating forms of violence that aren’t overtly tangible or 
perceivable sheds light on its potential to be both helpful and dangerous. 
While a discourse centered on hope haunts the entire Hunger Games tril-
ogy, I want to redirect our attention to Katniss’ development throughout 
the series, and the series’ eventual reinforcement of normative dynamics of 
gender and sexuality that quash the antinormative sensibility present in the 
novels and their film adaptations.

After impulsively assassinating President Coin—the mastermind behind 
the Mockingjay revolution—as a way of preventing the perpetuation of the 
ritualistic televised combat known as The Hunger Games, Katniss remains 

Figure 5.1  �President Snow frames hope as both a generative and destructive force 
all while audiences are shown a close-up shot of his hands stripping a 
white rose of its leaves and thorns (The Hunger Games 2012).
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locked in solitary confinement during her trial. Here, Katniss abstains from 
eating and contemplates suicide, all while reflecting upon the violence 
and despair maintained by quotidian human life. Throughout the series, 
Katniss has always presented herself as odd or different in that she embod-
ies ideals and practices that mark her as “unfeminine” and queer, in that 
she negates the impulses of reproductive futurism and expresses no desire 
to be in a relationship with another person. As a matter of fact, before 
reading the final novel in the series, I approached Katniss as a character 
completely disinterested in sex and romance, a character that lived against 
the normative expectations and pressures of sexusociety (see Przybylo).

Various times throughout The Hunger Games series, Katniss discusses 
the futility of prospects such as romance and sexuality in her life, and even 
more so, she repudiates the social demand to marry, have children, or even 
love. As Peeta grows upset over Katniss’ inability to articulate her wants or 
desires towards the end of the first novel, she makes her detachment from 
normative aspirations clear:

it’s no good loving me because I’m never going to get married anyway, 
and he’d just end up hating me later instead of sooner. That if I do have 
feelings for him, it doesn’t matter because I’ll never be able to afford the 
kind of love that leads to a family, to children. And how can he? How 
can he after what we’ve just been through? 

(Collins, The Hunger Games 373)

Katniss uses the word “afford,” a term loaded with monetary and eco-
nomic implications, which implies that she has neither the material nor 
affective resources needed to form a family. Furthermore, her use of the 
terms family and children, rooted in normative notions of what connectiv-
ity, legacy, and kinship constitute, also negates the strength and validity of 
the bonds that she has established (and, at times, lost) during her time in 
the Hunger Game Arenas—such as her close relationship with Rue—there-
fore reinforcing dynamics of oppression and white supremacy saturated 
throughout the text (see Ebony Elizabeth Thomas 42–45).2 In this passage, 
Katniss also connects notions of love directly to the creation of a biologi-
cal family unit. Regardless of the motives behind her statement, Katniss 
deliberately tries to distance herself from desiring or working toward het-
eronormative milestones.

By stating that she can’t afford the affective and material costs of love, 
family, and children, Katniss situates herself at odds with the societal 
demands of reproductive futurism, motherhood, and heteronormativity. 
She views herself as a futureless being, a perspective that dramatically 
crystallizes towards the end of Mockingjay, as she proclaims her discon-
nect with femininity and, even more so, with her humanity. While locked 
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alone in isolation, Katniss disavows her allegiance and connection to the 
“monsters” known as humans, claiming that there’s something fundamen-
tally “wrong with a creature that sacrifices its children’s lives to settle its 
differences” (Mockingjay 377). Throughout the series’ three-book run, 
Katniss has served as a symbol of the resistance—fighting and advocating 
for the liberation of people living in subpar and inhumane conditions in 
Panem’s various districts. But after realizing that the very members of the 
resistance, and even the resistance’s leader, desire to perpetuate Panem’s 
ritualistic sacrifice and have the children of the Capitol’s citizens compete 
in a televised deathmatch, Katniss questions whether humanity deserves 
to continue living on. She questions the value of living for, fighting for, 
or dying for the preservation of human society and culture when it’s so 
hellbent on self-destruction.

Katniss’ musings on the folly of humankind and the potential benefits 
of its collapse are the pinnacle of her sinthomosexual inclinations. The 
sinthomosexual—a concept developed by Lee Edelman in No Future—
denotes people who reject social norms and who resist the tendency to 
work towards futurity and sociality. They move “beyond compulsory 
compassion, beyond the future and the snare of images keeping us always 
in its thrall” by repudiating “all social action, all responsibility for a better 
tomorrow or for the perfection of social forms” (101, emphasis in origi-
nal). Katniss’ musings on the collapse of humanity and their replacement 
with a more compassionate species echo sinthomosexual sentiments in that 
she abandons a utopic envisioning of the future in favor of a more fatalis-
tic, antisocial purview. Through these musings, Katniss envisions how the 
eradication of humans would lead to a state of heteronormative dormancy, 
and it would lead to the undermining of political, cultural, and social 
orders that lead to stasis, normativity, oppression, and violence. There’s 
an ironic sense of hope that she finds in this vision of despair.

While Mockingjay’s epilogue attempts to offset the overall sense of 
hopelessness present in past books, it remains a bittersweet closure to the 
series for various reasons. Katniss and Peeta now have a daughter and a 
younger son. Panem seems to be in a state of peace, and the survivors of 
the Mockingjay revolution strive to honor the lives that were lost during 
the reign of the Capitol. The epilogue becomes increasingly tense from a 
queer perspective, however, when Katniss shares her feelings towards her 
children and her decision to have them in the first place:

It took five, ten, fifteen years for me to agree. But Peeta wanted them so 
badly. When I first felt her stirring inside of me, I was consumed with 
a terror that felt as old as life itself. Only the joy of holding her in my 
arms could tame it. Carrying him was a little easier, but not much. 

(Collins, Mockingjay 389)
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Katniss, who adamantly refutes the impulse to have children throughout the 
entire series, chooses to have them mainly because her partner yearned for off-
spring and a biological legacy. In a sense, both Peeta and Katniss cement the 
ideology of children as torch-wielders for hope and futurity, a dynamic akin 
to the one we see in the epilogue of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows.

Katniss refutes the possibility of children because she doesn’t want to 
be responsible for bringing a human being into a damaged world thatwill 
continue to break. On the one hand, Katniss’ eventual decision to have 
children could be approached as a marker indicating that the conditions 
of the human world have changed to the extent that she now views it as a 
livable place. On the other hand, Katniss’ decision to have children, espe-
cially when considering that she had them mostly because “Peeta wanted 
them so badly,” can be approached as symptomatic of patriarchal and 
ideological vestiges that have stubbornly secured themselves to the world 
that Katniss and her family inhabit. She lives in a renewed society in which 
the desires of her partner—a man—are still prioritized over her own fears 
and apprehensions, and where both monogamy and children are portrayed 
as necessary components for hope, pleasure, and futurity.

The second part of Mockingjay’s film adaptation increases the strength 
of this reading significantly, for its epilogue problematically makes various 
adjustments to the novel’s narrative that increase the draw and prevalence 
of heteronormativity and reproductive futurism. For instance, the epilogue 
shows Peeta playing with the older child over the renewed meadows of 
District 12. Katniss, who dons a cheery, yellow flowery dress, watches 
the two people playing from a distance as she cradles her younger child—
now represented as an infant and not a toddler—in her arms. In the film, 
Katniss utters portions of the novel’s epilogue verbatim, but rather than 
delivering these words to an indeterminate listener, we see her say these 
words directly to the infant. The film’s epilogue not only emphasizes a 
dichotomy between active masculinity and passive femininity but also rein-
forces Katniss’ role as a mother and feminine woman while simultane-
ously elevating the infant as a symbol of hope and the future (see Edelman 
12–13). The words of the epilogue are projected onto the image of an 
infant, imbuing the film with a sense of heteronormativity that surpasses 
that present in the novel’s bittersweet conclusion. The scene’s nondiegetic 
music and bright, vibrant colors—which can be described as both cheery 
and uplifting—buffer the possibility of noticing the negative emotional 
dimensions present in the novel’s epilogue (see Figure 5.2).

While Katniss’ decision to have children can be seen as an effort on her 
behalf to live a more collective and less “self-centered” existence, I can’t 
help but speculate whether it would be possible for Katniss to achieve 
any semblance of comfort and happiness without the presence of children 
or a male partner in her life. Katniss’s story complies with a teleological 
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metanarrative that aims toward normative narrative closure through het-
eronormative aspirations: 

biological reproduction—and, by extension, heterosexual marriage—is 
connected to the seasons, the weather, to bodily realities of life and 
death; it is the template for narrating time and change, for depicting the 
rhythm of our selves and bodies as we move toward death.

(McCrea 13) 

After experiencing so much hurt and precarity, and after expressing aro-
mantic sensibilities, Katniss still finds herself aligning with this template, 
replicating (hetero)normative narrative trajectories. Katniss’ embrace of 
romance and biological reproduction seems necessary and inevitable in 
providing the closure we encounter in Mockingjay. She adheres to chron-
onormative temporal ideologies and normative narrative templates by 
engaging in heteronormative coupledom and becoming a mother—an act 
that further establishes a wedge between the self-centered and “queer” 
teen Katniss represented throughout the series and the “feminine” and 
nurturing adult Katniss represented in Mockingjay’s epilogue.3 Given the 
ties between biological reproduction and closure, I’m not surprised that 
Collins—similar to Rowling in the epilogue to the Harry Potter series—
uses children to attempt to counteract the suffering that the protagonist 
goes through. As Sara Ahmed has argued, “The absence of children is one 
signifier of the absence of somebody to whom I can defer my hope, for 
whom I can justify my present suffering. Children, in other words, bear the 

Figure 5.2  �Katniss watches Peeta and her older child playing in the meadow as she 
cradles an infant (The Hunger Games: Mockingjay Part 2).
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weight of this fantasy” (The Promise of Happiness 184). In the epilogue, 
Katniss now has people who justify and potentially ameliorate her suffer-
ing. While children often serve as a fantasy to explain the pain of living, 
this justification reinforces to the very ideologies and practices that led to 
this suffering in the first place. How cruel indeed.

Even after complying with a normative template of biological repro-
duction, the novel ends on a somber note, in which Katniss confesses that 
some days it’s difficult for her to conciliate her past and present:

it feels impossible to take pleasure in anything because I’m afraid it 
could be taken away. That’s when I make a list in my head of every act 
of goodness I’ve seen someone do. It’s like a game. Repetitive. Even a 
little tedious after more than twenty years. But there are much worse 
games to play. 

(Collins, Mockingjay 390)

In analyzing this epilogue, Mike Cadden highlights its bittersweet nature 
and questions the authenticity of Katniss’ forced and constructed happi-
ness. Cadden observes that the epilogue portrays the reality of living with 
trauma. At first glance, it may seem impossible for Katniss to find happi-
ness given her mental and physical state at the end of the book. The epi-
logue presents a compelling case for how she resorts to finding happiness 
as best as she can (Cadden 354). How much comfort and optimism can we 
find in this closure, especially given its normative structure and content? 
Perhaps the epilogue offers comfort from a normative, individualistic per-
spective in that Katniss can potentially find pleasure despite her dire past, 
but matters become more complicated when thinking about happiness and 
its normative aspiration to comfort.

For Katniss to cope with her present and ultimately feel pleasure in 
it, she constantly looks back and plays a game in which she exhaustively 
lists acts that assure her of the “goodness” of life. This game that Katniss 
plays over a two-decade span serves as a manifestation of what Love calls 
backward feelings, for it signals “the ruined state of the social world,” it 
demonstrates the continuities that exist between a damaged past and a 
still damaged present, and even more so, it highlights the shortcomings of 
progress-driven narratives (27). Mockingjay’s epilogue effectively catalogs 
the backward feelings that permeate Katniss’ purview, illustrating how the 
resonances of the Capitol’s violence continue to trouble her present. In the 
words of Berlant, the game that Katniss plays becomes “shaped by [a] cri-
sis in which people find themselves developing skills for adjusting to newly 
proliferating pressures to scramble for modes of living on” (8). Perhaps the 
human spirit has endured the Capitol’s rule. Nevertheless, the endurance 
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of this human spirit also entails the survival of ideologies, codes, beliefs, 
and practices that will continue to cause an overall sense of strife and inad-
equacy for the Other. Collins’ Hunger Games series spotlights the norma-
tive baggage that often comes with epilogues, and its attempts to artificially 
provide readers with a sense of closure. Its epilogue not only concludes the 
series in an ideologically troubling way, but it also distances the associa-
tions between queer modalities and positive affect. This conclusion, like 
that of Harry Potter, demonstrates that queer experience and thought have 
little to no space within the mainstream epilogue’s aspiration to comfort.

Countless critics have hailed The Hunger Games series for inverting 
and, to some extent, destabilizing binary approaches to gender in litera-
ture written for younger readers. Collins does much to ensure readers 
can detect a reversal of traditionally feminine and masculine traits in 
her main characters. In her assessment of gender and queerness in the 
series, Jennifer Mitchell argues that “Katniss’s ability to negotiate, try 
on, and experiment with various gender roles is a testament to the lack 
of stable substance underneath them” (129). In other words, Katniss’ 
ability to perform multiple gender roles highlights both the performa-
tivity and constructed nature of these performances. Although none of 
these roles involve romance with other women or sexual desire towards 
the same gender, their fluidity, interchangeability, and connection to 
gender performativity make this experimentation embody a queer ethos. 
Furthermore, Katniss’ lack of interest in children, marriage, romance, or 
relationships aligns her with an asexual and aromantic potentiality that’s 
undeniable and explicitly articulated throughout the series. Leah Phillips, 
for instance, highlights how Katniss pressures the gendered connotations 
attached to her body through the eschewal of heteronormative imagery, 
as seen when she “burns away the wedding dress she would have worn 
to marry Peeta” (18). If Katniss’ mobility between gender performances 
exemplifies the character’s queerness and the sociocultural construction 
of gender categories, the trilogy’s epilogue and the destabilization of the 
Capitol’s power essentially coerce this potential queerness to vanish. The 
ability of the “girl on fire” to navigate various identities essentially cools 
down and extinguishes. A survivor, a wife, and a mother, the Katniss 
depicted in the trilogy’s epilogue now resorts to the static and reiterative 
processes of list-making, child-rearing, and remembrance.

I’m not arguing that marriage and motherhood constantly undermine 
queerness or are negative aspirations, but I can’t help but view the nefari-
ous normative tendencies at place here, especially given Katniss’ explicit 
rejections of romance and sexuality. Katniss’ compliance with patriarchal 
and normative expectations and her assertion that her children instill a 
sense of hope and optimism in her life inevitably invoke the very ideolo-
gies and tensions that broke the world to begin with. To some extent, 
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the fact that the Capitol televised a deathmatch with child and adolescent 
participants can be seen as a partial rejection of the image of the child and 
reproductive futurism (see Edelman). However, since the ritual of televised 
combat amongst children and teens was created to instill a sense of power-
lessness amongst the residents of Panem, the values and ideologies imposed 
upon younger people are thus reinforced. After all, it would not be much 
of a punishment if the population were to sacrifice something with no ethi-
cal, material, or ideological value.

In her theorization of childhood and adulthood in YA science fiction, 
Kay Sambell points out that speculative YA texts commonly represent the 
future “as a terrifying nightmare that child readers must strive to avoid at 
all costs” (247). To what extent is Mockingjay’s epilogue the nightmare 
we should avoid? Along these lines, Elaine Ostry points out that the YA 
science fiction genre usually depicts oversimplified debates that make “an 
ideological point about the fixed quality of human nature and values,” 
especially regarding representations of biotechnology and the posthuman 
(243). YA dystopian and post-apocalyptic fiction, even when void of overt 
discussions on posthumanism, archetypally centers on this ideological 
fixation in that the human spirit commonly prevails even after social, bio-
logical, technological, and social breakdown. And by “human spirit,” I’m 
referring of course to normative, dominant forces. Despite changes that 
the body, culture, or environment undergo—humanity and its associated 
ideological baggage always triumph. They always persist.

The unassailability of the human spirit and its ideological baggage 
reverberates in Collins’ trilogy. Katniss overthrows the Capitol and pre-
vents President Coin from reestablishing Panem’s murderous ritual. Even 
though Katniss and her team of revolutionaries catalyzed the Capitol’s 
breakdown, they know that the threat of war and discord always remains 
on the horizon. As Plutarch Heavensbee—the former Head Gamemaker of 
the seventy-fifth Hunger Games and subsequent leader of the Mockingjay 
rebellion—indicates when Katniss questions whether more war awaits 
in the future: “collective thinking is usually short-lived. We’re fickle, 
stupid beings with poor memories and a great gift for self-destruction” 
(Mockingjay 379). The solutions offered in the novel’s conclusion and the 
positive emotions tied to these solutions are, therefore, constructed as pro-
visional and temporary.

I’m interested in pressuring the values commonly found in (post)apoca-
lyptic YA adult literature by further interrogating the uses and values of 
the epilogue. I pressure this ideological fixation by considering narrative 
structures and closures of YA texts that refute the happiness and opti-
mism tied to normative ways of existing in the world—literature that 
favors alternate models of relationality, futurity, “human” values, and 
teleology. To accomplish this, I want to move our attention to a text that 
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focuses explicitly on the experiences of queer, nonnormative characters liv-
ing through cultural, social, and environmental breakdown. Smith’s 2014 
novel Grasshopper Jungle represents an imagined world that pushes us to 
question whether “essential” human values can or should be preserved. 
It takes the sinthomosexual sentiments present in the Hunger Games 
series and exploits them to no end. This novel presents the world’s end 
and society’s collapse as an unavoidable nightmare: human populations 
dwindle exponentially and the remaining humans now live in a constant 
state of precarity—knowing that their remaining days on Earth are num-
bered. The future portrayed in this text seems bleak and antithetical to 
the positive feelings that YA cultural productions generally espouse. In a 
way, Grasshopper Jungle disrupts and complicates understandings of YA 
culture as a happiness enterprise fixative on normative understandings of 
comfort, hope, and optimism.

Sambell interrogates YA’s ability to be upfront about the gloomy truths 
“of the forces against which [they caution], while simultaneously guid-
ing the reader towards hope, often viewed as essential for young read-
ers” (251). Despite their pessimism and melancholy “truths,” I argue that 
(post)apocalyptic YA novels with overt queer themes and characters pave 
the way for deviant narratives to thrive, stories in which societal and struc-
tural collapse allows teens to perceive and embody nonnormative and gen-
erative forms of kinship, love, and being. A handful of novels achieve this 
by approaching the affective goals of the epilogue and turning them on 
their head: instead of providing readers with traditional “happy endings,” 
positive outcomes, and what Cadden refers to as the adult’s desire to com-
fort, these queer narratives provide closures that frustrate the reader and 
challenge adult and normative conceptions of what optimism and happi-
ness entail. These texts often thwart the heteronormative issues circulated 
in novels such as Mockingjay, in that they provide readers with conclu-
sions that instill hope by dismantling the normative values and aspirations 
attached to the concepts of happiness and comfort.

Exploring the Jungle

Over the past decade, Smith has become one of the most prominent 
and controversial authors to explore alternate forms of sexuality in his 
works. He commonly implements narrative and aesthetic elements that 
loosely situate his work within the realm of the strange and the “New 
Weird.” Jeff VanderMeer defines the New Weird as “secondary-world 
fiction that subverts the romanticized ideas about place found in tradi-
tional fantasy, largely by choosing realistic, complex real-world models 
as the jumping off point for creation of settings that may combine ele-
ments of both science fiction and fantasy.” He notes that New Weird 
fiction tends to make use of “surreal or transgressive horror for its tone, 
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style, and effects” and in terms of form, many authors of this genre 
make “use of postmodern techniques that do not undermine the surface 
reality of the text” (xvi). Grasshopper Jungle implements self-conscious 
and self-reflexive narratives that constantly undermine and bring into 
question the plausibility of the novel’s events. Consider, for instance, the 
disclaimer at the story’s beginning, stating, “Ealing Iowa is a fictional 
town. None of the characters and places in this book actually exist. Any 
similarities between events and characters to actual history only occur 
in the true portions of this book, which aren’t that many.” Given the 
novel’s compliance with many of the features of the New Weird, the 
events in Smith’s book have a surface reality—while they can indeed be 
approached allegorically, my reading assumes that Grasshopper Jungle 
depicts a world in which actual giant praying mantises become the new 
apex predators of planet Earth.

In addition to focusing on fantastical elements such as the presence 
of giant killer praying mantises, Grasshopper Jungle also plays with 
real-world fears that embrace multiple definitions of queerness, such as 
“weird,” “astonishing,” “radical,” and “out of place.” Such connotations 
can be observed through events such as the development of genetically 
modified “unstoppable corn” with deadly castrating side effects, hemo-
philic blue bioluminescent mold that causes mutation, and hidden under-
ground nuclear silos. This YA novel centers on protagonist Austin Szerba’s 
efforts to document history during and after the end of the world—an end 
that was triggered by an antiqueer act. The novel’s portrayal of charged 
topics such as sexual assault, cannibalism, mass murder, drug addiction, 
and testicular dissolution imbues the narrative with a sense of horror that 
tests the generic and emotional parameters of YA literature. By far one of 
the novels that most embrace the austere disposition of contemporary dys-
topian literature, Grasshopper Jungle depicts a brutal and violent apoca-
lypse that can’t be avoided or reversed.

Despite the novel’s embrace of despair and pessimism, its inventive rep-
resentation of queerness and its surprising narrative closure prevents it 
from fully succumbing to complete negativity and nihilism. The novel’s 
epilogue presents readers with a postapocalyptic society in which some 
troublesome gender ideologies remain fixed and in place. However, as 
Muñoz has argued, “We may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as 
the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality” (Cruising 
Utopia 1). Grasshopper Jungle doesn’t present us with a story where we’ve 
touched queerness, but by envisioning the end of the world, the novel 
brings our reach closer to it, allowing us to feel the promise of its warmth. 
Its epilogue overflows with tensions, disparities, and ambiguities. It offers 
readers a sense of narrative and affective closure that deviates immensely 
from the one depicted in Collins’ Mockingjay and Rowling’s Harry Potter 
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series. It exploits and reconfigures the affective function of the epilogue 
in efforts to challenge common understandings of hope, happiness, and 
collectivity.

Derritt Mason has explored this novel with depth and nuance—high-
lighting how the gaps and omissions present in the text harken back to 
broader anxieties connected to adult power and control (Queer Anxieties 
103–104). While Mason’s analysis succinctly demonstrates how queerness 
only exists in the periphery of the text, I’m less interested in tracing the 
anxieties behind the impulsive history that Austin creates, and more inter-
ested in examining the composition of the history itself. I examine how the 
novel highlights the use and value of creative practices in challenging and 
transforming “existing epistemologies and the possibility to create new, 
more liberating ones” (S.A. Rodríguez 11). I approach the cultural work 
that the novel’s epilogue mobilizes within the broader context of YA nar-
rative and through the use of queer narrative and ecological lenses.

I especially want to focus more attention on how Grasshopper Jungle’s 
epilogue offers readers a queer chronotope4 that challenges conventional 
aspirations toward happiness and success elevated in queer YA criticism 
and culture. I personally find the novel’s epilogue morbidly comforting. 
However, this sense of comfort is not contingent on traditional or norma-
tive understandings of this feeling. Smith’s epilogue presents a case in which 
positive affect and outcomes are not reliant on monogamous relationships, 
conventional modes of child-rearing, or approaching children as torch-
wielders for futurism. Or even the continuation of humans as a species, for 
that matter. I don’t view my reading as entirely oppositional to Mason’s—I 
view it more as a continuation of the conversation in light of discourses 
of narrative, repair, and the affective burdens of history explored in this 
volume. As Mason put it succintly, “you can’t get everything in a book 
chapter” (Queer Anxieties 104). There’s plenty left to be said. And we still 
have to discuss and examine the bison, don’t we? After all, “the bison is 
the important member of the team” (Smith 305).

Unlike Collins’ series, Grasshopper Jungle has an explicitly queer nar-
rative that radiates through the protagonist’s sexual practices and desires. 
Austin has been in a relationship with his girlfriend, Shann, for a couple 
of years, but while in this relationship, he realizes that he loves and desires 
his best friend, Robby Brees. Austin’s perception of his sexuality becomes 
increasingly complex as the novel develops. He discloses that although he’s 
dated Shann for years, he still hasn’t had sex with her because being alone 
with her makes him feel “timid and restrained” (Smith 30). He unsurpris-
ingly blames his sexual shyness and restraint on the fear that he might be 
queer. Austin’s hesitation to acknowledge his potential queerness stems 
from the fact that he inhabits a rural space away from the queer comforts 
of urban space. For instance, after he kisses Robby for the first time, Austin 
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tells him that “If you ever want to get shot in Ealing [Iowa], do that in 
someone’s yard at night” (47), thus alluding to the perceived threat of 
physical violence that exists towards queer people in the United States, 
especially in rural spaces.

Austin’s associations between the fictional rural town of Ealing and 
homophobic violence aren’t entirely unwarranted. Austin and Robby’s 
queerness achieves representation through a spatial organizing logic that, 
as pointed out by Julie Abraham, presents “antigay violence as a product 
of rural locations” (275), although she acknowledges that this associa-
tion doesn’t always hold true. This association between violence and rural 
spaces frames the tensions and terrors portrayed in Grasshopper Jungle’s 
narrative. Although, to some extent, it does depict rural areas as lackluster 
spaces with a notable absence of a vibrant queer community, the narra-
tive’s setting helps to disrupt metronormative notions that prioritize urban 
spaces over rural spaces in terms of their ability to accommodate queer 
people and establish a sense of community between them. As Scott Herring 
would phrase it, Grasshopper Jungle makes use of “rural stylistics” in 
order “to fashion critiques against lesbian and gay metropolitan norms,” 
and against most norms, for that matter (6). Through its representation 
of rural space, the novel already begins to distance itself from the (homo)
normative narratives typically found in queer YA novels, which take place 
mainly in urban and suburban spaces. This, in turn, allows Smith to chal-
lenge and reconfigure common perceptions and narrative representations 
of queerness and sexuality in YA literature.

The dangers of being queer in Smith’s fictive world become concrete 
right from the novel’s introduction, where Austin and Robby encounter 
antiqueer harassment and violence while skateboarding. Here, a bully 
named Grant Wallace and his gang of homophobic accomplices brutally 
attack Austin and Robby at a lot known as the eponymous Grasshopper 
Jungle. After the boys are left alone, Austin notices a stream of blood 
dripping out of Robby’s nose. Robby survives the attack, and he uses the 
blood dripping from his nose to spell the incomplete phrase “GRANT 
WALLACE MURDERED ME” on the asphalt, an act which Austin char-
acterizes as “artistic” (Smith 17). However, his spelling of this phrase 
remains incomplete because his nose does not expel enough blood to finish 
his masterpiece—thus resulting in the words “GRANT WA” (17). Robby 
uses the product of a homophobic encounter to create an aesthetic state-
ment against the person who attacked him because of his sexuality. This 
product of pain becomes one of the catalysts that trigger the end of the 
world. Here, the novel takes a turn for the bizarre, as Grant Wallace and 
friends steal a jar with a pulsating, bioluminescent cauliflower-shaped 
mass labeled MI Plague Strain 412E, hidden in a nearby thrift shop. 
They carelessly drop the bioluminescent mass over Robby’s masterpiece. 
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Unbeknownst to these first epidemic victims, the MI Plague Strain 412E 
has hemophilic properties, which activate when encountering blood or 
blood-adjacent substances.

To understand the apocalypse portrayed in Smith’s novel, one must 
understand the convoluted history of the MI Plague Strain 412E—a weird 
history, to say the least. According to the novel’s lore, during the 1960s in 
Ealing, Iowa, scientists spliced grasshopper semen with corn pollen to pro-
duce an insect-resistant vegetable called Infinita Frumenta or “Unstoppable 
Corn.” Scientists soon discovered that this vegetable, despite its resistance 
to pests, had adverse effects when consumed—the most notable of which 
was “testicular dissolution” in men (233). The U.S. Department of Defense 
was interested in this corn and created McKeon Industries (MI). This 
company employed nearly 3,000 scientists to develop two projects: one 
invested in weaponizing the emasculating corn and the other in creating 
genetically modified super-soldiers. Scientists soon discovered that decay-
ing Unstoppable Corn produces a photoluminescent mold known as 412E, 
which turns into a ferocious pathogen when combined with human blood. 
This pathogen leads to the incubation of Unstoppable Soldiers: any human 
that encounters the blood-soaked mold becomes a host for a creature that 
rips the human into two once it matures. The creature resembles a giant 
praying mantis “with jagged bear-trap mandibles and folded claw-arms 
prickled with mountain ranges of knife-blade, triangular teeth” (261). The 
emergence of these insect soldiers marks the beginning of the apocalypse, 
for they reproduce at an alarmingly high rate and insatiably consume 
human flesh. Although the insects do not exhibit a command structure 
like human armies, they were created and marketed as “Bulletproof, tire-
less machines of conquest” by McKeon Industries (285). How’s that for a 
summary of the novel’s lore?

The horrors of biotechnology and the products of homophobic violence 
serve as the necessary ingredients for the creation of Unstoppable Soldiers. 
Notably, “Unstoppable Soldiers” is always capitalized in the novel. Given 
that the novel can be read as an allegory that exposes the horrors of 
capitalism in the United States, it’s no coincidence that the Unstoppable 
Soldiers can also be abbreviated into the acronym “U.S.” The 412E speci-
men was created through a capitalist enterprise focused on the biotech-
nological production of mass-produced corn and military weaponry. The 
capitalist logics of biotechnology are a heteronormative enterprise, for as 
Halberstam would argue, all capitalist ideologies mark queer people as 
subjects that fail “to embody the connections between production and 
reproduction,” which consequently casts the queer “as inauthentic and 
unreal” (The Queer Art 95). Austin’s exhausting compulsion to describe 
the Unstoppable Soldiers as creatures that are only interested in, and capa-
ble of, eating and mating reinforces the capitalist logic of the narrative: 
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“Bugs do two things. They eat and they fuck” (135), “bugs only want two 
things” (192), an Unstoppable Soldier “was doing the two things bugs like 
to do” (203), and so on, and so on.

The constant reiteration of the Unstoppable Soldiers’ reproductive and 
dietary drives resembles what Halberstam calls “the grim, mechanical, 
industrial cycles of production and consumption” standard in capitalist 
enterprises (The Queer Art 29). The spread of the 412 Plague Strain assists 
in making sociocultural tensions visible—a reification often seen in out-
break narratives. As Priscilla Wald argues in Contagious, diseases and out-
breaks make visible the nature of

exchanges that are often concealed; communicable disease offers 
records of desire, of violence, of sexual commerce, all which are espe-
cially apparent in sexually transmitted diseases. The outbreak narrative 
incorporates those records as it fashions the story of disease emergence. 

(38)

The outbreak of the 412 Plague Strain thus renders visible the records of 
violence, production, and reproduction embedded and often disregarded 
in contemporary society. We’re all too familiar with these dynamics today, 
especially after seeing how the COVID-19 pandemic materialized and visi-
bilized injustices and inequalities across the globe.

Given our awareness of Grasshopper Jungle’s implementation of the 
outbreak narrative, we must confront the fact that the plague that leads to 
the end of the world is triggered by the blood of a gay teenager. Inevitably, 
the associations that exist between blood, gay men, and disease trigger 
parallels between the fictional plague strain in the novel and HIV/AIDS—
opening the potential for Grasshopper Jungle to be read not only as an out-
break narrative but also as an allegory for AIDS (Mason, Queer Anxieties 
95). As I have suggested in Chapter 3 of this book, AIDS narratives often 
epitomize the negative feelings commonly associated with queer narra-
tives. Thus, the apocalyptic event in this novel could potentially embody 
all the connotations and emotional baggage typically associated with the 
AIDS epidemic. Although the blood of any human being can activate the 
412 E Plague Strain, the blood of a gay teen triggers the events that lead to 
the proliferation of Unstoppable Soldiers. Given the associations that exist 
between gay men, AIDS, and the fictional 412 E virus, it can be argued that 
queerness leads to the destabilization of the world and the destruction of 
millions, if not billions, of lives.

The novel, however, escapes these tense interpretations in two ways. 
Firstly, while Robby’s blood activates the contagion, he doesn’t carry 
the 412 E Plague Strain. Therefore, he avoids becoming a Patient Zero 
for the plague strain, and this lack of embodiment prevents Robby’s 
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demonization and stops the Plague Strain from being humanized (Wald 
234).5 Additionally, Grasshopper Jungle narratively renders Robby’s blood 
as the catalyst and salvation for the praying mantis infestation that threat-
ens Earth. At various points throughout the novel, characters realize that 
the Unstoppable Soldiers flee at the sight of Robby and avoid going near 
him. After perusing multiple documents and media found in the McKeon 
Industries headquarters, Austin and Robby determine that the blood that 
activated the 412 E Plague Strain could also kill the Unstoppable Soldiers. 
Austin and Robby weaponize Robby’s blood by injecting it into paintballs, 
using this as their primary defense against the insect menace.

Although the novel provides little explanation for why Robby’s blood 
kills the Unstoppable Soldiers, this turn in the narrative alleviates some of 
the potential issues suggested by reading the story as an AIDS text. The 
blood of a gay teen does trigger the disease that leads to the end of the 
world, but his very blood has the potential to undo some of the damage 
caused by the plague—making Robby’s blood a plot device that possesses 
both destructive and reparative potential. The narrative takes the source 
of the novel’s pessimism, destruction, and bleakness and portrays it as a 
potential source of hope and optimism. Furthermore, if we’re to approach 
the 412 E Plague Strain as a reification of capitalist modes of thinking and 
production, we don’t have to read Robby’s blood as the catalyst for the 
apocalypse, but rather, yet another facet of human culture absorbed and 
appropriated by capitalist modes.

The ties between sexuality and the praying mantises in the novel are 
complex. Praying mantises, female ones specifically, are stereotypically 
known for biting off their mates’ heads and eating them after engaging 
in sexual intercourse. The mantises in Smith’s novel also put into practice 
this penchant for decapitation and consumption, as we see in an instance 
in an interaction between Eileen Pope, the queen mantis, and Devin 
Stoddard, one of Grant Wallace’s companions who was converted into 
an Unstoppable Soldier: “Devin Stoddard continued pumping semen into 
Eileen Pope even after she had eaten his entire head” (Smith 203). Through 
its depiction of an insect invasion, Grasshopper Jungle draws elements 
from B-horror, science fiction, and fantasy horror film, literature, and tel-
evision—another characteristic commonly observed in the New Weird and 
second-wave postmodern literature, in that low and high cultural produc-
tions, motifs, and imagery are deliberately mixed. Especially in television, 
the praying mantis has been a figure used to represent male teenage anxiety 
or apprehension towards sex, gender, and sexuality. Consider, for instance, 
the fourth episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer entitled “Teacher’s Pet,” 
where the creature-of-the-week is a giant praying mantis disguised as a 
seductive substitute teacher. This teacher imprisons teenage boys in her 
lair and tries to mate with them before Buffy saves the day. Similarly, 
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in an episode of The X-Files entitled “War of the Coprophages,” Agent 
Fox Mulder shares a childhood story in which he confused a leaf with a 
praying mantis, leading him to scream because he came face to face with 
“some before unknown monster that had no right existing on the same 
planet [that he] inhabited.” Mulder’s partner, Agent Dana Scully, specu-
lates whether Mulder’s scream was “girlie” or not, thus revealing the gen-
der anxieties that surfaced during his encounter with the praying mantis.

The novel challenges this heterosexual and reproductive imagery, in 
that the mantises are shown to partake in contingent homosexuality when 
a female mate is not present—as seen in the interaction between Roger 
Baird and Tyler Jacobson: “Roger Baird was not very happy after being 
disturbed from his rest by another male Unstoppable Soldier that was 
in the act of copulating with him. Tyler Jacobson was confused” (Smith 
300). Tyler Jacobson decapitates Roger Baird’s head while mating with 
him, thus complicating the typical sexual dynamic performed by praying 
mantises. This queering of the imagery used in science fiction and horror 
illustrates how the horrors of normativity and capitalism affect the lives of 
those directly and indirectly engaging in these enterprises. Nobody’s head 
is safe when these systems are in place.

Bison, Bisexuality, and the Follies of Historical Representation

Now that we’re aware of the lore and queer dynamics present in the novel, 
we must ask: how does Grasshopper Jungle provide a sense of resolution 
to the seemingly unrelenting forces of antiqueerness and capitalism as rep-
resented through the giant praying mantises? Furthermore, how does the 
novel deal with its two central tensions: the insurmountable threat of the 
Unstoppable Soldiers and Austin’s inner turmoil concerning his sexuality? 
To provide a simple answer, the novel avoids resolution almost entirely. 
Despite Robby’s blood being the key to human salvation, a single human 
body doesn’t contain enough blood to eliminate the rapidly increasing 
praying mantis population. However, they create enough blood-infused 
paintballs to protect themselves from immediate harm. The Unstoppable 
Soldiers continue to eat and mate until they replace humanity as the apex 
predators of the world, thus demonstrating how the endless and repetitive 
cycle of production and reproduction finally leads to the world’s undo-
ing. The novel’s capitalist, heteronormative, biotechnological narratives 
not only emphasize the displaced disposition of queerness within the con-
fines of this fictional world, but also amplify the discussion and impor-
tance of sexuality within the narrative parameters of (post)apocalyptic YA 
literature.

Unlike Katniss Everdeen, Austin and Robby aren’t victorious in over-
throwing the looming threat of the oppression and violence they battle 
against. This notion goes against a central expectation of YA literature 
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in that these books are expected to comfort readers and provide them 
with a hopeful, emotionally nourishing outlook. Cadden argues that an 
adult’s desire to comfort a younger reader can directly correlate to the 
temporal distance between the end of a novel and its epilogue (355). For 
instance, the epilogue of Collins’ Mockingjay takes place many decades 
after the events discussed in the novel’s ending. The epilogue of Harry 
Potter and the Deathly Hallows takes place nineteen years after the defeat 
of Voldemort. What can be said about the epilogue of Grasshopper Jungle, 
which takes place only five years after the novel’s conclusion? To fully 
understand how the story culminates in the epilogue, we must first unpack 
how it approaches the triangular tension in Austin, Robby, and Shann’s 
relationship. Furthermore, we must also discuss the role of history, art, 
ecology, and temporality in helping Austin embrace nonnormative think-
ing modes. As discussed before, McCrea argues that biological reproduc-
tion often becomes a model for narrativizing time and change. What’s 
distinctive about Grasshopper Jungle’s epilogue is how it precludes nor-
mative notions of time by demonstrating the fictiveness of temporality, 
and by showing how time no longer controls human bodies. It provides a 
twist on normative bodily and ontological rhythms. This alteration facili-
tates the stalling of full narrative closure without resorting to the narrative 
notion of arrested development often connected to queer lives and queer 
discourse, and even more so, by reconfiguring the expectations of futurity 
that are usually imposed upon children and teens.

The looming threat of the end of the world pushes Austin to spend an 
increasing amount of time with both Robby and his girlfriend, Shann—
forcing him to obsessively think through his love for two people with differ-
ent gender identities, and the impossibility of loving more than one person 
at the same time given his current social and cultural circumstances. In a 
moment of contemplation, Austin recalls how he and Robby were “beaten 
up for being queers by those four assholes in the alley at Grasshopper 
Jungle” (Smith 160) and how he and his best friend faced violence simply 
because their desires and mutual intimacy aren’t aligned with normative 
ideologies or expectations. Austin’s remembrance of this violent incident 
leads him to fully articulate the confusion that he’s felt throughout most 
of the novel: 

I was ripping my own heart in half, ghettoizing it like Warsaw during 
the Second World War—this area for Shann; the other area for queer 
kids only—and wondering how it was possible to be sexually attracted 
and in love with my best friend, a boy, and my other best friend, a girl. 

(Smith 162) 
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Austin’s use of words such as “half” and “ghettoizing” demonstrates 
how his current cultural conditions lead to both binary and hierarchi-
cal thinking.6 In other words, Austin buys into the socially constructed 
divide between homosexuality and heterosexuality, and by alluding to 
terms such as ghettoization, he clearly sees one form of sexual identity 
as more valuable and desirable than the other. He not only has difficul-
ties understanding why he loves people of different genders, but even 
more so, he has trouble understanding how a person can genuinely love 
two people simultaneously. Austin attempts to deviate from both heter-
onormative and homonormative ways of thinking, and in the process, 
interrogates the tyranny of practices such as monogamy and compulsive 
heterosexuality.

Austin places the blame for his sexual confusion not overtly on heter-
onormative pressures but rather on historical representation, which in his 
view, complicates notions of free will and creates the binaries and hierar-
chies that create such immense angst in his life. In a pivotal scene in the 
novel, Austin reflects on the representations of hunters and bison that early 
human cultures drew on the walls of caves, claiming that “once the his-
torians put the thing on the wall, it was almost as though every bison for 
all eternity became doomed to face the hunter’s interminable slaughter” 
(305). Here, he deliberates how historical and artistic representations con-
cretize and stabilize certain attitudes regarding how humans interact with 
one another and the world around them. The representation of humans as 
hunters and the bison as the hunted on cavern walls perpetuates hegemonic 
ideologies that reinforce the hierarchy between humans and nonhumans, 
and ultimately lead to the creation of rules that regulate what humans can 
or should do (see Figure 5.3).

Austin’s disdain of the normative ideologies reflected and reinforced 
by historical representation reaches its peak when he claims, “We made 
this stupid rule and this stupid rule. Boys are not allowed to love each 
other. Then we painted a bison on the wall” (320, emphasis in original). 
Here, Austin starts to develop the antinormative and antiuniversalist 
stances implicit in queer modes of thinking. In this moment, we’re invited 
to consider the effects of textual, linguistic, and aesthetic representations 
in solidifying an oppressive perspective or practice, making something 
seem natural, like “the state of second nature, no longer an [unfamiliar] 
or obtrusive activity but a recognizable and reassuring rhythm of thought” 
(Felski 21). At this moment, Grasshopper Jungle’s metanarrative exudes a 
degree of self-awareness in that we witness a textual representation push-
ing us to think beyond the limits and parameters instantiated through the 
acts of textual, artistic, and linguistic records—as we saw with the imple-
mentation of metafictional devices in Patrick Ness’ YA novel More Than 
This in the previous chapter.
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Artistic and historical representation and the blurring of the lines 
between the human and nonhuman are the elements that help Austin 
internalize and resolve some of the tensions he experiences throughout the 
story. While thinking about the bison painted on cave walls, Austin con-
siders interpreting the artistic creations not through a human perspective 
but rather through the perspective of the animal: “I have been devoting too 
much thought to the guys who painted the bison on the wall of the cave, 
and too little attention to the bison itself. I mean, the bison is the important 
member of the team, isn’t he?” (305, emphasis mine). By prioritizing the 
bison’s importance over the human hunters’ position, Austin subverts the 
traditional human-animal hierarchy that has been prevalent in countless 
human cultures for literally thousands of years. Austin’s statement regard-
ing the bison’s positionality becomes critical in understanding the affective 
goals of the novel’s epilogue. Let’s bring a queer ecological purview into 
the conversation.

In “Queer Ecology,” Timothy Morton argues that a perspective that 
considers both queer and ecological theories “might regard beings as 

Figure 5.3  �“The Shaft,” Lascaux III by Ministère de la Culture/Centre National 
de la Préhistoire/Norbert Aujoulat, used under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. 
This image is an exact replica of the Lascaux cave paintings located in 
southwestern France created approximately 17,000 years ago. Known 
as “The Shaft Scene,” this cave painting represents a bison wounded by 
a human-made weapon, and we can clearly observe the bison’s entrails 
protruding out of its body. 
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people even when they aren’t people” (279), and it should ultimately 
strive to illustrate how “interconnectedness is not organic” (279). In other 
words, Morton argues that relationships, affinities, and desires between 
two beings are always socially and culturally constructed, and that queer 
ecology works not only to highlight this sense of artificiality but also to 
decentralize the hierarchies and binaries used to approach our environ-
ment. Queer ecology also aims to show that desires, affiliations, and 
identifications can and should be expressed toward the nonhuman, thus 
emphasizing the queerness of this critical exercise. After all, a desire or 
sense of affiliation expressed towards a nonhuman remains outside of the 
scope of heteronormative ideologies. Because ecology and queer theory 
share similar antihierarchical aims, Morton goes as far as to claim that 
“fully and properly, ecology is queer theory and queer theory is ecology: 
queer ecology” (281).

A queer ecological approach helps us better grasp the significance of 
Austin’s contemplation on bison precisely because this reflection pushes 
him to come to terms with the constructed nature of all relationships—not 
just the relationship between humans and animals but also the relationship 
between himself and other humans. Austin develops a suspicion towards 
the ideologies cemented through historical and artistic representation 
and begins to see himself as an element within the mesh, which Morton 
approaches as a conceptual web that connects everything that exists in our 
world, a “nontotalizable, open-ended concatenation of interrelations that 
blur and confound boundaries at practically any level: between species, 
between the living and the nonliving, between organism and environment” 
(The Ecological Thought 275–276). Austin’s contemplation pushes him to 
better visualize this sense of interconnectedness, in that he not only sub-
verts the constructed human-animal dyad but also gives serious thought 
as to what the bison think and feel, which mobilizes the potentialities 
of queer ecological thinking. Along the lines of ideas discussed by Laura 
McMahon and Michael Lawrence, Grasshopper Jungle plays around with 
textual and visual representation to foster a sense of disorientation that 
allows the “planes of human and animal being” to coexist, producing an 
image that deflects rather than reflects the human and suggests “a com-
mingling of human and nonhuman realms” (7). Through this conceptual 
commingling, Austin understands the harmful effects that binary and hier-
archical modes of thinking enforce upon him and all living creatures.

How can bison escape the wall on which they are drawn? Does artistic 
representation enforce bison to perpetually embody the positionality of 
the hunted? Is Austin, as a character, ultimately as limited as the bison are 
in terms of what his body, his sexuality, his desires, and his gender per-
formance can or can’t mean? Answers to these questions are found in the 
novel’s epilogue. As discussed above, Austin and friends don’t prevent the  
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Unstoppable Soldiers from infesting the world. The praying mantises con-
tinue eating and mating, thus driving Austin, Robby, Shann, and a hand-
ful of their family members and friends to seek shelter in an underground 
silo known as Eden, the site where McKeon scientists conducted some of 
their experiments until the scientists either fled or were murdered by the 
first army of Unstoppable Soldiers developed during the 1960s. After this 
failure, the novel’s epilogue fast-forwards about five years. The remaining 
population, who now refer to themselves as “New Humans,” live in this 
abandoned silo: a place destined to fail and collapse because, according to 
Austin, Eden’s breakdown “is going to happen eventually” (Smith 385). 
The threat of Eden breaking down adds a sense of gloom and despair to 
the New Humans’ everyday lives, implying that the remnants of humanity 
have their days numbered.

New Humans soon discover that the Unstoppable Soldiers leave Iowa 
every winter for warmer weather, thus offering Austin and Robby the 
opportunity to venture out into the open world to gather food, supplies, 
and cigarettes. Austin and Robby call these risky endeavors “Cigarette 
Runs” (383). Although Eden has more than enough supplies to sustain 
a small community of people for a couple of years, the two young men 
go on these runs to spend some time alone with each other. They never 
encounter other human beings on the Earth’s surface. Furthermore, they 
don’t view the absence of other humans as a pessimistic development, for 
the two teens ultimately desire this absence of human life when venturing 
through the outside world: “I do not believe that Robby and I wanted to 
find anyone else, but we never said that aloud. We did not need to say such 
things” (384, emphasis in original). Austin and Robby’s feelings toward 
each other and their desire to be alone don’t have to be verbally articu-
lated to be understood. As Mason argues, their desire remains within the 
periphery of the text. In this moment, we observe queer affect escaping 
the trappings of linguistic representation through moments of silence—a 
moment of intense feeling and emotion that transcends language and the 
written word.

Although the silo offers New Humans shelter and protection, Austin 
points out that regulations regarding gender and sexuality are often 
imposed by older adults, such as Shann’s mother, who make “rules about 
things like when boys and girls can take showers” in Eden (382). Austin 
points out that he and Robby “do not follow [her] rules very well” (386), 
thus exemplifying how the novel’s young adult characters resist embody-
ing and reifying the validity of moot sociocultural rules and ideologies 
in Eden. Despite the collapse of the old world, however, some odd and 
knotty gender-related dynamics remain at play in the domain of the New 
Universe. For instance, Robby and Austin are the only two characters that 
venture out of Eden, whereas women always remain in the silo—therefore 
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reinforcing associations between women and indoor domesticity and men 
and outdoor freedom. Although other men also stay in the silo, the novel 
still depicts a notion of queer exceptionality in that nonnormative people 
are free to venture through the outside world, whereas those who don’t 
identify as queer are restricted in terms of what they can or can’t do.

The novel’s epilogue reinforces many normative gender ideologies. First 
and foremost, the epilogue falls into the trappings of gender essentialism 
because Austin presents his need to leave the silo and explore the outside 
world as a “natural” male instinct: “There is something inside all boys 
that drives us to go away again and again and again” (385) and “all boys 
build roads that crisscross and carry us away” (387). The novel’s narra-
tive could’ve easily avoided this conundrum by having Shann join Austin 
and Robby during their escapes into the outside world. Alas, Shann and 
many other secondary characters remain peripheral in the narrative and 
peripheral to the freedoms of the outside world. This issue can be traced 
back to an even more considerable gender-related concern in Andrew 
Smith’s oeuvre, in that he commonly represents teenage boys as exciting 
and complex characters. At the same time, his representation of women, 
for the most part, can be approached as one-dimensional and, at times, 
downright misogynistic. For instance, even though the novel implies that 
Shann, Robby, and Austin are potentially engaged in a queer, potentially 
polyamorous relationship, Shann remains sidelined in this narrative, and 
we have little insight as to what her desires, motives, or feelings are.

On the one hand, part of this has to do with the fact that Austin acts as 
the narrator and focalizer of the text, and thus, his consciousness has com-
plete control over how we approach the events represented in the novel. 
Austin is selfish, self-centered, and believes in male exceptionality. Are we 
surprised that Shann is repeatedly sidelined in the text? On the other hand, 
this issue can be traced back to Smith’s problems regarding the representa-
tion of women in his books. In an interview published by Vice magazine, 
Smith was asked why his works do not cater to women and why his novels 
lack female representation, to which Smith replied: “I consider myself to 
be completely ignorant of all things woman and female” (Ryan). As can 
be expected, this interview created a lot of backlash for Smith, and he 
was accused of perpetuating harmful and stereotypical tropes that frame 
women as foreign, unknowable creatures.

I’ll be upfront: the novel’s epilogue has many issues regarding matters of 
gender and sexuality, and in a sense, this culmination seems to perpetuate 
many of the frameworks and topics present in Mockingjay’s two-decade 
leap into the future. However, I argue that a lot of the queer potentiality 
present in Grasshopper Jungle’s epilogue could be better understood and 
appreciated by implementing a queer ecocritical lens and understanding the 
politics of temporality, futurity, and emotion that it ultimately mobilizes. 
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By reading the novel’s epilogue with these elements in mind, the story still 
manages to, in the words of Muñoz, reach out to queerness. When we 
pay close attention to the relationships that develop in the postapocalyptic 
universe of the New Humans, Grasshopper Jungle does bring us closer to 
a queerer, albeit still challenging, future. The way that kinship and affinity 
are represented in Eden bear little resemblance to heteronormative link-
ages that were established before the apocalypse, and they’re a far cry from 
the ones seen in the epilogue of Collins’ Mockingjay—where Katniss buys 
into the pressures imposed by Peeta and abandons her potential queerness 
and aromanticism in favor of monogamy and motherhood.

Grasshopper Jungle exudes queerness through the relationship between 
Austin, Shann, and Robby, and even more so by thwarting the role of 
children in the YA epilogue. In a moment of lust before the novel’s con-
clusion, Shann becomes pregnant after sleeping with Austin at a bowling 
alley, opening the possibility that this sexual encounter and the pressures 
of fatherhood will assure Austin’s adherence to heterosexuality and resolve 
the novel’s central love triangle. Nonetheless, after five years living in Eden, 
Austin reveals, 

I continue to be torn between my love for Shann Collins and Robby 
Brees. But I no longer care to ask the question, What am I going to do? 
Sometimes it is perfectly acceptable to decide not to decide, to remain 
confused and wide-eyed about the next thing that will pop up in the 
road you build. 

(383, emphasis in original) 

Austin’s unwillingness to choose between his love for Shann and Robby 
is reproduced in the spaces he inhabits, in that he refuses to share a dwell-
ing space with either person (383). True, Austin’s decision may be even 
more evidence that proves his selfishness and his inability to make deci-
sions. However, it can also be interpreted as an attempt to dismantle 
the heteronormative ideologies that were in place before the reign of the 
Unstoppable Soldiers.

Not only does Austin avoid falling into the pitfall of monogamy in the 
novel’s epilogue, but this section of the novel also implies that Austin is 
the primary caretaker of his child when present at the silo—as evidenced 
by the fact that he shares a room with his son, and not with the people 
who he shares a sexual or romantic partnership with. The epilogue also 
implies that Austin’s son, Arek, grows in an environment in which he loves 
people who are not his parents with the same degree of intensity and emo-
tion: “Robby gets out of the car and trudges across the snow to say a last 
good-bye to Arek. Like his father, Arek also loves Robby Brees very much” 
(388). Robby has a paternal relationship with Arek, Shann, and Austin’s 
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son, and when Austin and Robby leave for one of their outside ventures, 
Shann kisses Austin and Robby on the lips.

New Humans not only live during a time when one could love a person 
of the same gender, but they can also love more than one person simultane-
ously. Monogamy or heterosexuality aren’t viewed as compulsory, women 
aren’t expected to be the primary caregivers of their children, and different 
forms of kinship and connectivity are constructed. Even though biological 
reproduction provides a template for closing this novel, we must recall that 
Arek lives and dwells in a futureless society. Eden will break down, New 
Humans will be unable to produce weapons using Robby’s blood once he 
passes away (unless he has biological children of his own who inherit the 
ability to repel the giant praying mantises), and the Unstoppable Soldiers 
show no signs of halting their habits of consumption and propagation.

Here, we must recall Lee Edelman’s concept of reproductive futurism, 
which he approaches as a phenomenon that elevates the cultural centrality 
of heteronormativity and the Child by centering “the reproductive man-
date inherent in the logic of futurism itself” (117). As discussed by Edelman 
and Ahmed, babies and children assure a sense of futurity, redemption, 
and justification of one’s suffering. However, all these notions are pres-
sured in Grasshopper Jungle, given that the New Human society remains 
futureless and on the brink of destruction. Thus, the novel’s epilogue offers 
an instance in which children can’t perpetuate the politically conservative 
tendency to assure futurity and continue the status quo. There’s no guar-
antee that further biological reproduction can counteract the effects of this 
apocalypse.

This lack of futurity in the world of the New Humans destabilizes nar-
rative temporality in ways that allow Grasshopper Jungle to escape the 
teleological and biological template commonly found in heterocentric 
narratives. In many ways, time itself collapses narratively and literally 
in Smith’s novel, as seen through a joke that Robby performs during his 
Cigarette Runs, in which he brings Shann a Rolex wristwatch each time he 
returns. Austin comments that he has “a difficult time imagining anything 
as useless in Eden” as these watches (Smith 387). In the postapocalyptic 
world of Grasshopper Jungle, chrononormativity, as Elizabeth Freeman 
would put it, along with all its heteronormative and productive connota-
tions, has been disrupted and queered. This temporal disruption not only 
provides a sense of ambiguity to the passing of events, but it also blurs 
normative temporal measurements such as beginnings and endings while 
counteracting the horror instilled by the capitalist and heteronormative 
enterprises found within the outside domain of the Unstoppable Soldiers. 
Freeman alludes to Judith Butler’s notions on recurrences and repeti-
tions, and more specifically, how “rhythms of gendered performance” 
congeal gender “into timeless truths of being” (4). Within the confines of 
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the emerging post-apocalyptic world of Grasshopper Jungle, neither time 
or the pressures of capitalist being can effectively regulate New Humans’ 
bodies or practices, thus allowing the space for the rhythms of gendered 
performance and sexuality to switch tempos, skip beats, or stall entirely.

Unusually for a YA novel, Grasshopper Jungle offers a radical solution 
to its love triangle and its central tensions in that it provides no resolution.7 
Rather than deciding between the two people that he loves, and rather 
than deciding to categorize himself as either straight or gay, Austin forgoes 
choosing entirely. His avoidance of monogamy and his choice to love both 
Robby and Shann are queer potentialities that become realities through 
the collapse of human culture and society. Robby and Shann’s relation-
ship with each other also aspires to queerness in many ways. They both 
love Austin, but they love each other as well. The destruction of human 
society and its capitalist and temporal baggage allows these young adults 
to devise their own terms for kinship and connectivity. The two characters 
that achieve mobility in the outside, insect-ruled universe are those who 
were considered queer before the end of the world. In a somewhat surpris-
ing inversion, the domestic sphere becomes the public sphere—the sphere 
where people interact and come into contact, whereas the realm of the 
praying mantises becomes the private sphere for the New Humans. No 
longer confined to bedrooms, rooftops, or other restricted spaces, Austin 
and Robby’s queer relationship now flourishes in the private yet open 
world created by cultural, biological, and technological collapse.

The possibility of this queer openness becomes tangible as Austin and 
Robby contemplate flying a “two-man ultralight aircraft” despite never 
having piloted an aircraft before: “We will fly over Grasshopper Jungle 
in our own airplane, and Robby will sing Rolling Stones songs and I will 
smoke cigarettes and spit on the planet called Earth” (386). Fred Erisman 
points out that early 20th-Century boys’ books invoked aviation as a 
“shaping force in society” (294). Airplanes and aviation were implemented 
in narratives to denote a changing world where notions of distance and 
space were challenged and disrupted (293). The aircraft not only provided 
humanity with unprecedented mobility, but it also allowed people to over-
come both physical and ideological barriers. Erisman points out that avia-
tion narratives “consistently project a sense of a progressive future” and 
“held out the golden dream of a better world to come” (299). These link-
ages between the portrayal of aviation and notions of progress and futu-
rity are particularly fascinating and ironic in Grasshopper Jungle precisely 
because the airplane becomes a symbol of a past that rarely resonates with 
the post-apocalyptic future.

The image of Austin and Robby desiring to fly over Grasshopper Jungle 
conveys that these young men can overcome physical and ideological limi-
tations. It conveys a sense of freedom and distance from the rules of the 
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past world. The planet called Earth, where humanity rests on the brink 
of extinction, will become a distant, minute, and inconsequential element 
for the two queer boys in the air—a fact emphasized through Austin’s 
desire to “spit on the planet.” Just as Austin presents indifference, perhaps 
even disdain, towards planet Earth, the Earth shows complete and utter 
indifference towards New Humans. Here, the airplane doesn’t represent 
a golden dream and a progressive future; instead, it shows us a bird’s eye 
view of a careless planet that will continue to exist regardless of whether 
people inhabit it. The aircraft becomes a symbol of futurity rooted in the 
past, a remnant of an ideological and technological history that no longer 
has a firm hold on the present.

Grasshopper Jungle presents readers with an undoubtedly queer and 
unstable epilogue, especially compared to the ones of other dystopian and 
post-apocalyptic YA novels. In terms of temporality, queerness, and nar-
rative, it fosters ambiguity and uncertainty rather than providing read-
ers with a sense of resolution and epistemological grounding. Perhaps this 
has to do with, as Cadden would argue, the distance between the end 
and the epilogue: given that so little time has passed between the ending 
and the epilogue, maybe we’re witnessing a case in which the epilogue 
opens, rather than forecloses, avenues of inquiry and being. Do these tem-
poral and narrative innovations preclude Grasshopper Jungle’s epilogue 
from inducing the comfort traditionally conveyed through such closures in 
YA speculative literature? Given the discussion above, my answer would 
have to be a resounding “no,” but only under the condition that we devi-
ate from normative assumptions of what happiness and comfort entail. 
Grasshopper Jungle illuminates the fluidity, cruelty, and possibility of hap-
piness. By challenging the notion that happiness is merely a result of cause 
and effect, the novel disrupts the correlation between heteronormativity 
and happiness and instead presents an alternative framework in which 
queer modalities are closely linked to it.

A lot of sadness and despair can be found in Grasshopper Jungle’s 
epilogue. The epilogue elevates male-centered and misogynist ideologies. 
Humans will cease to exist. Even though queer relationships are more of a 
possibility in this postapocalyptic world, various normative practices are 
still in effect in the sociocultural realm of the New Humans. Male experi-
ences and freedoms are prioritized in this text, whereas women are rele-
gated to the background. However, perhaps we should consider the novel’s 
advice and stop viewing this epilogue through a human-centric perspective 
and instead adopt the positionality of the nonhuman when approaching 
these outcomes. Grasshopper Jungle’s epilogue poses a messy and con-
voluted thought experiment of sorts in that it pushes us to witness the 
horrors, hurt, and pain caused by humanity, capitalism, consumption, and 
greed—and it further pushes us to deliberate sinthomosexual sentiments 
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like those that Katniss Everdeen expressed while awaiting her trial. Would 
the world be better off if we destroyed one another and allowed another 
more deserving species to thrive? Does it benefit anyone to live in a world 
where humans cause so much pain, oppression, hurt, and violence, not 
only to each other but to the Earth and other nonhuman creatures that 
inhabit it? Do we really want to live in a world ruled by misogyny and 
antiqueerness? While the downfall of humanity might seem like a pessi-
mistic development to us for obvious reasons, would this not present a 
sense of hope and optimism for the planet and the creatures that we hurt, 
control, and oppress on an everyday basis? I’m obviously not calling for 
the end of humanity or the end of the world, but rather, I’m pushing us 
to consider how queer YA rewrites the script and uses the apocalypse to 
emphasize the harm and hurt humanity has and will continue to generate. 
It connects us to these histories and holds us accountable for them.

The novel’s final pages convey the hope and utopic possibilities insti-
gated by the end of the human world. As Austin and Robby head out of the 
silo to gather supplies and explore the outside environment, they encounter 
a vast herd of North American Bison. Creatures that have constantly been 
on the verge of extinction due to human hunting practices, creatures that 
once existed in the tens of millions and have been reduced to thousands 
thanks to human intervention, now roam the fields in staggering numbers 
after the end of the human world. Bison are no longer reduced to a human 
aesthetic representation on cave walls. The apocalypse has enabled bison 
to flourish, to grow collectively, and to escape the violent and ideological 
human practices that threatened their lives on an everyday basis. If “stu-
pid rules” led humans to paint bison on the wall, then the obliteration of 
these rules allows the bison to break away from the wall on which they 
are painted. As the remaining New Humans stare in awe at the colossal 
herd of animals in front of them, they come face-to-face with the mesh: the 
boundaries between species, living creatures, and the environment have 
become delightfully messy and blurry.

Unlike Katniss, Austin doesn’t find himself in a position where he needs 
to look back and remember acts of goodness to cope with his current con-
ditions, nor does he need to look forward to live in service of a time that’s 
yet to come. With the obliteration of the sociocultural blueprint used to 
uphold the rules of the human world, Austin embraces a state of confu-
sion while remaining “wide-eyed about the next thing that will pop up” 
(Smith 383). Austin and other New Humans are uncertain whether they 
will continue to thrive as a species in the future—but despite this uncer-
tainty, Austin can explicitly proclaim that he’s “very happy” (383). Unlike 
Collin’s Mockingjay, Smith’s Grasshopper Jungle unequivocally demon-
strates that comfort, queerness, and hurt can coexist if we refute normative 
standards and narrative templates.
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Better Games to Play?

Grasshopper Jungle presents a fictional world that questions whether 
“essential” human values can or should be preserved. Whereas Sambell 
questions the possibility for YA novels to present disconsolate truths while 
still instilling a sense of hope in the reader, I suggest that despite their 
pessimistic “truths,” (post)apocalyptic YA with overt queer themes and 
characters pave the way for alternative narratives to thrive. Ironically and 
devastatingly hopeful narratives where societal collapse allows queer teens 
to perceive and embody nonnormative and generative forms of kinship, 
love, and relationality. Dystopian and post-apocalyptic novels such as 
Grasshopper Jungle accomplish this by challenging and dismantling the 
normative and affective goals of the YA epilogue: instead of providing 
readers with traditional “happy endings,” these queer narratives provide 
closures that frustrate rather than comfort, that challenge normative con-
ceptions of what kinship, happiness, and a “good life” entail.

Wendy Gay Pearson, Veronica Hollinger, and Joan Gordon point out 
that queer theory possesses “both utopian and science fictional [qualities], 
in the sense of imagining a future that opens out, rather than forecloses, 
possibilities for becoming real, for mattering in the world” (5). Collins’ 
Mockingjay forecloses the fluidity of gender performance and identity, 
limiting what bodies and their performances can mean through the forces 
of patriarchy and reproductive futurism. When analyzing the conclusion 
to the Hunger Games series, we must ask ourselves: does Katniss matter 
in her world? Do her desires matter? Does she have a life that enables 
rather than hinders queer potentiality? Maybe Katniss was right in stat-
ing, “there are much worse games to play,” especially when it comes to 
coping with trauma. However, I suggest that there are better games to 
play, games that avoid repetitiveness, stasis, and roundaboutness—open-
ended, changeable, and downright challenging games. Grasshopper Jungle 
ultimately attempts to offer us such a game. Imperfect at its core, feelings 
of bleakness, misogyny, disgust, and despair saturate this game. It messes 
with your head and pushes you to confront contradicting possibilities and 
rules designed to be broken. It explores avenues for living during bleak-
ness and chaos in that queer people, non-monogamous people, and non-
human creatures finally matter in the world. Indeed, we’re presented with 
a human world destined to end—but despite this ending, the epilogue does 
not undo the queer comforts that people have access to, even if such com-
forts are fleeting.

If epilogues exist to reassure readers that happiness “sticks,” then 
endings and epilogues that don’t make these assurances and that don’t 
guarantee that its characters will live long and comfortable lives perhaps 
allow readers to, as Austin puts it, “remain confused and wide-eyed.” 
Grasshopper Jungle queers the affective aims of the epilogue, using it not 
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to instill a normative sense of comfort and happiness, but rather, to make 
us question the harmful realities of our world and our practices. It cel-
ebrates negative and positive feelings, pushing us to interrogate how we 
prevent other people and beings from mattering and feeling. Personally 
speaking, it makes me deeply uncomfortable for all the reasons mentioned 
above, but I also feel an ironic and twisted sense of hope. At least we won’t 
have to deal with people who made Austin and Robby’s life a living hell 
anymore—and we especially won’t have to deal with people like Austin.

Whether the New Humans we encounter in Grasshopper Jungle will 
endure the hardships and trials of their new world rests in speculation. 
However, perhaps we can find comfort in the fact that these characters 
lived in a queer place and time, where queer modalities and positive affect 
could coexist. They didn’t have to follow all the rules, they were closer to 
touching queerness, they could love more than one person simultaneously, 
binary choices became less imperative, time collapses and no longer regu-
lates their bodies, and bison finally, finally roam free.

Notes

1	 See Gina Gwenffrewi’s “J.K. Rowling and the Echo Chamber of Secrets” for 
a more in-depth examination of J.K. Rowling’s alignment with antitrans dis-
courses.

2	 Thomas’ reading explores the racial politics behind Rue’s representation, and 
how this informs the ways in which we interpret her relationship with Katniss. 
Thomas also explores the logics of race, spectacle, and innocence that are mobi-
lized through these characters’ interactions.

3	 Freeman approaches chrononormativity as “the use of time to organize individ-
ual bodies toward maximum productivity” (3). Thus, it combines the elements 
of time, sexual identity, and capitalist production.

4	 M.M. Bakhtin broadly characterizes the chronotope as “the intrinsic intercon-
nectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed 
in literature” (15).

5	 Patient Zero is a medical term for the first person diagnosed with an epide-
miological disease. Wald has discussed the case of Gaëtan Dugas, a gay flight 
attendant who was irresponsibly dubbed by media and medical practitioners 
as the Patient Zero for HIV—a move that animated discourse on HIV in the 
public imagination and “loosed the specter of a willful scourge” by humanizing 
the virus (215).

6	 It’s not a coincidence that Austin alludes to Warsaw during this contemplation. 
In addition to the novel’s central tensions, Grasshopper Jungle also depicts a 
narrative of immigration in that Austin writes a fabricated history of how his 
great-grandfather traveled from Europe to the United States. In this fabricated 
history, Austin shares how his great-grandfather used to be in a relationship 
with a Jewish male refugee. Austin creates this narrative as a way of trying to 
develop a history for his own emergent queerness, although a complete discus-
sion of this matter is beyond the scope of this chapter.

7	 Although the love triangle has been a prevalent dynamic in YA literature and 
culture for quite some time, it was immensely popularized by Stephenie Meyers’ 
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Twilight series—to the point where many deem that including this device will 
contribute to a work’s success. While some quickly dismiss the critical impor-
tance of the love triangle in the field, some scholars have pointed out its narra-
tive and literary merits. In his discussion on the classical roots of The Hunger 
Games, for instance, Barry Strauss points out that although Katniss, Peeta, and 
Gale form an expected love triangle, “they also represent, from the point of 
view of the ancients, an aroused citizenry banding together and fighting for 
freedom against an evil empire” (WSJ). Along these lines, the love triangle in 
Grasshopper Jungle serves a narrative purpose that transcends the characteris-
tic romantic and sexual tension typically found in YA cultural productions.
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Taking place in a fictional universe where humanity has colonized other 
exoplanets through the use of fish-shaped spaceships, Tillie Walden’s 
webcomic (and later graphic novel) On a Sunbeam (2016–2017) explores 
a future astronomically removed from our current place and time. 
Characteristic of many queer YA texts, this webcomic messes with chron-
onormative understandings of time, presenting us with an imagined world 
where traditional notions of masculinity are virtually extinct.1 Many of the 
rules and structures in our present world are seen as quaint, or are entirely 
forgotten. The story oscillates between the past and present, compressing 
time and pressuring linear and normative trajectories of development seen 
in various YA cultural productions. The novel implements (and challenges) 
coming of age and school narrative tropes, channels both the glamor and 
spectacle expected of a space saga, and focuses extensively on the queer 
development of Mia and Grace’s relationship. Here, I’m less interested in 
exploring the representation of this relationship throughout the webcomic, 
and instead, more invested in how this text visualizes and structures the 
processes of history, repair, time, and (re)construction often centralized 
in narrativizations of queer YA. Walden’s graphic narrative implements 
motifs of building, constructing, and recycling and connects them to the 
broader dynamics of repair explored in this book. Given the impossible 
distance that exists between our time and the temporal frame of the text, 
On a Sunbeam invites us to consider how repair and healing manifest in a 
time so disconnected from the past—so removed from history.

The webcomic represents Mia’s positionality as a child and as an adult 
throughout the narrative. These temporalities aren’t divided by chapters, 
but rather, they bleed into each other through the narrative’s chaotic 
temporality and clever use of visuals, leading the text to combat the nor-
mative and “harmful effects of categories of age” while highlighting the 
complexities, continuities, and multiplicities that characterize teen person-
hood (Owen 148). As adults, Mia and Grace are no longer together. Mia 
now works for an intergalactic construction crew focused on repairing 
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The Limits of Repair

crumbling buildings and structures peppered throughout the galaxy—fix-
ing their flaws and weaknesses so they can be renovated into apartment 
complexes, offices, and other hallmarks of industrial development. Mia 
and her crew travel to different long-abandoned settlements and work on 
repairs over the span of days—replacing tiles, filling in cracks in the walls, 
and reinforcing the foundations of these mysterious structures.

In the webcomic’s introduction, the crew lands their ship on a grand float-
ing structure that resembles cathedral-like architecture. These dilapidated 
ruins covered in unknown symbols and imagery drown in the vegetation 
and overgrowth covering the walls. Ancient and lost to time, its grandiose 
and imposing presence is now but an echo of what used to be a cultur-
ally significant establishment connected to a larger institution. As Mia and 
her crewmate discover a hidden chamber located in the ruins—ostensibly 
used for meditation, study, or prayer—they note that the floating structure 
stands as a relic with no past, no history. As Char comments when exam-
ining the mysterious chamber and reflecting on the cultures who used to 
dwell there, “It wasn’t just old, it was forgotten. Almost all records of this 
place have been lost or destroyed” (Walden, Chapter 2, emphasis in origi-
nal). When looking at the various chambers and structures that comprise 
the construction site and paying attention to the imagery carved into wood 
and stone, Char—the crew’s resident historian—points out how the insti-
tution’s ideologies can be traced in the remnants of the site’s architecture: 

The central belief was all about finding this one object. They thought 
that holiness was tangible, and that the founder had hidden it some-
where in this complex. That’s why this whole place is full of tricks. 
Hidden rooms, stairs that lead nowhere. 

(Walden, Chapter 2) 

The site was designed to prevent access to certain knowledges, to make 
answers impossible to find. Char discloses that many people spent their 
lives in search of this undefineable and unknowable object, and some even 
died in their efforts to uncover it. Was their search done in vain? What 
fears, hopes, expectations, and failures continue to echo through the walls 
of this structure?

Although this intergalactic relic connects to institutions and an unknown 
ideological system, how it stands in as an allegory for the history of queer 
representation and narrative intrigues and compels me. In many Western 
and colonized contexts, the histories and legacies of queerness and gen-
der variance have often been suppressed, omitted, and destroyed. Kyla 
Wazana Tompkins has pointed out how the violent histories of coloniza-
tion focused on the purposeful destruction of existing kinship networks, 
and the imposition of “disciplinary regimes” that punished nonnormative 
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forms of gender expression and sexuality (174). Other scholars such as 
Sarah Ngu approach queerness as a white invention, in that it often erases 
broader histories of gender variance and sexuality that existed prior to the 
20th Century—when the word “queer” became associated with deviance 
in Western contexts: 

The historical records suggests that early modern (16th century onwards) 
Southeast Asia was a region that encouraged societal tolerance, even 
respect, of gender and sexual fluidity and that such a tolerance was 
eroded by the forces of modernity and European, Christian colonialism.

(81) 

As Mia and Char examine the chamber, we’re invited to reflect on the his-
tories that have been forgotten—and destroyed—by human intervention 
and the passage of time. Mia and Char are left with nothing but imagina-
tion and speculation to fill in the blanks.

Akin to the giant floating structure in On a Sunbeam, histories of queer-
ness are often suppressed and forgotten. Records, artifacts, and texts 
that document our lives and stories were crushed, burnt, destroyed, or 
erased—reinforcing the faulty understanding of heterosexuality and cis-
gender embodiment as true, authentic, and natural. The development of 
our history relies on scavenging practices. We wander through staircases 
that lead to nowhere, get trapped in hidden rooms, and stand on cracked 
and incomplete foundations in our search of larger narratives to insert our-
selves into. Darieck Scott and Ramzi Fawaz, for instance, have disclosed 
that the processes of erasure that haunt queer representation have pushed 
us to shape histories using alternative texts and artifacts such as comic 
books, going as far as to approach comics as queer history rather than a 
supplement to it. Comics thus became an “archival visual history” that illu-
minated dynamics of gender and sexuality in ways that historical records, 
and historians, often refuse to acknowledge (211). Given that queerness 
was often excluded from larger historical and narrative imaginings, com-
ics helped to address this epistemological gap—and the same can be said 
about queer YA culture, and how it helps us in constructing alternative, 
countercultural histories that address the omissions and inconsistencies 
that haunt us today.

But queerness, in other ways, manifests through the organization and 
composition of this floating structure that the crew repairs. The structure 
and its markings pose a question that can never be answered; it conceals an 
object of great truth and meaning that can never be found. One can never 
truly understand or map the place. Similar to the composition and architec-
ture of the underworld in Hades—which I explored with more nuance in 
Chapter 4—the building, even though on the verge of collapse, “dominates 
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the (heterocentric) norm, the dominant social narrative of the landscape” 
(Désert 21) and deliberately provides a sense of disorientation that chal-
lenges linear and straightforward orientations. This sense of displacement 
and orientation can be observed as Mia walks into a restricted and con-
demned section of the building that hosts a central chamber (Walden, 
Chapter 4, see Figure 6.1). Trees burst through the building’s architec-
ture. Empty doors, chambers, and staircases have no clear destination. The 
space defies normative forms of organization, it resists being decoded or 
navigated in a singular way, and it’s built with the purpose of conceal-
ing an object that can never be found. The building’s structure embeds 

Figure 6.1  �Mia stands on the fragile foundations of the ancient queer structure 
floating in space (Walden, Chapter 4). Every effort has been made to 
contact copyright-holders. Please advise the publisher of any errors or 
omissions, and these will be corrected in subsequent editions. 
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an answer within, making the object an aspiration that’s always out of 
reach. This echoes Muñoz’s approach toward queerness and futurism, in 
that the building itself was constructed around the premise of the “not 
yet here but nonetheless always potentially dawning” (Muñoz, Cruising 
Utopia 187). However, if queer futurism relies on a relationship to the 
past, and if the past enables “utopian imaginings of another time and place 
that is not yet here but nonetheless functions as a doing for futurity” (106), 
what do we make of the processes of (de)construction that we observe 
in On a Sunbeam? How can the past push us to work towards futurity 
when it’s nothing but a crumbling structure floating in space, disconnected 
from reality, history, and memory? Is this what we crave? For remnants 
of queer hurt to be unrecognizable and disconnected from the passage of 
time? Matters become even more pressing when we realize that the people 
and cultures who dwelled in this structure are no longer present, and that 
the object they searched for never came to fruition. In a sense, the building 
memorializes failure.

The webcomic amplifies the gravity of these questions and issues in 
intriguing ways. As Mia ventures through the central chamber surrounded 
by aimless doors and staircases, she stands in the middle of the floor and 
notices how it begins to crack underneath her. This building, this relic 
of the past, structured by an unknown history, was ultimately unable to 
sustain her. Mia’s crew rescues her from the abyss, holding onto her hand 
tightly and returning her safely to the crumbling structure. Here, press-
ing questions emerge, especially if we continue to approach the crumbling 
building as a stand-in for queer history and the imagination. There’s much 
to be said about how a foundation built by past generations can’t sustain a 
queer young adult and keep her safe. We can say even more about Mia and 
her crew’s efforts to repair this fractured and collapsing building—and the 
fact that this repair is ultimately done to mobilize the spread of capitalism, 
and to accommodate the dwelling of bodies who are completely discon-
nected from the original design and function of this space. The ghosts of 
regret and displacement haunt this antique structure.

What does it mean to repair something that has no documented history or 
past? What materials do we select in our efforts to repair a structure, replace 
its tiles, and fill the cracks in the walls? What or who are we repairing in ser-
vice of? What happens when history collapses under our feet and we have 
nobody to rescue us? Mia and her crew approach historical buildings of all 
kinds and reconfigure them to suit the needs of present generations. When 
Mia and her crewmate walk around another jobsite—a dilapidated build-
ing full of offices—she highlights how these spaces are “going to be turned 
into apartments” (Walden, Chapter 5). The ways in which this echoes the 
neoliberal instrumentalization of queer representation and YA criticism is 
eerie. The tools of repair can strip away the burdens of history to provide 
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protection, sustenance, and purpose. But they’re also powerful enough to 
convert a structure into something entirely different—wholly removed from 
the forces and bodies that created and shaped its foundation.

In this volume, I’ve attempted to trace a reparative impulse present in 
the creation and reception of contemporary queer YA literature and cul-
ture. I’ve shown how texts try to establish a connection to a past of hurt, 
the ways in which critical sensibilities and demands shape the emotional 
and narrative contours of queer YA, and how we can implement underex-
plored ways of reading and interpretation to challenge normative under-
standings of happiness, hope, success, and futurism. In my readings, I’ve 
tried to consistently connect texts to broader cultural and affective systems, 
and even more so, I’ve shown how time, feeling, and genre affect our criti-
cal moods and dispositions toward queer YA cultural productions. These 
elements also affect whether we approach a text with a mind for gener-
osity or a mind for scorn. In this concluding discussion of this volume, I 
want to take the issues of history and repair highlighted in On a Sunbeam 
and apply them to an existing conversation on queer YA and reparative 
approaches. I’m interested in determining what can potentially be lost in 
our efforts to repair, and even more so, how reparative readings that are 
removed from a text’s history and context can promote cruel forms of 
optimism, and forms of reading that console rather than challenge.

More specifically, I want to further explore Benjamin Alire Sáenz’s 
Aristotle and Dante series, and its overall exploration (or lack thereof) of 
HIV and AIDS. Set primarily in El Paso, Texas, during the late 1980s, 
many critics were surprised that the first novel in the series, Aristotle and 
Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe (2011, henceforth Secrets of 
the Universe) completely ignored the larger history and ramifications of 
HIV and the AIDS pandemic. Critics were quick to label this omission as 
a problem or a critical mistake, leading to an influx of both suspicious and 
reparative interpretations of the text. The lack of AIDS discourse in the 
first novel becomes even more compelling when considering that its sequel, 
Aristotle and Dante Dive into the Waters of the World (2021, henceforth 
Waters of the World), includes HIV and AIDS as central themes. In the 
remainder of this chapter, I examine how this series had to negotiate the 
reparative demands and expectations of queer YA criticism, and I want to 
scrutinize the methods of repair used to examine narrativizations of AIDS 
in queer YA. More critically, I use this case study to highlight the limits that 
sometimes come with reparative reading, and the importance of centering 
history and intersectional thinking in our efforts to repair and rebuild.

AIDS in the Aristotle and Dante Series

Benjamin Alire Sáenz’s Aristotle and Dante was a text that originally 
inspired this book, which in its early stages started out as an exploration 
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of hope and optimism in queer YA. I was taken aback by the quietness 
of this novel, and even more so, how the text illuminated issues that I 
myself experienced as a teen. Witnessing protagonist Ari negotiating his 
own queerness vis-à-vis his Latinidad dragged out feelings I experienced 
and negotiated growing up as a queer teen in Puerto Rico. Although I was 
an adult by the time I read that text, it touched me in a way that few other 
texts have prior to that moment.

Part of the reason I was so drawn to the novel is that Sáenz has been 
pretty upfront about the novel’s reparative aims. In a sense, the text 
became a way for him to process the implications and ramifications of 
growing up queer and Latine without having a language, framework, or 
queer history to express his desires and yearnings. Like Aurora Guerrero, 
who used Mosquita y Mari as an opportunity to visualize an undefinable 
relationship between two Latina girls (see Chapter 2), Sáenz’s approached 
writing as a way of negotiating and understanding his own queer becom-
ing. As Sáenz himself discloses, “I was more than a little afraid of writing 
the novel because I didn’t feel comfortable coming out in the literary world 
in such a public manner. I almost told myself to ‘forget it’” (R.J. Rodríguez 
258). Sáenz’s apprehensions stem from the fact that he came out in his 50s, 
and was a student of theology and a Roman Catholic priest for a short 
period (254). In structuring this novel, Sáenz admits that there was a lot of 
wish-fulfillment that went into crafting the text, and he explains that it was 
written with an agenda focused on healing and repair: “I wrote this book 
as a gift to myself. To heal myself. The inspiration for Ari and Dante, in the 
end, was my own hurt” (259). The novel wasn’t imagined as a way of eras-
ing the hurt of the past, but rather, as a way of confronting it. The product 
of an author who struggled with his sexuality for decades, we can’t deny 
the fact that the text was written vicariously—it helped Sáenz to imagine a 
queer teen life that was impossible to him due to his Latinidad, his cultural 
and historical context, and his attachment to religious institutions. In this 
sense, Sáenz exploits the narrative irony of YA fiction to explore ideas on 
adolescence that were unfamiliar and inaccessible to him as he came of 
age, thus explaining why the novel is set during the late 1980s rather than 
our current moment.

This ironic narration doesn’t have to be a problem. Critics such as 
Brian McHale have pointed out how all novels that take place in the 
past “typically involve some violation of ontological boundaries” (16) 
and oftentimes attempt to conceal the divide “between fictional projec-
tions and real-world facts” (17). McHale points out that when a text 
goes against an established expectation of narrative or genre, it’s because 
it has some investment in becoming “a medium for raising ontological 
issues” (17) regarding the genre, its characters, or its setting. Given the fact 
that Sáenz so deliberately infuses his current ideologies and sensibilities 
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in constructing  a  representation of queer Latine youth, we can see that 
the novel aims less to be an accurate representation of queer Latine life 
and more of a project aimed at repair, at conjuring impossible histories, 
and imagining the past as one that makes room and space for queer life 
to thrive. But if fiction set in the past should conceal the seams between 
fiction and historical facts, and if going against an established representa-
tive tendency purposely raises ontological issues, what do we make of the 
absence of HIV and AIDS in Secrets of the Universe given that it takes 
place in the late 1980s and centers on the experiences of queer boys? Is this 
omission wrong? Was Sáenz irresponsible in refusing to mention HIV or 
AIDS in this narrative? What do we make of this violation of the ontologi-
cal boundary between the realm of the text and the worlds we inhabit? I 
don’t believe the absence of AIDS in this text necessarily has to be framed 
as an issue. Doing so involves the very processes of suspicion that Sedgwick 
and Felski interrogate in their oeuvre. As I’ve discussed in Chapter 3, part 
of the representative politics of AIDS literature often involved refusing to 
name the disease by its name or to avoid any references to the disease 
in order to avoid summoning the cultural baggage associated with it (see 
Jones 240). But what happens when this lack of representation draws criti-
cal ire or suspicion? Do we need to read this novel reparatively to draw 
emotional sustenance from it despite its omission of the AIDS crisis?

Secrets of the Universe has received countless accolades—including the 
2013 Pura Belpré Narrative Medal for Latino Fiction and the 2013 Lambda 
Literary Award for LGBTQ Children’s and Young Adult Literature. 
Despite the awards and praise the novel received in its representation of 
the overlap between queerness and Latinidad, Sáenz was pushed to reckon 
with all the content he barred from this book—in particular, the exclusion 
of any discourse on HIV or AIDS in a YA novel set during the 1980s. As 
he discloses in an interview published shortly after the sequel was released,

I couldn’t quite forgive myself for not having included the AIDS pan-
demic. It was personal. […] And I felt, too, that the [first] novel was 
turned inward. I wanted very much for the novel to turn outward, for 
Ari and Dante to turn toward the world in which they lived to make 
sense of their lives. 

(Schulman)

Sáenz’s disappointment was also partially driven by critiques that circu-
lated in pedagogical and scholarly circles regarding the lack of any dis-
course about HIV and AIDS in the first novel. This is especially true when 
considering that HIV and AIDS had significant effects over how queer peo-
ple framed their lives and practices in the United States during this decade.
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Criticism of the lack of AIDS discourse in the first novel reached its peak 
with the publication of Michelle Ann Abate’s article “Out of the Past” in 
2019, which addresses the problems of a culturally significant queer YA 
novel set in the 1980s failing to acknowledge the pandemic. Abate sets up 
the discussion by questioning whether the novel can or should “be viewed 
as a positive portrayal of queer identity when it fails to engage with one of 
the biggest challenges to, as well as catalysts for, the LGBTQ community” 
(2). While Abate situates the first half of this critique in the hermeneutics 
of suspicion, addressing the historical, literary, and political implications 
of this omission and its effects on how we interpret the novel, the later 
part of this reading pivots to reparative critique to redeem the novel from 
its representative faults. To accomplish this, Abate rethinks Secrets of the 
Universe’s genre, thinking of it not as a form of historically oriented queer 
teen fiction, but as a form of speculative and hopeful literature that reima-
gines a history of hurt:

The YA novel revisits one of the most tragic periods in LGBTQ[+] his-
tory. But it does not go there to wallow in the sadness or rage over the 
injustice—reactions and emotions that have been explored in many pre-
vious works about AIDS. Instead, the novel returns to this era to depict 
the wonder that was denied, the splendor that was stifled, and the joy 
that was missed. 

(Abate 18)

In simpler terms, Abate frames Secrets of the Universe as an exercise in 
utopian and ahistorical thought in its attempts to envision what queer 
boyhood would look like in the 1980s without dealing with the deathly 
connotations associated with the AIDS pandemic. Rather than framing 
this omission as a critical fault or product of authorial intent, Abate recon-
figures our understanding of this narrative gap in search of hope and joy. 
While such a reading allows us to be comfortable with the text’s omis-
sion, what else is gained (and lost) through such efforts at repair? To what 
extent does this repair engage in the processes of joywashing raised in 
Chapter 2 of this volume?

While this utopian approach pushes us to reimagine the novel’s scope and 
view it through a different lens, matters of history and cultural context com-
pel us to acknowledge the limitations of such a reparative gesture. To what 
extent do queer novels set in the 1980s have an obligation to address the 
AIDS crisis? Why do some readers feel hurt by the first novel’s omission of 
the AIDS pandemic, and why do they go to such great lengths to salvage the 
book from its ambiguities and omissions? These questions become even more 
overloaded when we consider the state of queer Latine literature in the early 
2010s and how Secrets of the Universe needed to carve out representational 
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space to circulate the intersection of queerness and Latinidad on such a 
large and mainstream scale. In my previous work on the first novel, I dis-
cussed how Secrets of the Universe deliberately focused on subverting tropes 
often found in queer Latine YA, not only in its implementation of future-
oriented thinking but, even more so, in its “attempts to imagine a histori-
cal moment in which Latin[e] parents cultivate, rather than encumber, their 
child’s queerness” (Matos 45). The novel aims at disrupting some of the ties 
between machismo, patriarchal values, and queerness, not to mention that it 
also attempts to disrupt monolithic approaches toward Latine communities 
and practices—it wasn’t written nor framed as an AIDS novel.

To further compound these issues, note that a utopian approach 
towards Secrets of the Universe opposes the ideological scope of new-wave 
YA novels focused on AIDS, which Gabriel Duckels describes as texts 
focused on the politics of memorialization—texts that synergize queer cul-
tural history and the representation of queer sexual futures (436, “From 
Heterosexualization…” emphasis mine). Indeed, a sense of ahistoricism 
must come into play when approaching Secrets of the Universe as an aes-
thetic attempt to envision a queer life trajectory devoid of the pressures 
and cultural hurt attached to AIDS. This approach to the text does carve 
a sense of futurity and hope for readers, but it does so at the cost of a cul-
tural, and more specifically, queer Latine history that stands in opposition 
to the grand narratives of queerness commonly circulated in the United 
States. Through this approach, we witness a utopic coming of age narra-
tive that forecloses opportunities for memorialization and for readers to 
come to terms with the strategies of survival our queer Latine ancestors 
have used throughout history.

The stakes of reading Secrets of the Universe as an exercise in uto-
pian thinking have been intensified with the publication of Waters of 
the World and its meaningful focus on the AIDS crisis—centering on its 
impact on the protagonists’ psyches and sense of wellbeing as young queer 
Latine men growing up together with an uncertain future ahead. Waters 
of the World aligns itself with the new-wave of AIDS YA literature in 
its attempts to offer a historically oriented sense of futurism that “ret-
rospectively remed[ies] the otherization of stigmatized people” (Duckels, 
“From Heterosexualization” 436). Approaching the first novel’s omission 
of the epidemic as an optimistic opportunity to rewrite and redeem the 
past becomes increasingly untenable when considering the content of the 
sequel, which serves as a text that reminds young readers of the effects of 
the AIDS crisis and its lasting impact on contemporary queer life. It further 
harkens back to the differences between repair and revision discussed in 
previous chapters.

With the overt inclusion of HIV and AIDS discourse, and by exploring 
the ramifications of the pandemic in the lives of Latine youth, Waters of 
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the World informs and transforms our understanding of the absence of 
HIV and AIDS in Secrets of the Universe. The sequel uses the motif of 
silence to disrupt the politics of legibility and visibility present in many YA 
texts, and that were especially present in the lives of young Latine folk dur-
ing the peak of the AIDS pandemic. The first novel’s treatment of HIV and 
AIDS as a speculative, hopeful gesture only becomes justifiable when strip-
ping the novel of the cultural and historical frameworks central to Sáenz’s 
reparative and healing aims. Such forms of reparative reading rely on log-
ics and dynamics similar to those present in whitewashing, in that they 
disregard how the historical and current conditions of Latine life’s impact 
what can (or can’t) be articulated—and at times, what can or can’t be felt.

Silence = Death?

The drive to redeem texts despite their issues, gaps, and anxieties draws 
from the frameworks of reparative reading, a method that pushes people 
to acknowledge how texts can still be helpful, influential, and emotion-
ally sustaining for specific reading communities despite their issues, gaps, 
or representative tendencies. The introduction of this book delves more 
deeply into the topic of reparative approaches, but for the sake of this 
chapter, recall that they’ve traditionally centered around the redemption 
of texts featuring problematic features and elements—in pushing readers 
to “feel good” about their emotional and critical relationship with a text. 
These approaches aim to demonstrate how readers find comfort and solace 
in such texts despite their problematic elements, omissions, and associa-
tions of queerness with death and violence.

In the fields of children’s and YA literary studies, reparative approaches 
have slowly but surely surfaced in research that explores the intersections 
between youth literature, theory, and activism in queer contexts—with 
said approaches implemented heavily in my own work and in the scholar-
ship of other colleagues such as Jon M. Wargo, Joshua Coleman, Cristina 
Rhodes, Michelle Ann Abate, Shane T. Moreman, and countless others. 
Such approaches have been helpful in identifying strategies that read-
ers use to develop relationships with texts generated and distributed in 
oppressive, violent, and capitalist contexts. However, such approaches, 
when handled recklessly, can come off as ahistorical, apolitical, and con-
tribute little to disrupt the very powers that limit our bodies, practices, 
and desires. While reparative approaches are often implemented in the 
field to challenge the overwhelming presence of homonormative panic nar-
ratives in the field (see Jennifer Miller), we must consider the extent to 
which such readings can unintentionally realign our scholarship with the 
logics of panic and suspicion that dominate the study of youth cultural 
productions. What if we think of the omission of HIV and AIDS not as 
an exercise in utopian thinking, but rather, as an honoring of the codes of 
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silence that Sáenz experienced while growing up in the 1980s? How does 
this approach push us to identify reparative engagements with texts that 
are informed by history and culture?

A reparative approach to Secrets of the Universe focused on examining 
the text through a utopic, ahistorical lens becomes unsustainable once we 
politicize and historicize the text. The stakes of reparative approaches to 
this series become increasingly palpable when interpreting it through an 
intersectional lens that considers notions of ethnicity and culture that are 
frequently ignored in these analyses. I want to think more carefully about 
HIV and AIDS from a Latine context, and even more so, I want to address 
the role of silence and omission in narrativizations of AIDS in Latine and 
Chicane literature. In doing so, we not only reckon with the expectations 
of normativity and assimilation that constantly inform queer YA criticism, 
but we also think deeply about what we desire, and what we wish for, in 
our efforts to heal and repair. We also complicate the histories of queer-
ness that are normatively superimposed over YA texts.

For instance, Waters of the World invites readers to understand the diffi-
culties and challenges of discussing AIDS in Latine youth contexts, and how 
many of the ideas upheld by activist groups at the time opposed the norma-
tive demands of Latine, particularly Chicane communities. In critiquing the 
absence of AIDS discourse in Secrets of the Universe, Abate invokes the fact 
that the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP)—a radical group of 
activists focused on publicly demystifying the stigma of AIDS and address-
ing issues of inequality in healthcare—was formed in 1987, months before 
the first novel takes place. Known for their now famous slogan “Silence = 
Death,” Abate claims that the first novel “does not heed this advice” and 
that it ultimately “disregards this well-known slogan from the history of 
the LGBTQ[+] movement,” reinstating the silences and omissions that the 
activist group fought so hard to disrupt (11). This reading, while highlight-
ing a disjuncture between mainstream AIDS activism and Latine contexts, 
unfortunately, ignores the exceptional ways in which silences, absences, 
and omissions operate within Latine families with queer children and, even 
more so, the extent to which members of ACT UP were aligned with prac-
tices that reinforced frameworks of ideological whiteness that shut down 
opportunities for coalition across different demographics.

Deborah B. Gould has pointed out that racism was quite palpable in the 
everyday operations of ACT UP. Several conflicts arose during meetings 
during the late 1980s and early 1990s, especially when it came to the role 
of collectivity and intersectional thinking in their activism. Although the 
organization assumed a universalizing agenda focused on advocating for 
all people with AIDS, many white participants refused to engage in activ-
ist practices focused on overlapping forms of oppression, and focused on 
activism that privileges “the concerns of white, middle-class, gay men over 
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those of others with HIV/AIDS” (57). ACT UP’s internal conflicts and 
tense relationship with nonwhite queer communities became increasingly 
convoluted as many participants sidelined the political dimensions of ACT 
UP’s activist agenda to focus exclusively on financial, capitalist, neolib-
eral concerns. This was particularly true when seeing how the organiza-
tion’s later activism focused almost exclusively on expediting AIDS drug 
research. Many of ACT UP’s early members thought that a focus on other 
interconnected axes of identity and power, such as race, ethnicity, or gen-
der, would derail focus from their overarching goals (Gould 57).

Alexandra Juhasz has further highlighted how logics of whiteness are 
partially responsible for the visibility of ACT UP’s activist agenda and that, 
for the most part, ACT UP was “thought to be the home of white men.” 
Thus, the activist endeavors of queer people of color were often overshad-
owed or invisibilized by the more confrontational, “in your face” meth-
ods used by white members (Juhasz 71–72). Furthermore, we must also 
recognize that many people—including undocumented people and people 
of color—frequently couldn’t afford to engage with the visible and public 
activism typically practiced by the affluent and white members of ACT 
UP. Given that the organization was so focused on concerns that affected 
the lives of primarily upper-class, white gay men, it becomes questionable 
whether their activist practices had much circulation in Latine contexts 
and communities, and particularly the consciousness of queer Latine teen-
agers in the 1980s, who were still coming to developing understandings of 
their sexualities, identities, and sense of national belonging in a normative, 
deeply antiqueer context. We can’t succumb to the pressure of overgener-
alizing how queer teens in the 1980s felt about their queernesses vis-à-vis 
HIV and AIDS, especially given the obvious fact that not all communities 
or contexts have access to the same knowledges or resources.

Silences, gaps, and omissions are often approached with suspicion in 
YA texts, especially since they are viewed as “detrimental” to marginal-
ized readers. M. Roxana Loza, for instance, has argued that YA novels, 
even when centered on Latine experiences, approach silence as oppres-
sive, and these texts ultimately achieve a sense of narrative closure through 
a dismantling of different forms of trauma induced by the breaking of 
silence (7). But when looking at the role of silence within a larger tradi-
tion of queer Latine and Latin American writing, matters are anything but 
simple—and the silences present in this literary strand are anything but a 
matter of unknowing of ignorance, nor do they always lead to violence and 
oppression. As Ben Sifuentes-Jáuregui has suggested, silence arises from “a 
conscious position of unspoken knowledge, an assertive refusal to name 
that desire—and to link it with an identity” (5). Sifuentes-Jáuregui urges 
us to approach silence as a trope that can “make certain sexualities possi-
ble” and to think critically about how specific identifications manifest even 
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when they aren’t explicitly voiced (133). This is especially true in many 
Latine contexts—where there are different understandings and dynamics 
of secrecy and exposure that don’t necessarily mirror those found in other 
queer contexts.

The stakes of silence in Waters of the World increase as Ari grapples 
with the implications behind ACT UP’s “Silence = Death” slogan and how 
it feels contradictory to his sense of identity: “The men who are dying of 
AIDS have a poster that says SILENCE = DEATH. I think I know what 
that means. But for a guy like me, silence can be a place where I am free of 
words” (Sáenz, Waters 153). Here, Ari reflects on the self-determination 
that silence grants him, in that it allows him to think and feel beyond the 
parameters of language and to acknowledge how words can lock us into 
specific ways of being and feeling. Silence pushes Ari to process his identi-
fication with Dante without resorting to the use of predetermined concepts 
and approaches to the world, and to grapple with the repercussions of 
being a queer teen developing during the peak of the AIDS crisis. Similar 
to Austin’s explorations of the follies of representation explored in the pre-
vious chapter, Ari’s framing of silence channels a politics of opacity that 
challenges the compulsory visibility often demanded by critics of queer 
YA. Ari’s process of disidentification with this slogan becomes impera-
tive not only for his positionality as a queer Latine teen, but for his very 
survival.

Throughout the novel, the reiterative invocation of ACT UP’s slogan 
becomes a compulsive motif within the text, and Ari continues to negotiate 
his own identity vis-à-vis the disruption of silence called for by mainstream, 
white, and visible forms of activism. During a particularly moving moment 
in the novel in which Ari comes out to his friend Cassandra, he reveals that 
he’s only disclosed his sexuality to a small group of people: “I know that 
all the gay activists are saying that silence equals death, but my silence, at 
least right now, equals my survival” (184). Ari’s contemplation of silence 
vis-à-vis the declaration of ACT UP’s slogan exudes complexity. First and 
foremost, Ari’s engagement with the slogan is a process of disidentification 
with mainstream forms of queer activism. José Esteban Muñoz approaches 
disidentification as the “survival strategies the minority subject practices to 
negotiate a phobic majoritarian public sphere that continuously elides or 
punishes the existence of subjects who do not conform to the phantasm of 
normative citizenship” (Disidentifications 4). Ari’s disidentification with 
the slogan emphasizes the negotiations and compromises that his embodi-
ment as a brown, Latine teenager invokes within the dominant culture. His 
relationship to silence also further demonstrates how ACT UP’s demands 
were aligned with dimensions of class and race that excluded people who 
look, act, and talk like him.
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Ari understands how silence is a double-edged sword. While he rec-
ognizes the oppressive practices and beliefs it mobilizes, he doesn’t let 
this create a universalizing and totalizing narrative about silence and its 
effects on queer life. Ari consistently reflects on the importance of speak-
ing out and making his feelings and thoughts known to others, but he 
also basks in the queer potentialities induced by the absence of language 
and words. Near the conclusion of Waters to the World, Ari and Dante 
visit a desert in El Paso, Texas, a place where Ari and Dante cemented 
their relationship. As the two boys stare at the open environment and 
breathe in the fresh air, Ari takes a moment to show appreciation for the 
desert’s quietness: 

A walk in the desert in the quiet. Sometimes, the silence of the desert 
was a kind of music. Dante and I, we shared a silence between us that 
was a kind of music too. The desert didn’t condemn Dante and me for 
holding hands. 

(435) 

Toward the novel’s ending, Ari goes as far as to characterize silence as 
“rare and so sacred” (514). Silences, gaps, and omissions aren’t always rep-
resented as sources of tension for these characters, but rather as moments 
of queer potentiality and moments of identification and filiation that elude 
words and the control of language.

Engagements with silence have been vital in constructing fictional 
Latine worlds inhabited by queer youth, where queer Latine teens had 
little language, experience, and knowledge to articulate their queerness, 
much less their fears and apprehensions regarding HIV and the prolifera-
tion of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s. We’ve seen this in other explora-
tions of queer Latinidad such as Mosquita y Mari, in that the film engages 
in similar dynamics of silence to identify alternative structures of belong-
ing and imagining (see Chapter 2). Ari acknowledges how he and Dante 
are engaging in new and challenging worldbuilding processes with little 
language, representation, history, or assistance from other people or from 
their culture:

It seemed that we had actually become cartographers of a new world, 
had mapped out a country of our own, and it was ours and only ours, 
and though we both knew that country would disappear, almost as 
soon as it had appeared, we had full citizenship in that country and we 
were free to love each other. 

(Waters of the World 101, emphasis in original)

Imagery connected to mapping and cartography is vital in understand-
ing the relationship between these boys and the world they inhabit. Juana 
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María Rodríguez has explored the affective contours of maps, in that 
they offer a tangible “promise of reaching the end of the journey. Maps 
are useful guides, but they are site-specific ideological constructions and 
are quickly dated by the earthquakes of history” (Queer Latinidad 39). 
What’s so compelling about the map that Ari and Dante chart is that 
they’re aware of this ephemerality, of how this map is limited in its capac-
ity to guide in the future, when claiming that their country will eventually 
“disappear.” Waters of the World doesn’t provide readers with a map, 
but rather, it narrativizes a process of charting and mapping that doesn’t 
have an end goal in sight—that resists a specific destination and outcome. 
Their feelings for each other and the pathways they walk together are 
what ultimately help them to continue wading through the waters of the 
world. Wherein lies the stakes of holding Latine teen characters account-
able for articulating their relationship with HIV and AIDS discourse as 
they’re attempting to chart out their lives with little knowledge or experi-
ence with the broader queer world? Why are we trying to make Ari and 
Dante’s story fit within broader, more general narratives connected to 
mainstream stories of queerness? The stakes of these questions become 
even more charged as we see that the boy’s attempts to map and chart 
their country are frequently disrupted by heteronormative and supremacist 
forces. They continuously deal with the pressures of racism, homophobia, 
violence, and assimilation in their attempts to trace the contours of their 
own private nation.

Saénz has explained that the COVID-19 pandemic pushed him to real-
ize that his “readers could draw their own parallels between the AIDS epi-
demic and the pandemic they are living through” (Turner), thus prompting 
him to pen the sequel. However, we must acknowledge that Sáenz was 
aware of the criticism regarding AIDS and its omission in the first Aristotle 
and Dante novel. Just like his first novel, Waters of the World is first and 
foremost a gesture toward repair. The stakes of these reparative aims were 
relatively high for Sáenz, especially since the effects and ramifications of 
the epidemic led to many losses in his personal and professional life:

I lost my mentor Arturo Islas, a writer and professor at Stanford. I 
lost my older brother, Donaciano Sanchez, and I lost one of my closest 
friends, Norman Campbell Robertson. And the U.S. government didn’t 
give a damn. Never has the gay community been more hated because 
they were afraid [of us]. 

(Sánchez Torres)

In a sense, Waters of the Word was a grieving process for Sáenz in that he 
had to reckon with the losses that AIDS has caused in his life. But even 
more so, it was a way for Sáenz to partially disrupt his own silence and 
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bear witness to a difficult moment in queer Latine history that was incred-
ibly personal to him. Does Sáenz owe readers this history? To what extent 
do we, as reading audiences, push people to exploit their own difficult his-
tories in an effort to show us a more utopic world? Sure, we can approach 
Secrets of the Universe as a text that imagines a past without AIDS, but 
why are we attempting to engage in such processes of repair? I’m curious 
as to what drives the impulse to reconfigure a text’s genre in an attempt to 
fix its issues, an issue that solely exists because critics enter the text with a 
preexisting understanding of what a queer YA text set in the 1980s should 
accomplish and should represent. It says much about our engagements 
with queer YA culture, and how we think about the broader political work 
this field mobilizes. It says even more about the challenges of doing queer 
work in a field so focused on normative understandings of what is correct, 
positive, and true. 

The parallels between Sáenz’s work and that of his late mentor, Arturo 
Islas, are uncanny. Islas was a Chicano writer who explored themes of 
queerness and sexuality in his groundbreaking semi-autobiographical 
novel The Rain God (1984). In his examination of the themes of sexuality 
and illness in Islas’ novel, Manuel De Jesús Vega discloses how AIDS con-
nects profoundly to The Rain God even though it never appears explicitly 
in the text. The logics of silence often frame the representation of illness 
within the novel, and Islas resorts to intricate forms of queer coding and 
“complex metaphor” to confront the issues decay and the body within 
the scope of the text—it implements the motifs of monstrosity, the desert, 
and Pre-Columbian deities to symbolically discuss illness (112). De Jesús 
Vega highlights how Islas’ coded approach toward illness in The Rain God 
can be partially attributed to the “social climate of the early 80s, along 
with the homophobia prevalent in the Chicano community” (117), but 
I’m interested here in how Sáenz drew from the same representative ten-
dencies as his mentor to craft a queer Latine narrative. The significance of 
Islas’ silences and coding gains even more traction when acknowledging 
his complicated relationship with AIDS. Not only did Islas lose a lover and 
various friends during the height of the epidemic, but he consistently and 
openly shared fears and anxieties about AIDS in diary entries. Islas, for 
instance, would disclose how these fears further deepened his “own sense 
of a deformed body and his already acute sense of his own mortality” 
(Aldama, Dancing 120). If Chicane authors had a difficult time in terms of 
directly articulating the ramifications of AIDS in their lives and communi-
ties, wherein lies the narrative and ideological stakes of holding imagined 
Chicane teens accountable for dealing with these tensions?

Why must we read this silence as a fault rather than reading it as a 
wound? These silences come from a place of hurt. They are designed to 
channel pain. So many people are uncomfortable with the generative 
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potentialities that hurt and pain can summon, which thus presents an 
urgency for repair. But when we sideline hurt entirely in an effort to cel-
ebrate progressive and comforting stories and possibilities, we foreclose 
opportunities to think about how the “crossroads of trauma and injury” 
can lead to “the potential for material transformation and healing” (Green 
and Ellison 223). The overt presence of AIDS in Waters of the World pres-
sures the ability to read the first book as a utopian fiction that imagines a 
queer history devoid of AIDS, and also pushes us to think more carefully 
about whether the absence of AIDS discourse in Secrets of the Universe 
was a gross oversight. The consistent use of motifs of silence and absence in 
Waters of the World aligns with the broader expectations of Latine AIDS 
narratives, which Alberto Sandoval Sánchez celebrates for their potential 
to “give voice to experiences” and help us to “bear witness and testimony” 
to break the silence tethered to queerness in Latine contexts (172). Latine 
texts that focused on queerness and AIDS highlighted how the pandemic 
helped characters to construct a subjectivity and purview “that allows 
for the questioning of sexual taboos and the breaking of silence at home 
on homosexuality and AIDS” (Sandoval Sánchez 172). And while I don’t 
want to underplay the importance of breaking these silences and the labor 
that early Latine AIDS novels went through in materializing queer Latine 
subjectivity, we must also recall that the impulse to make things transpar-
ent, visible, and palpable is very much couched within the confessional 
demands of Western thought. Not to mention that this pattern also con-
nects to YA critics’ tendency to prefer narratives focused on namable and 
coherent sexual and gender identities (see Mason, Queer Anxieties 18).

In a discussion on the critical value of “opacity,” Édouard Glissant 
argues that in Western cultures, “to understand and thus accept you, I have 
to measure your solidity with the ideal scale providing me with grounds 
to make comparisons and, perhaps, judgments. I have to reduce” (190). 
Glissant critiques the Western obsession with “understanding” and trans-
parency precisely because of their normalizing and assimilative tendencies, 
and focus on making any experience or feeling consumable and interpret-
able to a broad audience. This obsession is definitely apparent in the study 
of youth literatures, especially when concerning matters of representation 
and diversity and its attachment to neoliberal frameworks of visibility. 
You can’t go to a youth literature conference without a scholar uncriti-
cally summoning Rudine Sims Bishop’s framework on windows, mirrors, 
and sliding glass doors, focusing solely on optics and visibility rather than 
thinking about the larger systems of oppression that are at play in the crea-
tion and critique of youth cultural productions. I’m in no way contesting 
the value or importance of Bishop’s framework and how it promotes a 
more thoughtful and creative representation of marginalized bodies and 
experiences. And cultural mirrors, as S.R. Toliver has pointed out, are vital 
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in identifying the shattered mirrors “that marginalized children were often 
forced to look through as they searched for themselves in literature” and 
the ways in which certain narratives misrepresented marginalized lives and 
communities (2).

But just as we should have the right to see our lives, communities, prac-
tices, and experiences reflected on the page and screen, we should also have 
the right not to disclose certain parts of ourselves, especially when this 
disclosure is structured by normative expectations of what counts as good, 
successful, possitive, or healthy. At the end of the day—and regardless of 
the emancipatory promises present in a text—YA literature and media are 
first and foremost industries. Books are expected to sell, especially when 
curated and distributed by major, mainstream presses. An adult’s thoughts 
are disguised using a teen’s constructed voice and perspective, packaged 
in an alluring and attractive cover, filtered through the consciousness 
of capitalist-driven adults and institutions, and sold to a mass market. I 
absolutely understand the importance of representation—and I also know 
that representation can never truly reflect reality, but rather, imagine it 
and construct it. The reason the absence of AIDS seems so problematic in 
Secrets of the Universe is because readers are hurt that a fictional represen-
tation doesn’t mirror the logics and organization of the world we inhabit. 
They delve into a text with a suspicious, predetermined set of ideas regard-
ing what a queer YA novel should be, what affects and emotions it should 
address, and even what historical events it should include or exclude. This 
harkens back to Toliver’s views on the tyranny of realism in representing 
marginalized bodies and experiences in youth literature raised in Chapter 
4, and how demands for authenticity and reality leave little room left to 
imagine, speculate, dream, and transgress.

What were to happen if we approach the absence of AIDS in Secrets 
of the Universe as a project focused on the logics of opacity? What if the 
series wasn’t designed to provide transparency and clarity to readers, but 
rather, to emphasize the cultural limitations of our knowledge and our ina-
bility to fully represent specific ideas and complete worlds? To what extent 
do queer Latine subjects have a right to opacity, the right to limit how 
much transparency and access is given to a broader, potentially non-queer 
and non-Latine audience to understand the intersections between queer-
ness and Latinidad? Juana María Rodríguez has approached queerness as 
a practice that refuses explication in that it pushes readers to “read against 
your preconceived notions of academic disciplinarity, research, language, 
and scholarship to reimagine the practice of knowledge production” (3). 
What if we were to approach Secrets of the Universe’s lack of AIDS dis-
course not as an oversight but as a queer attempt to refuse explication, to 
pay tribute to the logics of silence that have saturated a queer past and 
present—to go against the whims and normative moods that come with 
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queer YA narrativizations? Unless, of course, we’re trying to remove the 
text from this past entirely. What if we refuse to view this absence as a gap 
to be filled and instead viewed it as an opportunity to rethink how knowl-
edge is generated, circulated, challenged and foreclosed in queer Latine 
texts? There’s no need to reconfigure the genre of this novel to make it fit a 
broader narrative of progress—history and context already give us plenty 
of material for deconstructing and repairing it.

Waters of the World can be viewed as a disruption of Sáenz’s own silence 
when it came to the representation of HIV and AIDS in a 1980s Latine 
context, but it doesn’t entirely reject the disruptive and queer potential that 
silences can offer. Silence remains sacred in the series, even after confront-
ing the realities of HIV and AIDS. Rather than falling into the normative 
practice of approaching silence or omission as problematic or ideologically 
faulty, Waters of the World pushes us to witness how silence carves out 
moments of possibility and narrative resistance. It presents readers with 
moments in which queer Latine characters don’t have to frame their identi-
ties or histories according to white, neoliberal, and normative standards of 
livability, activism, visibility, and survival. The absence of AIDS in Secrets 
of the Universe can best be understood as a queer form of opacity or as a 
refusal to explicate—one that highlights the impossibility of distilling cer-
tain feelings, experiences, and cultural practices in ways that can be easily 
digested and fully “understood” by readers. By centering the historical 
and cultural dimensions of silence in Latine contexts in our interpretation 
of the series, we’re better able to understand why AIDS discourse was 
absent from the first novel, and the cultural significance behind the novel’s 
omissions, without resorting to versions of utopianism that lack historical 
grounding and that are fundamentally distanced from the hurt that haunts 
queer Latine readerships.

On Our Messy Relationship with Queer YA: A Provocation

Reparative readings are often a compromise: they push us to feel comforta-
ble with a text, but this sense of solace and relief always comes at a cost. In 
an examination of processes of repair and teacher identity, James Joshua 
Coleman succinctly argues that “narrative repair is a process, not a pana-
cea” and how realizing queerer futures involves attending “to histories that 
hurt within our field” (10–11). These aims resonate with the reparative 
practices implemented in literary and cultural studies, and frame repair not 
as a quick and easy solution, but as a difficult, sometimes painful experi-
ence of witnessing, reckoning, and moving. As we grapple with different 
and emerging forms of interpreting youth literature, we must be especially 
mindful of the cultural and personal expectations that come with other 
modes of critique. If the lack of HIV/AIDS in Secrets of the Universe bears 
such significant consequences in how we read and connect to the novel, 
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why isn’t it sufficient to conduct an examination couched in the hermeneu-
tics of suspicion: one that exposes the problem and brings awareness to the 
topics imbued within this absence or one that tries to examine this silence 
from the perspective of Latinidad? What drives the impulse to find a sense 
of ease and acceptance with the literature we consume? Does this impulse 
arise from a duty to uphold the reputation of celebrated works or a desire 
to uncover flaws lurking in the (sub)text? These questions connect to more 
extensive conversations on the limits of reparative reading and how this 
critique sometimes reinforces rather than dismantles hegemonic powers.

As discussed in the first chapter of this volume, Patricia Stuelke argues 
that many forms interpretation fixated on being generous with problem-
atic texts have oftentimes reinforced the status quo. Stuelke suggests that 
reparative criticsm pushes us to accept the world as it’s currently struc-
tured, rather than offering us opportunities to break with the world as it 
is “and rebuild it from the ground up” (29). When applying this frame-
work towards criticism surrounding AIDS and the Secrets of the Universe, 
we must be upfront about what a reparative reading should accomplish 
and the stakes of conducting one. If we take seriously Marilisa Jiménez-
García’s claim (and we should) that contemporary Latine YA literature 
“serves as a window into how authors narrate the promises and failures of 
cultural nationalism” in efforts to destabilize the American canon, (231) 
then we must be wary of interpretations that attempt to offer a repara-
tive approach to a queer Latine text by sidelining the cultural, aesthetic, 
and ideological elements that prompt these destabilizations. Lázaro Lima 
has further argued that queer Latine texts serve as “narrative acts against 
oblivion. It is the name we give to an archive of feelings, traits, desires, 
urges, behaviors, and aspirations in ‘American’ literary vernacular that can 
apprehend our relationship to the worlds we inhabit through our collective 
agencies” (8–9). In due course, we could implement a reparative approach 
to Secrets of the Universe that reconfigures its genre to make it seem more 
utopian and progressive, but to do so requires a willful ignorance of the 
very traits, feelings, and desires that define queer Latine narrative in the 
first place. Reframing the absence of AIDS as a site of joyful and hope-
ful possibility, after all, undermines the critical value of silence and omis-
sion in disrupting the oppressive dimensions of words and, even more so, 
how Latinidad invites us to interpret silence as a strategy of resistance 
and survival. It further undercuts the logics of opacity that are at work in 
this book—logics that carry even more weight given the fact that Sáenz 
experienced personal losses directly connected to AIDS, and that highlight 
a series of ethical questions about what knowledges and feelings queer 
Latine authors “owe” their audiences.

Shedding a novel of its historical and Latine cultural contexts to accom-
modate it into a broader utopian narrative of progress contradicts the 
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pillars of queer thinking and potentially embraces assimilative and colo-
nizing logics. It fails to encourage us to acknowledge—and more impor-
tant—witness the harsh truths of knowledge and representation present in 
society. It reinforces a limited outlook that upholds existing power dynam-
ics and overlooks the complexities of intersecting identities. It prioritizes 
a sense of ease, of “feeling good,” striving for a present and future that 
ignores the realities of our current sociocultural climate. Heather Love has 
pointed out how contemporary queer politics’ focus on notions of for-
ward-driven progress and optimism has made it “difficult to approach the 
past as something living,” and even more so, how these notions of progress 
often happen “on the condition that one breaks ties with all those who 
cannot make it—the nonwhite and the nonmonogamous, the poor and the 
genderdeviant, the fat, the disabled, the unemployed, the infected, and a 
host of unmentionable others” (9–10). To read the absence of AIDS as a 
utopian reimagining in Secrets of the Universe involves approaching his-
tory and the past as dead. The absence of AIDS in Secrets of the Universe 
is an attempt to further explore queer Latine subjectivity and the specific 
sociocultural circumstances that affected what knowledges on queerness 
and AIDS could be circulated. The reframing of Secrets of the Universe 
as an exercise in historical revisionism focuses more attention on feeling 
good about this absence rather than thoroughly thinking through what 
this absence means and how it moves us. I’m skeptical, if not fearful, of 
what occurs when feeling good about the texts we read supersedes our 
ability to appreciate a text’s penchant for disruption and deconstruction, 
for attempting to shift the paradigm, or for critiquing normative practices.

We can’t sacrifice cultural and historical inquiry in favor of comfort-
able, progress-ridden readings. Cristina Rhodes, in her exploration of 
temporality in queer Latine literature, has pointed out how this corpus 
of texts offers us a unique space to reflect on the impossibilities of queer 
life in the present, and the many ways in which queer characters develop 
strategies for inhabiting in worlds that are antithetical to brown, queer 
being (7–8). A refusal to deeply consider the historical role of silence in 
Latine contexts when approaching the Aristotle and Dante books thus 
limits an understanding of the radical potentiality of silence in pushing 
people to resist normative narratives of nationalism and queerness that the 
novels critique. As Stuelke argues, history should “have some bearing in 
our reflexive assessments of what is ethical, not to mention what is radi-
cal, in our present” (30). By employing historical thinking that is attuned 
to a text’s contexts, we’re compelled to delve deeper into the realms of 
the unseen, the unspoken, the missing, and unrepresentable to understand 
what it wants us to feel and, more importantly, why it wants us to feel 
these things. We must differentiate between mere attempts to put a band-
age on the wounds inflicted by queer Latine YA literature, and efforts that 
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seek to scrutinize and dismantle the very powers, influences, and ideologies 
that repeatedly harm us and necessitate the creation of survival and read-
ing strategies

I find reparative reading incredibly generative and alluring, but I also 
recognize that this method is sometimes limited in its capacity to change, 
move, and provoke. I’ve tried to make the case in this book, however, that 
repair becomes particularly generative, transformative, sharp, and politi-
cally viable when it’s driven by a history of pain and hurt—a history that 
continues to mark queer teens, adults, and communities as lesser, insuffi-
cient, aberrant, out of place, and out of time. We’re constantly inhabiting 
real and imagined worlds full of gaps and omissions. Incomplete histories 
haunt us, gaps in records make it difficult to situate our bodies and prac-
tices within larger narratives of feeling and desiring. Even now, over a 
decade after YA culture promised us that things were getting better, we 
find ourselves desperately scavenging for happiness, hope, reprieve, relief, 
belonging, fulfillment, and purpose. Sometimes we even end up enforc-
ing happiness where it has no place. We continue living and dying in 
attempts to change what happiness, success, joy, and futurity could mean. 
Sometimes, the search for these feelings is too unbearable to even imagine. 
Over a decade ago, Kenneth Kidd highlighted how queer YA has become 
“more sophisticated and harder to characterize” due to the emergence of 
unconventional ways of exploring, narrativizing, and imagining sexual and 
gender identity (“Queer Theory’s Children” 114). Queer YA has shown us, 
over and over again, how it continues to become increasingly complex and 
elusive in its efforts to shed light on the impossible, the unspeakable, the 
invisible, the visceral, and the tacit—a complexity that increases in voltage 
when considering the challenges of contextualizing scholarship and the 
differences in mood that we bring into our engagements with queer YA 
literature and culture.

Queer YA culture can offer an alternative to happiness scripts, to what 
is considered good, right, or correct. It’s a powerful site for representing 
the unspeakable, for giving shape to feelings and outcomes excluded from 
the record, and for making the unbearable seem endurable. It can do much 
more than make us feel good about our current place and time. It can do so 
much more than normalize. It can move and affect. Much like the broader 
archive of queer cultural production, it can bend and twist words, images 
of youth, feelings, and time itself to pose a challenge to normalizing prac-
tices, attitudes, and beliefs. The queer YA archive can be an ever-changing, 
ever-expanding blueprint that helps determine what fractures need to be 
mended, what histories are buried in the structures of everyday life, what 
cultural foundations need to be reinforced, and what ideological staircases 
lead to nowhere. It weaves our minds and spirits into the broader quilts 
of queer history, memory, defeat, and refusal—revealing ever more artful 
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and moving ways to delight us, frighten us, harm us, excite us, sustain us, 
inspire us, destroy us, teach us, and rebuild us.

Note

1	 Leo Bersani criticizes heteronormative models of kinship because they are cycli-
cal and inescapable. He argues that queer people should “resist being drawn 
into mimicking the unrelenting warfare between men and women, which noth-
ing has ever changed” (218). In a sense, On a Sunbeam resists mimicking this 
warfare entirely by removing traditional representations of masculinity from 
this fictive universe.
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