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Praise for Swans & Klons

“In the meantime, I’ll be sitting here contemplating
Nora Olsen’s Swans & Klons, a YA lesbian sci-fi novel
that’s one of the best pieces of new fiction I’ve read in a long
time…” —Noah Berlatsky, The Atlantic

Swans & Klons “is a strikingly readable
novel with appealing characters and an engaging premise that should
keep young readers interested…This is a powerful story, told by
sympathetic but not perfect protagonists.”—The Future Fire
Reviews

“It’s a high stakes but high spirited adventure, and
I recommend it for yourself and the teens in your life.”—Books
For Readers
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Synopsis

Clarissa and Lexie couldn't be more different.
Clarissa is a chirpy, optimistic do-gooder and a top rider on the
school's equestrian team. Lexie is an angry, punk rock activist and
the only out lesbian at their school.

When Clarissa declares she's bi and starts a
Gay-Straight Alliance, she unwittingly presses all of Lexie's
buttons, so Lexie makes it her job to cut Clarissa down to size.
But Lexie goes too far and finds herself an unwitting participant
in Clarissa's latest crusade. Both are surprised to find their
mutual loathing turning to love.

A change in her family's fortunes begins to unravel
Clarissa's seemingly perfect life, and the girls' fledgling love is
put to the test. Clarissa and Lexie each have what the other needs
to save their relationship and the people they love from forces
that could tear them all apart.
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Prologue

Lexie

We didn’t meet cute. That’s the Hollywood phrase for
how a couple meets for the first time in a romantic comedy. You
know the kind of thing. He’s walking out of the library with a pile
of books; she’s walking in with a pile of books; they bump into
each other and the books go everywhere. You know, cute.

It wasn’t like that with me and Clarissa.

We just always hated each other.

Clarissa

Did we even meet at all?

Okay, obviously we must have met for the first time
at some point. But I can’t remember it. It must have been a long
time ago. Probably middle school. My first memory of Lexie is from
way back in seventh grade. I remember looking across the classroom
at Lexie sticking a wad of gum under her desk and thinking, I
really can’t stand that girl.


Chapter One

Clarissa

I should have been worrying about who was going to
win the trophy for Best Overall Rider, but instead I was worrying
about whether I would be allowed to take home the centerpiece on
our table. I hoped my three besties—Jenna, Pacey, and Harney—didn’t
want it. I didn’t want it for myself, but for my sister. The
centerpiece was a teal metallic spray depicting a herd of
frolicking horses. Tacky, but my sister Desi would absolutely love
it.

My parents and my sister usually came to the
equestrian team awards banquet, but my parents had claimed they
couldn’t come because they had some kind of meeting at the bank. A
likely story. Who has an important meeting on the Friday of Labor
Day weekend? They were probably just sick of showing up at my
equestrian events. There were a lot of other empty spaces in the
large room scattered with white-clothed tables. Most sports teams
hold their awards banquets at the end of the school year, but it’s
the equestrian team’s time-honored custom to have ours just a few
days before school begins, so a lot of people don’t show up.

We had already gotten through the boring part where
every single member of the team gets a plaque. I really had to pee,
but it was time for Best Overall Rider. I knew it was going to be
one of us four who would win it. It always was, every year. Jenna
won it last year. I could tell Jenna was nervous because she kept
fiddling with her long black hair, pulling it back and then
dropping it again. I honestly didn’t care which one of us won.

Having said that, I did squeal with delight when Mr.
Fortescue announced, “Clarissa Kirchendorfer.” The team’s faculty
advisor, who was sitting at our table, congratulated me, and then I
ran up to collect my trophy. Jenna had a glassy smile frozen on her
face as she applauded.

“This is so great I might pee myself,” I said into
the microphone. Everyone laughed. The thing about me is I always
say whatever comes into my head. My mom raised me to be honest and
let the chips fall where they may.

“Everyone here is so talented I almost wish someone
else had won, because I would be proud to see any of you win.”

I did not say: Except Jessica Morgenstern, who
pushed my sister off the school bus when Jessica and I were in
fourth grade, and I’ll never ever forgive her. Even I knew
better than to say that. The bus wasn’t moving or anything, it was
at our stop, but she pushed Desi right down all the steps because
she wasn’t fast enough, and then she told the bus matron it was an
accident.

“Thank you so much for giving me this honor,” I
said. “I love riding. I love the equestrian team. And now I have to
go to the bathroom. Excuse me.”

I swept out of the room clutching my trophy. It had
a figurine of a rearing stallion, which was silly because that’s
the last thing you’d want to ride, but I loved it anyway. I won two
years ago when I was fourteen, and that trophy was identical except
for the date.

It took me a while to find the hotel bathroom. When
I got out of the stall, Jenna had joined me in the bathroom. She
was polishing my trophy with a paper towel, which I’m not sure was
a good idea because it could scratch the cheap metallic finish. I
forced myself not to say anything, though—a real effort for
me—because I thought she might be disappointed she didn’t win.

“The ceremony gets really boring after the Best
Overall Rider award,” she said. “I thought I’d hang out in here.”
No congratulations from her. That’s not her way.

“Yeah, they should put it at the end, Oscars-style,”
I said.

Aside from being die-hard members of the equestrian
team, the main thing my friends and I had in common was we all had
long, straight hair. And we always matched. We couldn’t help
dressing the same. If I decided to wear a cami, skinny jeans, and
ballet flats, when I got to school it would usually turn out the
other three were wearing the same. It was like we had a telepathic
bond. Right now we all were wearing some variant of a bubble skirt
dress, but we had planned that. It made me mad, though, when people
at school said we all looked the same. Not true. How could that be,
when Jenna and Pacey are Asian, and Harney and I are white?

“There are three other events going on in this
conference area,” Jenna informed me. “Each one extremely screwy. I
can’t decide which one is the most depraved.”

Jenna is petite and curvy and has a cute
heart-shaped face. She’s Korean and has dimples. I always want to
run my hands through her hair. I only have bangs because I’m
copying her. Probably she’s the prettiest of us four. Relatively
speaking, I’m the DUFF (Designated Ugly Fat Friend) in the group,
even though I don’t think I’m that bad looking. I’m a brunette and
I always have split ends no matter what I do.

We checked our makeup and then made our way back to
the awards banquet.

I took notice of the signs outside the other
conference rooms, and they were a bit surreal. The Morticians
Association of America; Shining Medallion Lesbian Writers
Organization; the Ancient Order of Deer Hunters. At the banquet,
they were deep into the raffle, which is über boring. My friends
and I began to text each other under the table. I could type
without looking, but every time the phone vibrated in my hand, I
had to check to see what they had to say. Jenna filled everyone in
on the odd assortment of groups holding events at the hotel.

Which group is the most depraved? Jenna
asked.

Morticians! Harney replied. EEEWW.

No the deer hunters. Poor Bambi! Pacey
texted.

My dad is a hunter, Harney objected.

I vote the lesbos! Don’t let them corner you!
Jenna advised.

My big sister Desi is a member of a class of people
who is discriminated against; she has Down syndrome. This has made
me very sensitive to the issue of prejudice. So I texted, I
don’t think lesbians r depraved. I vote morticians.

Then I was thinking it over, and I decided someone
needs to take care of you when you die, so maybe the morticians
weren’t depraved after all. I was just about to change my vote to
deer hunters, when all of our phones buzzed several times in a
row.

Our faculty advisor, Señora Modesto, glowered at us.
I ignored her because I knew I could get away with it, since she
was more like a stuffed doll than a real teacher. She was only our
advisor because all school clubs had to have one. But we ran
practically everything ourselves. About all Señora Modesto had to
do each year was sign the school club form. Even for this event, it
was Harney’s mom who booked the room and ordered the plaques and
stuff. Personally, I thought this venue, the Hilton right off Route
9 in Fishkill, New York, was a bit of a dump, and Harney’s mom
could have chosen better.

Señora Modesto wouldn’t want the centerpiece, would
she? But it was just the sort of thing that might appeal to a
demented elderly lady.

I checked my phone.

ROTFL, R U a big hairy dyke? Pacey had
texted.

The messages from the other two were along the same
lines.

What if I was? I said. R U
prejudiced?

We know U R not gay, Harney said. Hello,
remember Slobberin Robert.

I dated Slobberin’ Robert for two months last year
and will never live it down. What’s funny is I gave him that
nickname just between us four girls, and now the entire school
calls him Slobberin’ Robert.

Maybe Im bi, I said, not willing to concede
the point.

Then, just like that, I realized—Duh! I am so
totally bi. Sometimes I get realizations all of a sudden.

I am actually totally bi, I texted them
immediately.

It was undeniable once I thought about it. I was
drawn to girls exactly the same way I was drawn to guys. I liked
pictures of Kimye as much for Kim Kardashian as for Kanye. I had to
admit I had probably spent hours thinking about stroking Jenna’s
hair. And I had sexual fantasies about girls. I didn’t think much
about it, just quickly put them out of my head and figured it was
just a phase. But, like, a phase that had lasted for probably seven
years at this point? Let’s get real. Was it just a phase that I
liked boys?

LOL, Pacey said.

NO IM TOTALLY SERIOUS.

Jenna sucked her teeth, and now Señora Modesto gave
her an annoyed look.

U R grossing me out, Harney said. I am not
going bra shopping w you anymore perv girl!

LOL LOL, Pacey said. Was that all the girl
knew how to say? It was ridiculous, because I was sitting two feet
away from her and I knew for a fact she was not laughing out loud.
Did she not know what out loud meant?

Another realization struck me all of a sudden. I
needed some new friends. People who wouldn’t run me down. I turned
my phone off and slipped it into my purse. I tried to focus on the
thank-you speech to our sponsor, Pleasant Ridge Pizza. My so-called
friends kept texting furiously. I didn’t know if I wanted to spend
all my time with them at equestrian club anymore.

The awards ceremony finally wound down.

“Do you mind if I take the centerpiece for Desi?” I
asked my friends.

“God, Clarissa, you want everything,” Harney said.
“The trophy, and the centerpiece too?”

“That’s why she’s bisexual,” Pacey said. “Because
she’s greedy. She just wants everyone.”

I thought they were kidding but I wasn’t sure. They
didn’t usually say stuff like that to me. I decided not to take the
centerpiece. But then no one else did either. I glanced back over
my shoulder and it was sitting all sad and lonely on the table. Oh
well, Desi would never know about it, so she couldn’t miss it.

I was getting a ride home with Pacey and her dad. I
changed into regular clothes in the bathroom because we were going
to stop at the stables. Ordinarily I liked hanging out with Pacey
and Mr. Havens because they’re so cute. Pacey’s adopted, so they
don’t look alike, but they have the exact same mannerisms. Usually
I would tease them about this but today I wasn’t feeling it. Mr.
Havens drove us in their seven-seat minivan. I don’t know if it was
awkward or just quiet. We stopped at the barn to visit our
horses.

My horse, Sassy, was a chestnut with a white star in
the center of her forehead. She made whuffling noises through her
nose as she searched me for the apple she knew I had brought her. I
took it from the pocket of my hoodie and held it out in my palm,
keeping my hand completely flat so she wouldn’t mistake my hand for
part of the apple and accidentally bite it off. No kidding, horses
are cute but they can be dangerous too. Sort of like my so-called
friends. I put my face in Sassy’s glossy neck. She smelled like
horse, but in a nice way. There is a horse smell that has nothing
to do with poop.

“You’re my best friend, Sassy,” I told her.

We groomed our horses, but Mr. Havens was in a rush
so we didn’t spend long. Then we headed to my house. I live quite
close to the stables; in fact, I can even bike over there if
there’s some reason why I can’t use the SUV.

“Do you mind if I leave you at the foot of Bluebird
of Happiness Court?” Mr. Havens asked. “I need to hurry home to
file a brief.” He’s a lawyer. They worked around the clock
apparently. Pacey told me he took an Ambien once, and then in the
middle of the night she found him trying to send a fax with the
toaster.

“Sure thing, Mr. H.,” I told him. “See you at school
on Tuesday, Pacey.” I couldn’t decide if I was mad at her or not
and tried to keep my voice neutral.

She groaned at the mention of school but didn’t say
anything.

I walked along the driveway of Bluebird of Happiness
Court. It’s a cul-de-sac, which according to my mom was pronounced
cooled sock. It’s a very new development. Our house was the
last one, about three-quarters of the way around the cul-de-sac.
More houses were planned, but they were never built. In fact, next
to our house is a pile of dirt where they broke ground, then
changed their mind, then finally filled it in when it kept filling
up with rain water. The whole thing drove my mom crazy. A bulldozer
had been sitting there for weeks, spoiling her view of the tiny
saplings growing along the driveway. There was a second development
planned that never even got started. It was going to be called Owl
of Wisdom Court. If you type Owl of Wisdom Court, Poughquag
NY into Google Maps, it will just show you a bunch of
trees.

All the houses on Bluebird of Happiness Court were
almost identical, but not quite. They were all large, stately
homes, white with black peaked roofs, but other than that there’s
some variety. For example, our house had steps leading up to the
front door, and there’s a massive stone arch over the door, with an
arch-shaped window cut into it. Only our house had that. And our
house was three stories while some of the others were only two.
When my parents were looking to buy this house, the Realtor’s flyer
said it was “a magnificent manor.” In my head I always called it
the Magnificent Manor. It’s way nicer than the dumpy house where we
used to live.

“Mom!” I called into the cavernous hallway. Skippy,
our golden retriever, bounded up to me, barking, and I rubbed his
head. From the living room I could hear the TV. Desi was probably
watching Wendy Wu: Homecoming Warrior again. She’d been
obsessively watching this movie for weeks. It was driving me crazy,
but it was better than the Jonas Brothers movies she was watching
before.

“I’m in the kitchen, bug,” Mom shouted back.
Bug doesn’t sound very good, but it’s short for love bug,
which she’s called me since I was a baby. She used to call my
sister Desi bun for honeybun until Desi asked her to
stop.

The kitchen was my mom’s favorite place in the
house. She really liked to cook. But I found her on the phone
instead of cooking. Practically shouting. A red sauce was bubbling
on the stove, so I stirred it.

“I just talked to loss mitigation. They told me to
call you, at imminent default. So why are you telling me I have to
talk to them? I’ve been on the phone for—hello? Hello?” She sighed
and hung up. “I keep going through the phone tree and getting
someone at a call center in India, and then when I finally reach
someone who can help me, they hang up on me. It’s about the stupid
mortgage.”

Mortgage was one of those boring grown-up things I
didn’t even want to understand. Like episiotomy and French drains.
When adults started gossiping about those things, I was so
gone.

“Oh, thank you, honey, but you should always wash
your hands before you start messing with food,” my mom said.

“Mom. I’m only touching the spoon. The handle of the
spoon.”

“Yeah, but you just came from the barn, didn’t you?
You smell like horse. I don’t want any horse in my sauce.” She
washed her own hands, which had been touching a filthy,
contaminated phone, and then began messing around with her
sauce.

“Can I tell you something? I’m not sure if I want to
do equestrian club this year.”

I was pretty sure Mom would be mad about this. My
sister Desi had been saying she wanted to join equestrian club. She
rides in Special Olympics, and she has a good seat and handles the
horse well. But I wasn’t sure how the other girls in equestrian
would react, and I didn’t want to spend all my time running
interference for Desi. I figured Mom would think that was why I was
dropping equestrian.

To my surprise, she seemed relieved. “That’s totally
fine, bug. There are so many expenses with equestrian that add up.
Why don’t you just skip it this year?”

She took that well. “Can I tell you something else?”
I asked.

I like to get things off my chest. I don’t like
having secrets from my parents. And I knew my mom wasn’t homophobic
even though she’s religious. The pastor at our megachurch hated the
gays, but Mom didn’t. She always said we might not agree with
Reverend Stebbins, but we had to respect him.

My mom gestured to go ahead.

“I’m bisexual.”

Her brow furrowed. “What does that mean?” she asked.
She wasn’t kidding. She led a sheltered life.

“That’s when you are romantically interested in both
boys and girls. Like half-gay, half-straight. You know, like
Natalie Portman in Black Swan? Only not necessarily crazy or
a ballerina.”

Mom sighed and stirred her sauce. “Bug, I don’t have
time for any kind of drama.”

“Way to be supportive, Mom.”

“Look, just don’t tell your sister about this
bisexual business. You know how impressionable she is. She’ll start
saying she’s bisexual too.”

“What if she is? You always say Desi can be anything
she wants to be.”

Actually, I didn’t think for even a second that my
sister was bi. She was boy crazy like nobody’s business. And she
had never displayed the slightest interest in a girl.

“Come on, Clarissa,” Mom said. “Either help me with
dinner or step out of my kitchen.”

I stepped out of her kitchen.


Chapter Two

Lexie

I hated everyone in school with the red-hot passion
of a thousand suns. No one was exempt from my loathing. You know
the part in the movie Clue where Madeline Kahn talks about
flames on the side of her face to describe how much she hates the
murder victim? That’s how I felt about all these people.

I know how that makes me sound, but if you knew
these people, you would despise them also. Don’t worry, I’m not a
bring-a-gun-to-school type. I just hate silently.

The thing is, they were all completely fake. No one
had the slightest interest in anything real. All they cared about
was themselves. Even when they were pretending to care about
someone else, it was actually really about themselves. They only
came alive for stuff like prom, homecoming, sports, making the
honor roll, and drinking lots of beer. I’m utterly oblivious to
such trivia.

At least my ex-girlfriend Ramone cared about stuff.
Like politics, and what’s going on in the world. We went to an
Occupy Wall Street event in New York City together and slept
overnight in the same sleeping bag in a dirty collective house.
Even if it turned out she didn’t care about me at all, at
least she cared about the world and inequality. And she was
genuine. Genuine bitch, as it turned out, but not fake. Anyway,
Ramone graduated last June, right before we broke up. This fall she
was going to Wheaton College. So now it was just me stuck here.

The first day of school was the worst. Because
that’s when the greatest hypocrisy was on display. That’s when they
have a special assembly where the different school clubs talk about
what they do. Even the ones that seemed at first to be for a good
cause, like the environmental club, are actually just about looking
good on your college applications.

When I was an ignorant first-year (the nonsexist
term for freshman, if you didn’t know) I went to a meeting of HELP.
I should have known from the name. It stands for Helping Everyone
Less Privileged. How can you help everyone less privileged?
That’s a lot of people! When the principal talks about it, he
always calls it Helping Others Less Privileged. But that would
spell HOLP. Anyway, what HELP or HOLP does is make cheese
sandwiches and then take the train into NYC and hand out the
sandwiches to homeless people in Grand Central. Sounds good, right?
I tried it once. But the people in HOLP were so snotty, both to me
and to the homeless people, that it was awful. One homeless woman
asked what kind of sandwiches they were, and the leader of HOLP
said, “If you’re not hungry, you don’t have to eat it.” Then
afterward they were all like, Ugh I hate cheese sandwiches,
let’s go to Two Boots and get something to eat. And then let’s do a
little shopping before we go back. Will you be all right on the
train alone, Lexie? So that was the end of my extracurricular
involvement.

I fumed in my spot at the end of the second-to-last
bench in the back of the auditorium, as close to the exit as I
could get, while HOLP gave their spiel about how rewarding it is to
feed the homeless. A sophomore boy was kicking the back of my seat
over and over. I yelled at him, but he didn’t stop.

Then this girl Clarissa Kirchendorfer got up. That
is a classic kind of name these people have. It tells you
everything you need to know about her. She was all sunshine and
light in a false way, and she was just kind of a Susie Creamcheese
type who blurted out inappropriate things. I thought she was there
to introduce the equestrian team, which was the activity she and
her three clones do.

“Hi there. I’m here to tell you some very special
news, which is that Parlington High School has a brand-new club,”
Clarissa Kirchendorfer said, flipping her brown hair behind her
back. “This is the first year for our gay-straight alliance.”

My mouth dropped open. Impossible. I had tried to
start a GSA last year and I couldn’t find a faculty sponsor. I
tried all the teachers who I knew were totally gay and in the
closet, and they all said they were too busy.

“Our faculty sponsor is Señora Modesto, who very
kindly signed the form about five minutes ago,” Clarissa chirped,
holding up a piece of paper and blowing on the signature. Pure
stagecraft because I’m sure it was ballpoint pen.

Señora Modesto was this fossilized Spanish teacher
who wore a way-too-black wig that was sometimes on crooked. She’d
been here longer than any other teacher. Her class was really easy
and kids always took advantage of her. I think she might honestly
have early onset Alzheimer’s.

I never ever thought of her as a faculty sponsor.
Clarissa must be slightly smarter than she looked.

“Now, the name gay-straight alliance implies it’s a
club for gay and straight students, but actually that’s just a
name! It’s also open to lesbian, bisexual, and transgender
students. I’m not sure what transgender is yet, but I found a
website that’s going to explain it to me.”

I recoiled in horror at her benighted ignorance,
bumping into the sleeping sophomore beside me. This was just so
wrong. It was like a neo-Nazi student starting a Holocaust studies
group.

“So if you are transgender, you should totally come
to our group. It’s for everybody. Including straight people, right?
Like, it has the word straight in the name. It’s a safe space for
students to talk about being gay or whatever, where there will be
no teasing, bullying, or negativity of any kind. So you should
totally sign up for the club. All the activities haven’t been
planned yet, but I think we might do a car wash to raise money and
candy grams for Valentine’s Day.”

Nooo! A GSA was not about candy grams or car washes.
This was my worst nightmare, except my unconscious mind could never
have imagined anything this weird.

“And if you sign up, don’t worry about people
teasing you or anything, because remember this club is for
everyone. And people should learn to be tolerant and respectful of
people who are different. Thank you.”

She stepped down. I was so shocked I didn’t even
hear a word of what the next girl said. I think it was either a
film club or possibly something to do with animals.

After the assembly, Clarissa Kirchendorfer accosted
me as I was leaving the auditorium. She actually grabbed my
shoulder, which I considered an invasion of my personal space.

“Lexie! I hope you’re going to join the GSA,” she
said. She beamed at me expectantly.

Now, look. Everyone in the school knows I’m a
lesbian. It was the talk of the school last year when Ramone and I
were dating. We never tried to hide it. But it’s just rude to go up
to someone and out them by telling them they should join the gay
club. That is not how some straight girl who decided for
unfathomable reasons to start a GSA should behave. She needed
sensitivity training already.

“Why do you say that, Clarissa?” I said, staring at
her blankly.

“Well, you’re the only openly queer person I know of
in the school,” she said. “That’s what you’re supposed to say,
right? Queer?”

“You have to be queer to get to say queer,” I told
her. “If you don’t understand that, I can’t explain it to you.”

“Oh, I’m totally queer,” she said. “I’m
bisexual.”

“Making out with another girl in front of your
boyfriend to turn him on does not make you bisexual,” I told
her.

She turned beet red. “I never did anything like
that. Who said that? Did Slobberin’ Robert say that? Don’t believe
everything that guy says.”

She used to date this guy Slobberin’ Robert, who was
one of the few people I could tolerate, even though he was a
moron.

“No one said it. I’m just saying, just because
you’re bi-curious does not mean you can start a GSA.”

She blinked. “Actually, it does. I called GLSEN and
talked to them. Anyone can. Did you know the first student in the
whole world ever to start a GSA was straight? All you have to do at
Parlington is fill out a form and get a faculty sponsor. I thought
you’d be happy about this. GSAs are totally for bi-curious people,
anyway. That’s q for questioning. But for your
information, I’m not bi-curious. I’m the real thing. Like, I came
out to my mom two days ago.”

“So what happened to you over the summer? You dated
a girl?” I was starting to get interested, despite myself. A lot of
girls start out by saying they’re bi and ultimately come out as
lesbian.

“No. I just realized.” She still had a smile on her
face, but it looked curdled.

She was a phony after all. “You just realized? How
do you really know? Have you ever even kissed a girl?”

The curdled smile vanished. “Look, if you want to
sign up for the GSA, there will be no negativity allowed in our
meetings. It’s a safe space.” She turned on her heel.

Whatever. She could keep her safe space. I would
rather have my negativity. No way would I join a club run by
her.

The one good thing about the awful assembly was we
had twenty minutes of free time afterward. The club representatives
sat at tables in the cafeteria so you could sign up. The best part
was there was free tea and hot chocolate, to lure you down there. I
went to get some tea but steered well clear of the club tables.
Even though I didn’t go near them, I spotted Clarissa
Kirchendorfer’s distinctive pink-and-white Aeropostale polo shirt.
People were clustered in front of other tables, but not hers. She
was all alone. No one was signing up for her club.
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