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Overview
KAITLYN’S WHEEL by debut novelist Chris Halvorson is the ultimate teen romance…but with a supernatural and environmental twist. 
In rural Iowa, eighteen-year-old Kaitlyn Stokes witnesses a UFO over her house the night her father dies of cancer, giving her reason to believe he was taken by aliens. She secretly hopes he may someday return as an “ancient astronaut,” a theory based on modern science. 
In the Pacific Northwest, Zachary Taylor sarcastically tells his high school principal that he was abducted by aliens, his excuse for skipping classes the day before. When the school secretary overhears him, she tells her teenage daughter and the story goes viral on social media, leading to a frenzy of TV news reporters outside his house.
Seeking answers, Kaitlyn connects with Zachary and their love story begins. With graduation just months away, they could soon overcome the distance between them - or so they plan until Kaitlyn discovers their relationship was built on a prankish lie. Brokenhearted and lost, Kaitlyn is greeted by a surprise visitor who gives her fatherly advice and the suggestion that a higher intelligence may have brought her and Zachary together for reasons no one could have ever expected. 
Kaitlyn's Wheel is reminiscent of Mike Chen’s Light Years from Home, Lindsay Ellis's Axiom's End and Truth of the Divine, and the teenage drama in various John Green novels.
This exciting, vivid, and heartfelt debut novel destined to capture the hearts of readers. 
Halvorson is an exciting new voice in YA, sci-fi, and crossover fiction!



REASONS TO READ KAITLYN’S WHEEL
1) The book addresses serious issues facing future generations, such as climate change and robotics taking over jobs. Unlike many teen dystopian novels, however, it encourages young people to solve their problems by coming together.

2) In today's era of teens spending a great deal of time on their phones, we see the universal human need to make a real connection via social media. 

3) The romantic connection is made after Kaitlyn witnesses a flying saucer over her house the night her father dies, and Zachary claims to have been abducted by aliens as his excuse for skipping school. It's a unique set-up to the story, and makes us question if aliens really exist (both in the story and in real life).

4) Kaitlyn's quest to connect with her deceased father explores some fascinating theories based on both modern science and ancient religions. Many creation theories cite flying saucers and alien beings, including Ezekiel in the Old Testament. 

5) The tone of the book is emotionally compelling. As Kaitlyn grieves the loss of her father, she falls in love with a boy in another state. Through the sadness and disappointments, there are many comic moments. Their day-to-day activities feel very true to life. 

6) The small-town country setting of Iowa offers many great characters, including Kaitlyn's mom, her best friend, and her church pastor, who offers wisdom without being preachy. Meanwhile, Zachary resides in a town modeled after Roslyn, Washington, a former coal mining town located in the mountains. The conflicting settings reflect the cultural differences between the Midwest and the Pacific Northwest but, as the story demonstrates, love can conquer those differences.

7) The novel’s supernatural elements bring a lot of action and mystery to the story. For instance, Kaitlyn builds a satellite to connect with her father on the other side, and Zachary drives into a tornado during his quest to finally meet her in person. When he sees a bright light at the end of the black funnel cloud, he believes it's heaven awaiting him. It later turns out to be an alien spaceship coming to his rescue.

8) It's the perfect "feel good" surprise ending---as we learn that Kaitlyn's father, his final mission, has been playing matchmaker from outer space. The planet needs love more than anything, which is the controlling theme of this teen romance, and why Kaitlyn and Zachary were brought together. 
It's a one-of-a-kind romance with crossover appeal to all ages and genders. 

9) It's very cinematic and visually told. The author's background is in screenwriting and film. That said, the novel does not read like a movie, but retains its literary value. 



Q&A #1 WITH AUTHOR CHRIS HALVORSON
1. What was the research process like for this book? What kind of information did you research? How much did you already know?   
I had very general knowledge of its scientific and biblical content, including Ezekiel’s Wheel which the TV show Ancient Aliens featured an episode about.  For better knowledge and details, I found numerous articles online, such as the theory by former NASA scientist Dr. Rich Terrile that we’re living in a computer matrix as part of an alien experiment, and how the observatory at Ohio State University may have made contact with aliens through a radio signal.  Since I’m not a techie or skilled with a toolbox, the biggest challenge was learning how to build a satellite dish.  The best source was Dennis C. Brewer’s Build Your Own Free-to-Air (FTA) Satellite TV System, which became Kaitlyn’s manual as well as mine.  

2. What were some difficulties you faced in writing Kaitlyn’s Wheel?
Besides the challenge of keeping a daily writing regimen, I struggled with finding the right balance for Kaitlyn’s character that would make her flawed yet sympathetic and believable.  I also feared making her too naïve in believing Zachary’s story without ever pushing him too hard for answers; however, I know from personal experience that we often choose to believe what we want to, especially during times of despair.  Later on, Kaitlyn regrets her naivety and the humiliation that comes with it.

3. How does the most recent draft of your story compare to your initial idea of it?  
As I began writing, I knew the key plot points to hold the structure together, but many of the individual scenes came to life during the process.  The biggest twist I hadn’t planned for is where the aliens had been influencing Zachary all along.  Initially I feared it might seem too contrived or convenient, but ultimately decided it worked.  Starting out, I also wasn’t sure about Kaitlyn building the satellite.  I thought the subplot might take over the central story, so I had to be sure to interweave it with the other story elements.
 
4. In what ways was the story influenced by your own life?
Like Kaitlyn’s father, my brother died of cancer, and soon after visited me in a dream as a “Light Being” described in the book.  It was a very powerful experience, his final farewell which let me know he was in a better place.  Also, the scene where Kaitlyn’s father makes a supernatural visit through the Christmas tree star is based on a family experience.  My mother and sister were saying how they missed my grandfather during the holidays, when unexpectedly his former reading lamp came beaming on.  I believe he was saying, “Hello, I’m always with you,” just like Kaitlyn’s father in the book.  Since my college days, I’ve questioned life and death more than most after a tree fell on top of a car I was in.  The woman driving wasn’t nearly as lucky as I was.  After several weeks in a coma, she miraculously survived with impaired vision and cognitive issues which still impact her today.  Oprah featured her in an episode which I chose not to appear in.

5. What is the biggest takeaway you want people to have after reading your book?
That there could be some hope for the future, but the next generations are going to have to find a way to work together, both spiritually and through scientific advancements.  Otherwise, they could be facing The Hunger Games as a reality.  I loved that book series but wanted to write something in contrast to the dystopian teen novels that reflect the current psyche of young people.  Instead of accepting a doomed fate, let’s take action.

6. Why do you think that Kaitlyn and Zachary work well as a couple?
Consider it the corny romance element of the novel, but they are truly soulmates. They share the same intellect, passion, and curiosity about the world, yet they come from different backgrounds (conservative Midwest and liberal Northwest) which makes them equally curious about one another.  Searching for answers, they will never find them alone, but on a journey together.  They need each other’s friendship more than anything, to keep each other balanced.

7. To what extent do you believe in the alien and supernatural tales/ sentiments mentioned throughout the story?
As portrayed in the book, the Phoenix Lights was a real incident which is impossible to ignore, along with so many other UFO encounters.  Even the US Navy is finally allowing its pilots to discuss their alien sightings with media.  The question is no longer whether aliens are among us, but how and when are we going to interact with them?  We could sure use their help, and if Ezekiel in the Old Testament was truly referencing an alien spacecraft, then maybe his prophesy will eventually come true for all of us.

8. Why do you think it is important for Kaitlyn and Zachary to meet in person at the end of the story rather than the beginning?  
Kaitlyn just lost her father, so I felt it would be rushed to have her in a physical relationship with someone so quickly afterwards.  In that case, it would probably be nothing more than a temporary escape from her grief.  Since she and Zachary are both introverts, it felt right having them connect first as friends through text messaging.  By talking to someone far away, it also builds longing and suspense to finally meet in person, along with the insecurities and fears that come with it.  In the end, it’s a bigger payoff for both the characters and audience, that big moment we’ve been waiting for.

9. How much do your values align with Zachary’s on the matter of climate change? How pressing of an issue do you find it in comparison to him?  
I’m far from being as diligent as Zachary; however, I’ve vowed that my next car will be a hybrid and I do recycle; however, I still eat meat, through rarely beef.  Truthfully, I think my generation will survive okay, but I fear for my nephew and his future children (should he choose to have them).  Therefore, it would be easy for me to stay obliviously in denial, but a friend of mine (Barrett Stuart, who also produces movies) is writing op-ed articles on climate change and what we can do to slow it down.  He’s expert in the field and has made an impact on me (along with Catholic guilt which is constantly a motivator).

10. Which scene was your favorite to write and why?
The final sequence where Kaitlyn’s father appears on various devices in the house.  It’s what kept me going on days I was low energy.  I had to get to that moment, followed by his arrival in the spacecraft.  Given its visual and emotional impact, I kept thinking of the Steven Spielberg’s movies I grew up with (while hoping he might direct the movie adaptation).  

11. How did you come up with the idea for Kaitlyn’s Wheel?
That one is hard to answer.  For a few months, I’d been grappling with an outline for another YA novel and couldn’t make the pieces fit.  While doing dishes one evening, I was struck with the idea for Kaitlyn’s story and wrote the first scene the next day.  It was the story I’d been needing to tell, which finally surfaced out of nowhere (though water is very meditative, even in the kitchen sink with soap suds).

12. What do you imagine happens to Kaitlyn and Zachary after the story ends?
I think they will be happy and without regret, but no relationship is without its bumps.  They grow closer, they drift apart due to their hectic schedules, they question getting married too young, but ultimately grow closer than ever.  What keeps them together is their shared curiosity about the world and their passion to make it a better place for their children (which is a major decision for them to have).  Plus they will always share the UFO experience which is a daily reminder of their destiny together.  Not too many couples can say the same, so they are blessed.

13. How did your family and friends react to your story?
Early on, I read the first few scenes to my girlfriend, who confirmed the story needed to continue.  Since then, I’ve kept the novel under wraps, except for the brief synopsis.  My family, especially sister, is eager to read it; however, I’d rather wait for the final edits before sharing it with anyone.  It’s far more exciting to see a book off the press.

14. How do you relate to the characters? 
I related my former teen self to Zachary, a guy who doesn’t really connect with the high school crowd and pop culture.  Kaitlyn is more mysterious.  Over the years, I’ve become more like her in that I’m less eager to share myself with others.  She keeps a safe distance from people, except for her mother and best friend Jenna (and Zachary of course).  
  
15. What has the publication process been like (so far)?
So far, so great.  Bruce Bortz at Bancroft Press showed tremendous enthusiasm for the project. His editing made the book sing, hum, and dance (preferably the tango since it’s a story of passion and love).

16. What genres do you read? What kinds of books do you read? Did any of them inspire Kaitlyn’s Wheel? 
I read all genres, scouting the NY Times Top 100 picks each year and National Book Award nominees.  My favorite YA authors include John Green, Katherine Applegate and Karen McManus, each giving a uniquely different flavor to their target audience.  In other works, The Idiot by Elif Batuman features a college freshman close to Kaitlyn’s age, who communicates through emails with a student she’s in love with, despite them both being on the same campus.  Hari Kunzru’s Men Without Gods was another major influence.  Though conceptually different, it features a spiritual element of alien intervention after a boy goes missing in the desert.  
17. What made you write the protagonists as teenagers? What differences would there have been if they were any older?
Teenagers experiencing first love is far different than older characters with more jaded life experience.  As high school seniors, they are legally adults but still living at home and therefore treated as children to some degree.  On the cusp of real adulthood, they have college and their entire lives ahead of them.  It’s a unique time in people’s lives and can be very frightening and exciting at the same time.  After all, the future is unknown, no matter how much we think we can plan our careers and relationships.  

18. Did you any experience writer’s block while writing Kaitlyn’s Wheel or did it flow? If the former, how did you overcome it?
On a daily writing schedule, I wrote the first half of the novel without an outline, but then hit a wall on how exactly to execute the second half because I had too many ideas brewing with no clear direction.  Therefore, I forced myself to write a “beat sheet” outline which put me on track the rest of the way.  Worse than writer’s block is a 1000-page novel with dozens of subplots and characters which never pay off.  That’s where writing becomes a discipline as much as a craft.

19. What do you do when you’re not writing?
This reminds me of writing a bio on former dating sites, and realizing how boring I truly am.  I love reading novels, binging on TV series and movies with my girlfriend, watching sports (without the girlfriend), and forcing myself to exercise every day.  I love pizza and ice cream and all things bad for me.  I’d like to have a cat but my place is too small and there’s dangerous traffic in front of my building.  I need to travel more and plan on doing so before I’m too old to see the world.  And before I get the cat, because then I will have to find someone to care for it.

20. If you could meet any of the characters in your story, which ones would you choose and why? And what might you say to them?
I would most definitely meet Kaitlyn’s father if he could make one more visit in that spacecraft.  Better yet if he can welcome me on board.  I have no idea what we’d talk about, but I think we’d get along quite well.


PRAISE FOR CHRIS HALVORSON’S KAITLYN’S WHEEL
"A brilliant trip through the cosmic expanse of the human heart."                                       
—SHAN SERAFIN, NY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

[image: ]“In this high school romance, Halvorson’s prose style is simple and often effective.”
—KIRKUS REVIEWS

“In his debut YA-crossover novel, Kaitlyn’s Wheel, Chris Halverson tells the story of two high school seniors who share life-changing experiences with UFOs, either real or imagined. Relying on texting and FaceTime, Kaitlyn (in Iowa) and Zach (in Washington state) fall in love as they sort through loss, college applications, troubled parents, and shifting friendships. Halvorson is quick to draw in his readers by opening with Kaitlyn’s first nighttime sighting of the alien ship, in the sky just outside her bedroom window. The story’s complications develop quickly, revealed in consecutive scenes focusing on one character at a time. Halvorson writes with energy and compassion; he brings in references ranging from religion to UFO theories to high school hierarchies. Young adults and older adults alike will appreciate the reality of the novel’s complications and enjoy rooting for Kaitlyn and Zach, and perhaps begin to keep a lookout for flashing, round, slightly familiar, extraterrestrial ships in the night.”
—LESLIE GOETSCH, AUTHOR OF THE CRITICALLY ACCLAIMED YA NOVEL BACK CREEK

“Kaitlyn Stokes, a teenager saddened by the sudden death of her father, clings to the belief that aliens have taken his soul, and that it might even be possible for him to return to Earth. No one believes her, especially her mom. Then Kaitlyn discovers Zachary Taylor, who lives many states away and has told everyone he was abducted by aliens. Kaitlyn, feeling she’s on to something, seeks out Zachary, only to discover…well, was his alien experience real or not?  The journey that they both embark on creates a tender, warm, and funny story of love and friendship―of connecting with others who believe in you, no matter what, no questions asked. Both Kaitlyn and Zachary battle against non-believers, which leads to an emotional climax that brings tears to the reader’s eyes. Young teens are often misunderstood, and even worse, not believed. This story is about believing in our children, and allowing them to have thoughts and dreams that we as parents have long forgotten. It’s a beautiful story, told simply and elegantly.”
―SCOTT ROSENFELT, ONE OF HOLLYWOOD’S MOST SUCCESSFUL INDEPENDENT PRODUCERS (HOME ALONE, SMOKE SIGNALS, MYSTIC PIZZA, TEEN WOLF, AND EXTREMITIES)

“Kaitlyn’s Wheel, a moving and accessible YA novel, is a warmhearted reminder that we all want answers to the questions of the universe, especially where our loved ones end up. With its entertaining story and characters, it also makes the important case that deep down, what we all really need are people on this planet to connect with and love.”
—SARA GRIFFITHS, AUTHOR OF THE CRITICALLY ACCLAIMED YA NOVELS THROWN A CURVE AND SINGLED OUT

“A well-observed, heartfelt, and terrific novel. Author Chris Halvorson makes you believe in both teenage love and UFOs.” 
—DANIEL G. SULLIVAN, CO-WRITER OF THE HIT ROMANCE WHILE YOU WERE SLEEPING

“A thoughtful and funny story of trust, growth, and hope.”
—JENNIFER MEDRANO, TOWSON UNIVERSITY
“Chris Halvorson’s thoughtful tale about two college-bound seniors is a sweet romance that addresses all the complexities of the human experience—the intensity of senior year, the loss of a parent, and relationships.  It’s also an intelligent read that addresses real-world problems such as carbon pollution and climate change, and offers a supernatural element that allows teenagers to grapple with the mysteries of life.”
—KAREN HART, AUTHOR OF THE MUCH-ACCLAIMED YA NOVEL BUTTERFLIES IN MAY

“I really liked this novel. It was easy to read and fun, and I became pretty invested in Kaitlyn and Zachary’s relationship. Author Chris Halvorson does an amazing job of writing a story that seamlessly weaves together teen romance, the characters’ interest in science, science fiction, and also faith.”
—LIFE ACCORDING TO JAMIE BLOG REVIEW


Book Finds Interview of Chris Halvorson
May 5, 2022
Bookfinds 

1. Tell us the story behind the story. How did KAITLYN’S WHEEL come to be? 
[image: ]I’ve always been fascinated by UFOs and extraterrestrial life. It began in my childhood after I saw Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Fast forward to June of 2020: One night, while doing dishes in the sink, I was struck with the idea: Girl sees UFO right after her father dies. Boy claims to have been abducted by a UFO as his excuse for skipping school. His story goes viral and connects them. At the time, UFOs were not even on my mind, as I’d been grappling for several weeks to outline another novel. It does, however, show the meditative power of water (even soapy dishwasher) to tap into our subconscious minds, as it’s hard to say where ideas originate from. 
Several years before, I’d first heard the story of Ezekiel’s Wheel, and how he was really describing a flying saucer in the Old Testament. It was also featured on the History Channel in an episode of Ancient Aliens. Around that time, I witnessed a UFO hovering over the Pacific Palisades at night; there were two glowing orange triangular shapes which suddenly took off at laser-fast speeds toward Malibu. Soon after, I learned that several people in the Palm Springs area had reported seeing “military crafts” being tested over the desert (about 100 miles away).  I have to say, I was disappointed because I was hoping they were visitors from outer space. In the novel, I have a trucker reporting two glowing orange triangular shapes flying over the highway. His are definitely aliens.
2. What was the most challenging aspect of writing KAITLYN’S WHEEL?
It’s a ton of work writing a novel, and I had some days when I didn’t feel like writing, because I let the fear of rejection sour my mood. But I kept going, even on days when I was low energy or having my doubts. To stay motivated, I constantly reminded myself that the goal was to finish the best novel I could write, and not to worry about the reception it would get from agents and publishers. I also had many positive days, with a lot of energetic passion for the story. 
3. What is the message you want readers to take away from your book?
That we can still make a difference to save our future planet, so that the younger generations have a chance for a better world. But we have to work together, and what the planet needs more than anything is love.
4. Describe your background. Did your background play a part in your book?
As mentioned, I’ve always had a fascination with extraterrestrial life and alien visitors. I also put a lot of myself into Zachary’s character, a teenager who’s a bit of a loner in the Pacific Northwest. That was me years ago. It’s not that Zachary doesn’t like people, he just doesn’t connect to many pop culture trends, which are so important in the hierarchy of high school. It’s hard for him to be a follower, so he copes by making fun of how ridiculous everyone is, including his own family, and the much larger world portrayed in the media. Through Zachary, I was able to write some satirical material. 
5. Describe your writing schedule. Do you outline? Any habits? 
When I’m working on a project, I write for 2-3 hours every morning before leaving for the day job. On my days off, I generally write in three hour sessions, twice per day. Lots of coffee and energy drinks. I didn’t use an outline for the first half of the novel, but put together a simple “beat sheet” prior to writing the second half. I feared having too many subplots and characters, so the beat sheet kept me on course to the end (so I wouldn’t end up with an unreadable 700 page novel).
6. What books are on your nightstand? What are you currently reading?
Some books I plan to read soon are: Cloud Cookoo Land by Anthony Doer, One Last Stop by Casey McQuiston, Velvet Was the Night by Silvia Moreno-Garcia, The Sanatorium by Sarah Pearce, Great Circle by Maggie Shipstead, and The Topeka School by Ben Lerner. I’m currently reading Golden Age by Jane Smiley; it’s the third in her Family Saga/100 Years trilogy.
7. Which authors do you admire?
Too many to count, but some of them include: Glen David Gold, Michael Chabon, Jonathan Lethem, Haruki Murakami, Jeffrey Eugenides, Jonathan Franzen, E. Annie Proulx, Ian McEwan, Richard Russo, John Kennedy Toole, John Connolly, Claire Messud, Audrey Niggenegger, Chad Harbach, Rachel Kushner, Louise Erdich, Donna Tartt, Don DeLillo, Sherman Alexie, Phillip Meyer, Richard Powers, Jennifer Egan, Amor Towles, Ian McEwan, Esi Edugyan, Rebecca Makkai, Lisa Ko, Lauren Groff, Paulette Jiles, Jane Smiley, Susan Choi, Charles Yu, Douglas Stuart, and my favorite, Hari Kunzru, whose Gods Without Men helped inspire Kaitlyn’s Wheel. In the YA category, my favorites include: JK Rowling, Suzanne Collins, Katherine Applegate, M.T. Anderson, Karen McManus, John Green, Robert Cormier, and Brad Land. 
8. What have you learned from this experience?
To keep believing in the process and to control what I can. I also became a better writer, and learned a lot from my publisher and editor, Bruce Bortz. 
9. What is the best piece of advice you have ever received? What is one piece of advice you would give your younger self?
Janet Roach, a dramatic writing professor at Columbia University, once told me to “get in touch with my soul” after I turned in a screenplay which was modeled after There’s Something About Mary meets American Pie. Both were popular movies at the time, and I was simply trying to please Hollywood to sell a script. Truthfully, I had written a piece of raunchy garbage, and it wasn’t even commercial because of it. Therefore, it’s much better to write something that’s personally meaningful, which in turn, has a far better chance of being recognized, both artistically and commercially.
If I could go back in time, I would tell myself to slow down because there’s no rushing success in the film or publishing industry. If I had it to do over, I would have taken an extra semester in the MFA program to intern with a production company or publishing company. Getting a foot in the door is so hard to do, but I was in a hurry to move to LA and take the world by storm. 
10. What are you working on now?
I’m adapting Kaitlyn’s Wheel as a TV series.


https://una.edu/pressroom/2022/12/una-alum-publishes-science-fiction-teen-romance.html
UNA Alum Publishes Science-Fiction Teen Romance
Dec. 13, 2022
Caroline Conkle , at cconkle@una.edu 
University of North Alabama graduate Chris Halvorson’s novel, Kaitlyn’s Wheel, a science-fiction teen romance, is being published by Bancroft Press. 
Kaitlyn’s Wheel is the story of Kaitlyn Stokes, who lives in rural Iowa, and Zachary Taylor from the Pacific Northwest, who come together in an unusual way. The novel features a teen romance, with a supernatural and environmental bent, and Halvorson tackles heavy issues, such as familial death and climate change through an optimistic lens. 
Halvorson had an opportunity to share his thoughts on his novel and how UNA has been foundational in his success throughout the years. Here he is in his own words. 
Q: What inspired you to write Kaitlyn’s Wheel?
A: One night, several years ago, I witnessed two glowing orange triangular shapes flying over the Pacific Ocean from my vantage point in Palisades Park, in the greater Los Angeles area. I stopped to watch, along with a female jogger whom I had never met – just the two of us there. We said very little, except something along the lines of “What is that?” After a minute or so, the two parallel crafts went flying off at incredible speed toward Malibu and quickly vanished. Without another word, the female jogger and I proceeded to head off in opposite directions. I think she was just as numbed by the experience as I was.
         The day after, I learned that several people in the Palm Springs area had reported seeing military crafts being tested over the desert (about 100 miles away). Regardless, I thought that witnessing a UFO would have been a unique way to romantically connect with someone. I also thought it would make an interesting premise for a novel, but I didn’t have any material for what happens after the two people share the experience. Several years later, the story popped into my head while I was doing dishes in the sink. 
Q: What authors have influenced you through your literary journey?
A: There are too many great authors to mention, but a few of my favorites are Jennifer Egan, Michael Chabon, Haruki Murakami, Rebecca Makkai, Jonathan Franzen, Glen David Gold, and Hari Kunzru. 
Q: What classes did you take at UNA that influenced your decision to become a writer?
A: My original plan was to attend law school after getting bachelors’ degrees in writing and history. While taking courses in journalism, feature writing, and composition, I discovered a much stronger passion for language arts than I first realized. In my final year at UNA, I took creative writing courses, and that’s when I decided to pursue the craft of writing novels and screenplays. 
Q: Why did you choose the Young Adult genre?
A: I decided to make the characters seniors in high school because I remember that time in my life. There was so much to think about then – chiefly, the future and what my purpose was in life, which, in turn, raised many spiritual questions. That said. I didn’t really approach the novel as YA, but rather just told the story through the characters’ point of view. It’s being marketed as a YA teen romance, but there’s a cross market appeal to a mainstream adult audience. 
Q: What is the last great book you read?
A: Velvet is the Night by Silvia Moreno-Garcia. It made the NYT Book Review for Top 100 Books of the Year, but I truly bought it (I confess) because of the cover – it’s one of the coolest I have ever seen. The author delivers a heavy-hitting story that takes place during the political and social upheaval of 1970s Mexico. It’s terrific.



[image: ]ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Chris Halvorson was born and grew up in Seattle, went to college in Alabama (University of North Alabama), graduate school in New York City (an MFA in Film from Columbia University, and now lives in Culver City, California.
He wrote the screenplay The Boondoggle for producer Joe Roth, the former head of Disney and Fox. It was packaged by CAA with Steve Carr (Mall Cop) attached to direct. 
He adapted his novel The Santa Suit for Frank Konigsberg Productions, developed TV and film projects for The Meg producer Ken Atchity, and was hired to rewrite the action spy comedy Best Served Cold that was originally in development with Pierce Brosnan's Irish DreamTime. 
With Home Alone producer Scott Rosenfelt, he co-created and produced the TV sitcom pilot Earth Mom. 
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he lights first appeared in the sky the night Kaitlyn Stokes’ father died
Tin his sleep. For the previous several months, he’d been fighting cancer
with chemotherapy and radiation, his body decimated by the so-called treat-
ments. Despite the endless prayers from Kaitlyn and her mother, his suffer-
ing finally became too much for any human being to endure. That’s why the
angels from heaven came to take him. At least that’s what Reverend Jacob
said at the funeral on Sunday. But Kaitlyn believed something else—that the
lights in the sky were from aliens coming to collect her father’s soul, now in
the form of energy.

“That’s just crazy talk,” said her mother, driving their car past a long
stretch of cornfields on the county highway.

“It’s not crazy,” said Kaitlyn, a high school senior with her father’s raven
hair and curious green eyes. “It’s even in the Bible—Ezekiel’s wheel. He was
a prophet, you know.”

“He never mentions little green men in flying saucers,” said her mother.

“No,” said Kaitlyn, “but he talks about creatures with the likeness of man,
who come flying down in wheels with brilliant lights. They take him away to
a temple in the sky. It was like being lifted away by the hand of God, he said.”

Her mother gazed out at the highway, her brown eyes squinting into the
sunlight, which turned her auburn hair red. “It’s normal to have these kinds
of thoughts right now,” she said. “We’re both experiencing a lot of grief and
depression.”

Kaitlyn felt a surge of anger. “You mean it’s not normal, but you want to
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tell me in a nice way that I’m crazy.”

“I never said you were crazy.”

“You just said Ezekiel’s wheel was crazy.”

“Talking crazy,” said her mother, “and being crazy are two completely
separate things.”

“I’m not the only one who believes this,” said Kaitlyn. “There are modern-
day scientists who call it ancient astronaut theory.”

“Just like Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster are real.”

“Maybe they are,” said Kaitlyn. “’You know, for hundreds of years, people
didn’t believe in gorillas—that an ape could really be that big. They began
believing in the early 1900s, when a German military officer ‘officially’ dis-
covered one in the mountains. Before that, anyone who claimed to see one was
nothing more than ‘delusional.””

They passed a scarecrow in the field, its straw tattered by wind, sleet,
and rain of many Iowa winters. “I’m glad you’re reading so much,” said her
mother, “and not just wasting time on social media.”

“I know what I saw, Mom,” said Kaitlyn. The wheel in the sky reminded
her of a Ferris wheel at night, its lights flashing green, red, yellow, and blue as
if transmitting some type of signal. Awakened by its force in the early hours
of darkness, she’d actually felt the spaceship hovering over their house before
spotting it from their front porch moments later. “And please, stop telling me
[ was dreaming,” she told her mother, “or reminding me I used to sleepwalk
when [ was little.”

Watching the road, her mother sighed. “I think we should make an appoint-
ment with Dr. Spalding again.” Dr. Spalding was their family grief counselor.
For the past several months, he’d been helping them “cope” with her father’s

illness and death.
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“He’s a waste of money, Mom,” said Kaitlyn. Even with their health care
insurance, her father’s hospital bills had nearly bankrupted her parents.

“I have a job,” said her mother, “so let me worry about that.” They would
now have to survive on her income from the country feed store, where she
managed the inventory and handled bookkeeping. The pay was nowhere near
her father’s salary as an agricultural sales rep, selling tractors and farm equip-
ment to everyone within a hundred-mile radius. People loved and trusted her
father, which was why they continued to buy from him over the years.

“I can’t even begin to explain this void I’m feeling,” said Kaitlyn. “Not to
you, or Dr. Spalding, or anyone. It’s beyond grief, and [-—" She choked up, her
mother reaching ovér to take her hand.

“Oh, honey, I’'m so sorry,” she said in a tired voice. After crying all week,
her mother’s tear ducts had nearly gone dry, and her face had turned puffy with
reddened eyes. “We’re going to get through this, you know. By staying strong
for each other.”

“I know, Mom, I know,” said Kaitlyn. Face wet with tears, she squeezed
her mother’s hand. Mom was doing her maternal best, but she could never truly
understand.

Her father was out there somewhere.

Zachary Taylor wasn’t intentionally named after the twelfth president of
the United States of America. One of the most forgotten presidents in history,
he never crossed the minds of Zachary’s parents in choosing their son’s name
from a website of popular boys’ names.

Not that Zachary himself was any more popular than the forgotten
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president. In fact, he was nicknamed the “Invisible Creeper” by his twin sister
Hailey, senior class president at Walter S. Lemley High School. It wasn’t that
Zachary was unattractive, or shy, or lacked wit and confidence. He could have
casily followed in his sister’s footsteps (she was born first), but he simply had
no desire to be part of that institutional madness.

“I’m thinking of working for Greenpeace,” he announced to his parents
at the dinner table, his sister away at either homecoming court rehearsals or a
student pep rally. He couldn’t care less.

His parents exchanged an awkward look. His mother was a former clarinet
player in the marching band at Washington State University, where she’d met
his father, an ROTC officer in the Cougar Battalion. They’d first intersected at
halftime on the field.

“Greenpeace can’t pay much,” said his father. His former military haircut
was now mostly bald from hair loss, and his bushy eyebrows had turned gray.

“Probably true,” said Zachary, “but that doesn’t mean it’s not rewarding.”

“What about college?” said his mother, her graying brown hair cut shorter
than her marching band days when she was twenty pounds slimmer and devoid
of any worry lines.

“Have you even started your applications?” said his father, wanting both
him and his sister to attend his alma mater.

“T have until February,” said Zachary. “That’s like five months away.”

“Why procrastinate?” said his father.

“Unless you plan on retaking the SATSs,” his mother hinted.

“I scored 1300,” said Zachary. “That’s in the eighty-sixth percentile, you
know.”

“Not as good as your sister,” said his father, referring to her score of 1550,

which was good enough for Harvard. “But not horrible either.”
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“You’re just as smart,” said his mother. “You just don’t apply yourself.”

Zachary couldn’t argue. “I just don’t know about college,” he said. “I
mean, what’s the point?”

“So you can someday find a decent job,” said his mother, whose finance
degree put her in charge of lending at their family-owned auto dealership.

“But we’re going to be replaced by robots,” Zachary said. “By the time [’'m
your age, there won’t be any jobs, and with climate change, it’s going to get
even worse. We won’t be able to grow food in many parts of the world. Mass
shifts in population will lead to tribal wars and anarchy. We’ll be hunting our
neighbors’ dogs and cats for dinner, and once they’re all gone, we’ll be eating
rats and squirrels, followed by our neighbors. So why bother with college?”

“Can we not talk about cannibalism at the dinner table?” said his father,
picking meat from his teeth as if it were a piece of Mr. Jones next door.

“Do you think you might be depressed?”” asked his mother in concern.

“Of course I'm depressed,” said Zachary. “Did you not hear a word I just
said?”

“I don’t mean about the planet,” said his mother. “I mean about you.”

Setting down his fork, Zachary sighed in frustration. It was pointless. After
all, his parents sold massive SUVs which burned fossil fuel at alarming rates.
So long as their vehicles passed state emissions tests, his parents could fool
themselves into believing they were environmentally friendly.

“You must have some interest in girls,” said his father, stabbing his baked
potato with a fork.

“But it’s also okay to be gay,” said his mother with a reassuring smile.

“Thanks, Mom,” said Zachary, “for welcoming me into the twenty-first
century.” He didn’t feel like telling them how his hormones were going crazy

for the girls at school. But he had nothing in common with those girls. They
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talked about football players and hip-hop stars they would never meet, and
spent all day on their phones, texting and sharing TikTok videos of teenagers
dancing and lip-synching to silly pop songs. It was all so meaningless that he
felt both bored and frustrated.

Which explains why Zachary skipped school the next day, spending it by
the river in their little town of Lemley, Washington. Nestled in the Cascade
Mountains, Lemley was built on coal in the early 1900s, though the last of the
mines finally shut down not long after Zachary was born. With a dam built
upstream, the hydroelectric plant now supplied the town with power and jobs.
It was far cleaner than coal, for sure, but Zachary still didn’t agree with the
town leaders bragging about their “renewable energy” when the flooding of
lands destroyed forests, wildlife, and agriculture.

Solar energy would be far better for the environment, but with a thick
gray mist rolling in, the future looked as bleak as the dystopian teen novel
Zachary was reading on the grassy riverbank. Its story of zombies surviving
in the post-apocalyptic world reminded him of high school, with its mindless
followers roaming the halls. Halfway through the final chapter, his eyes grew
tired, and he dozed off without realizing it. If not for the cold, damp air seeping
through his jacket, he might have slept longer, his mind as foggy and still as the
weather. Surprised to see the time on his phone was after 2 p.m., he stuffed the
book in his backpack and headed off for home at a time when school usually
ended. Just in case one of his parents had come home early from work, they
wouldn’t suspect he’d ditched the day’s classes.

The next morning, however, Zachary found himself in the principal’s
office, where he now had to explain his unexcused absence. “I was abducted
by a UFO,” he said, the first thought that came to mind.

“A UFO?” repeated Mr. Klausen, raising his triangular eyebrows like
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Count Dracula, which the students secretly called him behind his back.

“Yes,” said Zachary, his humor so dry he seemed serious. “I was on my
way to school when the aliens abducted me to run some experiments. By the
time they dropped me off at my house, classes were already over. But I'm fine,
so thanks for checking on me.”

Mr. Klausen, the slightest of grins curling on his lips, seemed to find the
story amusing. “Very well then, Mr. Taylor,” he said, “I hope our alien visitors
provided you with some valuable knowledge you can someday share with our
human species.”

“Yes, Mr. Klausen,” said Zachary, taking a sudden liking to his school
principal.

“Now, get to class before you’re late.”

“Yes, sir!” As Zachary turned and left the office, he passed the school
secretary, Mrs. Wilmer. Overhearing the conversation, she was already texting
her daughter Layla, a freshman at the school.

Within a few minutes, Layla had posted the story on Instagram, along with a
photo of Zachary that appeared in the school yearbook. Through Facebook and
Twitter, she quickly spread the gossip to friends and family across the nation,
including her favorite grandmother living at the Desert Springs Retirement
Community in Scottsdale, Arizona.

By lunchtime, everyone in the school was buzzing about Zachary’s abduc-
tion. At Desert Springs, the story was far more exciting than the usual con-
versation at Thursday afternoon bingo, and the senior citizens in turn passed
the news to their massive network of Facebook friends. No matter the age,
everyone loved a good old-fashioned tale of flying saucers, especially when
the abductee was so good-looking.

By dinnertime that night, the first local news van was pulling up to
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Zachary’s house.

Alone in her room, Kaitlyn was on her phone, searching a UFO Sightings
Map for activity in her area. Last month, a trucker in Des Moines witnessed
a glowing pair of orange triangular crafts that flew overhead for several miles
down the [-70. Twelve days later, several members of the Fox and Sac Tribe
sighted a V-formation of blue lights streaking over the tribal lands of the
Meskwaki Nation. Yet nobody had reported a spinning wheel like the one over
her house—confirmation to Kaitlyn it had come specifically for her father.

She had already promised her mother not to tell anyone about it. While her
mother feared scorn and ridicule, Kaitlyn had no desire to share her experi-
ence with anyone else. It was as private as losing her virginity, only this was
even more personal, a spiritual moment between her and her father before his
departure from Earth.

She hadn’t even told her best friend Jenna, whose blaring text alert was
Taylor Swift singing, “I don’t want to live forever.” It was the last thing Kaitlyn
wanted to hear right now. But she still opened her messages, and the latest one
read: Are you okay?

Couldn't be better, Kaitlyn sarcastically texted back. She was still mad at
her friend for how she’d dressed for the funeral-—short black skirt and spiked
heels, which were far more appropriate for a nightclub. More than once,
Kaitlyn had seen her sneak off texts to whichever boy of the week she was
supposedly in love with.

Jenna: When are you coming back to school?

Kaitlyn: /dk
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Jenna: | miss you.

Kaitlyn: Thanks.

Jenna: Garrett Haggerty was asking about you.

Kaitlyn: Gross, he always stares at my chest.

Jenna: I’'m jealous lol.

Kaitlyn: You can have him.

Jenna: Jsuk ily (Just so you know, | love you).

Kaitlyn hesitated before responding. Maybe her mother was right; perhaps
she was being too hard on her friend. Not a day had passed when Jenna hadn’t
texted at least several times to check on her. With her ADHD, Jenna could
never stay focused on one thing for more than a minute, including a funeral
sermon. But was it really asking too much to put the phone away for just one
hour of her precious life? And not to look so damn sexy with Kaitlyn’s father
lying dead in a coffin just twenty feet away?

Ilyt she texted back, letting her know she loved her too. Bfn (Bye for now).

Returning to her UFO Sightings Map, she saw a breaking headline on her
phone: Teen Boy Abducted by UFO in Washington State.

(LEMLEY, WA) Zachary Taylor, an 18-year-old senior at Lemley
High School, reported to school authorities that he missed
school Wednesday after being abducted by an alien spacecraft.
According to school sources, the aliens conducted experiments
on Taylor before safely returning him to his home. Taylor is cur-
rently unavailable for comment.

Kaitlyn curiously tapped his photo, which appeared to be from a school
yearbook. He was the most adorable boy she’d ever seen. Big brown eyes and
floppy dark hair. The reluctant smile of someone who was inherently kind but

didn’t want to expose himself to a world he didn’t trust. Just by looking at his




image13.jpg
KAITLYN’S WHEEL

photo, she felt as if she understood him. He was unlike the boys at school who
were trying so hard to be the exact opposite of their true selves.

She quickly Googled Zachary Taylor, and saw the twelfth U.S. President
in black and white photos taken before the Civil War. Kaitlyn vaguely remem-
bered him from eighth-grade history as the president who kept the Union
together before dying in office from a mysterious stomach ailment. Far more
interesting was the conspiracy theory that followed. If he wasn’t assassinated,
he might have been poisoned by his wife, and likely for good reason, thought
Kaitlyn.

Now on Instagram, she encountered dozens more Zachary Taylors. None
of them presidents but all sharing common first and last names. None of them
was her Zachary, if she could call him that already without sounding too creepy,
even to herself. A search on Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat produced similar
results—meaning none. That was impossible. Nobody their age ghosted them-
selves like this, at least nobody she knew of. He obviously didn’t want to be
found, which made him even more mysterious.

After some more Googling, she discovered a Taylor Automotive Group
in Lemley, Washington. Their website featured photos of last year’s Fourth
of July Blow-Out Sale Event. Pictured with his family, Zachary was the only
one not in costume. Both parents donned silly Uncle Sam hats and red, white,
and blue suits. A girl who was obviously his sister wore sparkly glitter on her
face, her designer tank top displaying the Stars and Stripes in summer fashion.
Judging by the same brown eyes, she and Zachary appeared to be twins, but
something in her facial expression lacked his sincerity. The longer Kaitlyn
looked at his photo, the more she saw how vulnerable he was, until she finally
pried her eyes away to continue her search.

She next found Taylor Automotive Group on Facebook, which led to

10
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personal profiles of Mom (Delores), Dad (Russ), and sister (Hailey), the latter
of whom hadn’t posted anything in ages. A moment later, Kaitlyn located her
on Instagram. Several videos showed Hailey with a cool crowd of cheerleaders
and jocks. Even if they weren’t 1,762 miles apart (she Google-Mapped it),
Kaitlyn suspected they would never be friends, but she had nothing to lose by
reaching out with a DM (direct message in Boomer speak):

Hey Hailey,

| saw your brother on the news and would really like to connect
with him. Would you please give him my number? 563-187-2400

Thanks,

Kaitlyn.

PS — You’re very pretty.

Hitting send, she instantly regretted the pretty comment. Intended as a
compliment to break the ice, it might come across as stalkerish and weird, even
if people in the Pacific Northwest were far more liberated than her farming
community in Iowa. If she wasn’t mistaken, Washington was one of the first
states to legalize both same-sex marriage and cannabis, which made her
wonder if Zachary ever used drugs. Hopefully not, if it meant his UFO experi-
ence was nothing more than a chemically altered hallucination. Zooming in on
his yearbook portrait, she suddenly realized she had stopped thinking of her
father for the first time all week. A twinge of wholesome Midwestern shame

quickly followed.

11
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