
When We Were Monsters by Jennifer Niven 

“Jan Term”: the coveted creative retreat every student at historic Brighton and Hove 

Preparatory Academy dreams of attending. Secrets and rumors swirl around the retreat due to it being 

tucked away deep in the Historic Moss Hall in Murton Wood. This reputation is not helped by the real-

life murder that occurred one Jan Term, way back in the 90’s, that is still unsolved. Though it’s usually 

frowned upon to discuss the murder, the talk can’t be helped when it’s announced that Jan Term will be 

led by one of the crime’s survivors, and only witness, Meredith Graffam, now an accomplished author 

and filmmaker. Told from the dual perspectives of Effy and Arlo, two students of Jan Term hoping to 

impress Graffam and get her funding for their projects, readers are dragged into a web of secrets, lies, 

misdirection, and daring leaps which go far beyond the creative process. 

Jennifer Niven has created a breathtaking work of the Dark Academia genre for Young Adult 

readers. As an avid reader of Dark Academia, she hit all of the tropes in unique ways while perfectly 

capturing the ambience of a misty evening in an historic house filled with secrets. I would recommend 

this book to anyone who loves Gothic School settings, Secret Societies, Forbidden Knowledge, and 

Hidden Pasts. Additionally, it is a great Mystery, Thriller, and Slow-Burn Romance for Young Adult 

readers. 

My review would be lacking, however, if I did not provide you with some content warnings. As 

with any work of Dark Academia, this novel discusses some heavy topics and moral quandaries. Among 

the topics discussed by characters are Death, Death of a Parent, and Grief. Topics and Experiences that 

the characters directly engage in include Murder, Sexual Content (fade to black), Drug and Alcohol Use, 

and Violence. 

Furthermore, I would like to note that Meredith Graffam is a TERRIBLE mentor. She is 

narcissistic, manipulative, and abusive towards the students. This is established to readers almost 

immediately although the characters take a longer time to unravel the full truth of the situation. Her 

being an unsafe and reckless mentor is often disguised to students as her being unconventional or bold. 

As a young adult reading this, I may have gone along with the characters’ interpretation until the final 

act. As an adult, I have some serious concerns with the hiring process at Brighton and Hove. That being 

said, I think the book having such a terrible person as its leading adult and mentor figure can be 

beneficial to young adult readers as it will teach them that not all adults are safe, not to trust their idols, 

and to trust their gut feelings of unease. 

 In the end, I would recommend this book to high school students who are interested in darker 

topics, mysteries, and the secretive artsy side of the creative process. I’m adding more of Jennifer 

Niven’s work to my TBR list and considering her an outstanding new face in the Dark Academia genre 

that I so adore. Now that I know its secrets, I can’t wait to reread “When We Were Monsters” with clear 

eyes. 


