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Overview
Long Way Down is a novel in verse by Jason Reynolds that follows fifteen-year-old Will as he rides
an elevator down from his apartment on the seventh floor, intent on avenging the murder of his
older brother, Shawn. The entire story unfolds in the sixty seconds it takes for the elevator to
reach the lobby, but that minute is stretched into a powerful meditation on grief, revenge, and
the cyclical nature of violence. As the elevator stops at each floor, Will is visited by the ghosts of
people connected to the shooting—including his brother, his best friend, and his father—each of
whom offers a different perspective on the rules of the street and the cost of following them.

The novel's central tension is Will's internal struggle between the "Rules" he has been taught—no
crying, no snitching, and always get revenge—and the haunting questions raised by the ghosts
about whether revenge truly honors the dead or simply perpetuates the cycle. The narrative is
sparse and poetic, with each word carrying weight, and the format mirrors the urgency and
claustrophobia of the elevator ride. The book matters because it gives voice to a young Black
teenager's experience with gun violence and toxic masculinity, challenging readers to consider
the human cost of a code that demands retaliation. It is a poignant, accessible work that has
become a staple in discussions about social justice, empathy, and the power of choice in the face
of tragedy.

Key Takeaways
• The Rules of the street—no crying, no snitching, always get revenge—are a destructive code
that traps young people in cycles of violence.

• Grief can be so overwhelming that it feels like the only way to honor a loved one is through
revenge, but that path only deepens the loss.

• The ghosts in the elevator represent the voices of the past, each challenging Will to
reconsider what his brother would actually want.

• A single moment of hesitation can break the cycle of violence, and choosing not to pull the
trigger is an act of strength, not weakness.

• The novel's verse format forces readers to slow down and feel the weight of every word,
mirroring Will's own internal struggle.

• Community and family expectations can be as powerful as any law, and breaking free from
them requires immense courage.
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• The book encourages readers to question the narratives they inherit and to imagine
alternative ways to respond to pain and loss.

• Will's journey is not just about revenge but about the search for identity and meaning in a
world that offers few options.

Chapter Summaries
One

Will wakes up on the morning of his brother Shawn's funeral, feeling numb and detached. He
remembers the night before, when Shawn was shot and killed in the street, and he reflects on
the Rules that have been passed down through his family: no crying, no snitching, always get
revenge. Will is determined to follow these rules, and he takes Shawn's gun from the drawer,
planning to kill the man he believes is responsible—a man named Riggs, who lives across the
street. The chapter establishes the setting and the emotional weight of Will's decision, as he
prepares to leave his apartment and descend to the lobby.

Two

Will enters the elevator and presses the button for the lobby. As the doors close, he is alone with
his thoughts, replaying the moment of Shawn's death and the anger that fuels him. He thinks
about the gun in his waistband, a weapon that feels foreign and heavy, and he rehearses what
he will do when he sees Riggs. The elevator begins its descent, and Will is suddenly aware of the
time—sixty seconds—that will determine the rest of his life. The chapter sets the stage for the
supernatural encounters that follow, as Will's mind races with memories and questions.

Three

The elevator stops on the sixth floor, and the doors open to reveal Buck, a childhood friend of
Shawn's who was killed a year ago. Buck is a ghost, but Will can see and hear him clearly. Buck
asks Will what he's doing, and Will explains his plan to avenge Shawn. Buck tells Will that the
Rules are real, but he also questions whether revenge will bring any peace. He shares his own
story of being killed in a drive-by, and he warns Will that the cycle of violence only continues. The
encounter leaves Will shaken, but he remains determined to follow through.

Four

The elevator continues down, and on the fifth floor, the doors open to reveal Dani, a young girl
Will knew from the neighborhood who was killed by a stray bullet. Dani is innocent and childlike,
and her presence reminds Will of the collateral damage of gun violence. She asks Will if he's
going to hurt someone, and she tells him that Shawn would not want him to do this. Dani's
words are simple but profound, and they plant a seed of doubt in Will's mind. He struggles to
reconcile his love for Shawn with the violence he is about to commit.

Five
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On the fourth floor, Will is visited by his father, who was murdered when Will was a child. His
father's ghost is calm and wise, and he tells Will about the Rules and how they have been passed
down for generations. He admits that he followed the Rules himself, and he reflects on the cost
of that choice. His father's presence makes Will feel a connection to a legacy of pain, but also a
sense of responsibility to break the cycle. The conversation becomes more personal as his father
asks Will if he truly wants to become another link in the chain.

Six

The elevator reaches the third floor, and the doors open to reveal Shawn himself. Will is shocked
and overwhelmed to see his brother, who looks just as he did before he died. Shawn is not angry
or demanding; instead, he is gentle and questioning. He asks Will why he is doing this, and Will
struggles to articulate his reasons. Shawn tells Will that he loved him and that he never wanted
this for him. The encounter is the emotional climax of the book, as Will is forced to confront the
reality that his brother's death does not have to define his life.

Seven

The elevator continues its descent, and Will is left alone with the weight of the encounters. He
thinks about the ghosts and their words, and he begins to question the Rules for the first time.
He remembers moments with Shawn that were full of love and laughter, and he realizes that
revenge will not bring Shawn back. The chapter is a turning point, as Will's resolve weakens and
he starts to see a different path. The elevator is now close to the lobby, and Will must make a
choice that will change everything.

Eight

The elevator reaches the lobby, and the doors open. Will is standing there, his hand on the gun,
but he is frozen. The ghosts have disappeared, and he is alone with his decision. The novel ends
with a cliffhanger: Will steps out of the elevator, and the reader is left to imagine what he does
next. The final lines are ambiguous, suggesting that Will might choose not to follow through, but
the reader never knows for sure. The ending is powerful because it leaves the outcome in the
hands of the reader, forcing them to consider what they would do in Will's position.

Themes
• Cycle of violence

• Grief and revenge

• Toxic masculinity

• The Rules of the street

• Choice and consequence

• Legacy and family
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Notable Quotes
• "The Rules were simple. No crying. No snitching. Get revenge." — Will recites the Rules that
have been passed down through his family, setting the central conflict of the novel.

• "I was the one who had to do it. I was the one who had to make it right." — Will's internal
monologue as he prepares to avenge his brother's death.

• "The gun was heavy in my hand. It felt like a brick, like a piece of the building." — Will
describes the physical weight of the gun he takes from his brother's drawer.

• "You can't cry. You can't snitch. You get revenge." — Will repeats the Rules to himself,
emphasizing the pressure he feels to conform.

• "The elevator was a time machine, and I was going back to the beginning." — Will reflects on
the elevator ride as a journey through his past and the history of violence in his family.

• "I was tired of the Rules. I was tired of the cycle." — Will's moment of doubt as he begins to
question the code he has been taught.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Long Way Down about?

Long Way Down is a novel in verse about fifteen-year-old Will, who takes an elevator ride from
his apartment to the lobby with the intention of avenging his brother's murder. During the
sixty-second ride, he is visited by ghosts of people connected to the violence, who challenge his
plan and force him to confront the cycle of retaliation.

Is Long Way Down worth reading?

Yes. It is a powerful, emotionally charged book that tackles heavy themes with poetic brevity. The
verse format makes it quick to read but leaves a lasting impact. It is widely praised for its
authentic voice and its ability to spark important conversations about gun violence and
masculinity.

How does Long Way Down end?

Spoiler: The novel ends with Will stepping out of the elevator into the lobby, his hand on the gun,
but the reader never learns whether he actually shoots Riggs. The ending is intentionally
ambiguous, leaving Will's choice—and the cycle of violence—open to interpretation.

Who should read Long Way Down?

This book is ideal for young adults and adults interested in contemporary fiction that addresses
social issues. It is especially relevant for readers who enjoy verse novels, stories about grief, or
books that explore the realities of urban violence. It is also a great choice for educators and book
clubs.
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How long does it take to read Long Way Down?

At about 250 words per minute, the book takes roughly 1 hour and 20 minutes to read. However,
because it is written in verse with sparse text, many readers finish it in a single sitting of about an
hour.


