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Check & Mate by Ali Hazelwood: A Deep Dive
into the Young Adult Debut
When Ali Hazelwood burst onto the literary scene, she quickly crowned herself the queen of
STEM-based romance. Her novels, typically featuring women in science navigating academia and
love, became instant bestsellers. However, with the release of Check & Mate, Hazelwood makes a
calculated move into new territory. Trading laboratory coats for chess clocks and university
settings for the high-stakes world of competitive strategy, this novel marks her debut in the Young
Adult (YA) genre. But does the formula that worked so well for biologists and physicists translate
to grandmasters? This review explores the intricate layers of Hazelwood’s strategic romance.

The Opening Move: Plot Overview
The story introduces us to Mallory Greenleaf, a protagonist who is decidedly "over" chess. For
Mallory, the game is not a pastime; it is a source of trauma. The sport was inextricably linked to her
father, and its destructive force played a significant role in fracturing her family. Now eighteen
years old, Mallory has assumed a role far too heavy for her age. She is the primary breadwinner for
her mother, who suffers from chronic illness, and her two younger sisters, Sabrina and Darcy.
Working a dead-end job at an auto shop, Mallory’s life is a checkmate of financial responsibility
and self-sacrifice.

The inciting incident occurs when Mallory is guilt-tripped into participating in a local charity chess
tournament. She intends to play quickly, lose, and leave. However, fate places her across the board
from Nolan Sawyer. Known as the "Kingkiller," Nolan is the current World Champion and the
undisputed "bad boy" of the chess world. He is brilliant, ruthless, and bored—until Mallory wipes
the board with him.

This unexpected victory sends shockwaves through the chess community. But rather than being
furious, Nolan is fascinated. He becomes determined to cross pawns with her again. For Mallory,



re-entering the world of professional chess is her worst nightmare, but her victory opens doors to
scholarship opportunities and prize money that her family desperately needs. She begrudgingly
accepts a fellowship that forces her back into the game, setting the stage for a classic rivals-to-
lovers narrative where the tension on the board is matched only by the chemistry off it.

Character Analysis: Kings and Queens
Ali Hazelwood is known for writing competent heroines, and Mallory Greenleaf fits this mold,
though with a heavier emotional burden than some of her predecessors. Mallory is defined by her
"parentification." She has effectively become the parent to her siblings, a dynamic that dictates
every decision she makes. This adds a layer of grit to the story; her reluctance to play chess isn't
just stubbornness, it's a defense mechanism against a world that has already taken too much from
her.

Then there is Nolan Sawyer. In the realm of romance tropes, Nolan occupies the space of the
"obsessed genius." Unlike the typical brooding hero who pushes the heroine away, Nolan is
refreshing in his immediate intrigue. He is not fighting his attraction or his respect for Mallory’s
game; he is pursuing it. Readers have noted that Nolan enters his "simp era" almost immediately
after his defeat. He respects Mallory’s intellect first and foremost, which is a hallmark of
Hazelwood’s male leads. He is wealthy and famous, yet isolated by his own genius, finding in
Mallory the only person who speaks his language.

The supporting cast largely consists of Mallory’s family. Her sisters provide both comedic relief
and the emotional stakes of the novel. They are the reason Mallory fights, but they are also the
reason she cannot live a normal teenage life. The dynamic captures the messy, chaotic reality of a
household surviving on the edge of financial ruin.

Themes: Beyond the Board
While the romance drives the plot, Check & Mate tackles substantial themes that elevate it above a
simple love story.

Gender and Misogyny in Sports

Much like Hazelwood’s previous critiques of academia, this book shines a harsh light on the gender
disparity in competitive sports. Chess is depicted as a notoriously male-dominated field where
women are often objectified or dismissed. Mallory faces opponents who assume she won by luck or
distracted them with her appearance. The villain of the story is not necessarily a single person, but
the pervasive culture of misogyny that tries to gatekeep the title of Grandmaster. Hazelwood
illustrates how female players must work twice as hard to get half the respect, a reality that
resonates with many readers.

The Weight of Grief and Responsibility

The novel is surprisingly poignant regarding grief. Mallory’s hatred of chess is rooted in the loss of
her father and the subsequent collapse of her family unit. The story explores how trauma can stain
the things we once loved, turning passions into triggers. Furthermore, it examines the economic
anxiety of the working class. Mallory’s choices are not made out of ambition, but out of a desperate
need to pay the electric bill. This financial pressure grounds the story, making the cash prizes of the



tournaments not just a trophy, but a lifeline.

From Adult to Young Adult: The Shift in Tone
A major talking point surrounding Check & Mate is its classification as Young Adult fiction. Fans
of The Love Hypothesis or Love, Theoretically are accustomed to "spicy," open-door romance
scenes. This book, however, is a "fade-to-black" romance. The physical intimacy is toned down to
fit the YA marketing, focusing more on emotional intimacy and tension than explicit content.

However, the line between YA and Adult is blurry here. The characters are 18 and 20, dealing with
adult problems like mortgage payments, career choices, and chronic illness. Some critics argue the
book falls into the "New Adult" category—too mature for a standard high school drama but cleaner
than typical adult romance. The banter remains sharp and witty, filled with Gen Z slang and pop
culture references. While some older readers might find the references to TikTok or specific memes
jarring, they serve to firmly ground the characters in their current generation.

The Chess Aspect: Accessible Strategy
One of the biggest risks of writing a niche sports romance is alienating readers who don't understand
the game. Do you need to know how the Knight moves to enjoy this book? The consensus is no.
Hazelwood manages to make the chess matches thrilling by focusing on the psychological warfare
rather than the technical notation.

The descriptions of the matches feel like action sequences. We hear Mallory’s internal monologue,
her panic, her intuition, and her ability to read her opponent's body language. The "Caissa" (the
goddess of chess) is referenced frequently, personifying the game as a living, breathing entity that
haunts and seduces Mallory. By focusing on the emotions of the match—the sweat, the shaking
hands, the adrenaline—the author makes the game accessible to anyone.

Reception and Verdict
Since its release, Check & Mate has garnered generally positive reviews, maintaining a strong rating
on platforms like Goodreads. Readers have praised the electric chemistry between Mallory and
Nolan, noting that the "rivals" phase doesn't last too long, quickly shifting into a relationship built
on mutual admiration.

Pros:

Intellectual Romance: It is rare to see a romance where the attraction is primarily based on
the partner's brain. Nolan loves Mallory because she is the only one who can beat him.
Pacing: The book moves quickly, balancing tournament scenes with family drama and
romantic development.
Feminist Undertones: The takedown of sexist gatekeepers is satisfying and well-executed.

Cons:

Slang Usage: The heavy use of current internet slang can feel forced to some readers and
may date the book quickly in the coming years.
Protagonist Frustration: Mallory’s stubborn refusal to admit she enjoys chess or to accept
help can be frustrating for readers who just want her to succeed.



Conclusion
Check & Mate proves that Ali Hazelwood is not a one-trick pony. She has successfully translated
her brand of smart, competent heroines and respectful, obsessed heroes into a new genre. While the
lack of explicit content marks a departure from her previous work, the emotional intensity remains
high. This is a story about forgiving yourself for your past, accepting that you deserve to follow
your passion, and finding a partner who sees you as an equal.

For those who loved The Queen's Gambit but wished it had a happier, more romantic ending, this
book is the perfect match. It captures the obsessiveness of the sport while wrapping it in a
comforting, swoon-worthy narrative. whether you are a Grandmaster or someone who doesn't know
a Rook from a Bishop, Mallory and Nolan’s game is one worth watching.
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