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Fall is for books what summer is for movies: Blockbuster season. By some 
archaic convention, it’s the time of year when publishers roll out their heavy 
hitters—the prestige books that garner maximum buzz and critical attention. 
Of course, serious readers are happy to read great books winter, spring, sum-
mer, and fall—but if the publishing industry wants to set off all its fireworks 
after Labor Day, who are we to complain?

And what a show it will be this fall. Leading the way is Margaret Atwood, 
the acclaimed Canadian novelist whose work seems more resonant than ever. 
Her 1985 dystopian classic, The Handmaid’s Tale, has reached a new generation 
via the Hulu TV adaptation (recently renewed for a fourth season), and all 
anyone in the book world can talk about right now is The Testaments, her Hand-
maid’s Tale sequel out Sept. 10. The novel is strictly embargoed until publica-

tion, so we know little about it—except that everyone will be reading it in a matter of weeks.
Other marquee names with books out this fall: Salman Rushdie returns with a satiric contem-

porary spin on Don Quixote (Quichotte, Sept. 3); National Book Award finalist Jacqueline Woodson 
returns to Brooklyn in another novel for adults (Red at the Bone, Sept. 17); and Ann Patchett, who last 
dazzled readers with the family drama in Commonwealth, tells the story of a mansion and its occu-
pying family (The Dutch House, Sept. 24). Elizabeth Strout brings back her unforgettable creation, 
the titular character of her Pulitzer Prize–winning 2008 novel Olive Kitteridge (Olive, Again, Oct. 15). 
You’ll learn how Strout discovered she wasn’t quite through with this old character (memorably por-
trayed by Frances McDormand in the HBO adaptation) in our interview on page 10.

Fall is always a good time to explore authors you don’t know. For years people have been telling me I 
need to read British writer Deborah Levy—author of Swimming Home, Hot Milk, and other books—but 
somehow I just haven’t gotten around to her. I intend to remedy that with her latest work of fiction 
(The Man Who Saw Everything, Oct. 15), which recently turned up on the longlist for the Man Booker 
Prize. It opens with a man being struck by a car and lightly injured as he crosses Abbey Road in London, 
imitating the famous Beatles record cover, and spins out from there. In a starred review, Kirkus calls 
it a “tantalizing new novel, which interconnects place, subject, and time as intricately as lace-making.”

Nonfiction, too, has a crowded roster of top-shelf authors bringing out new books: Former Wash-
ington Post Book World editor Marie Arana explores the dark history of colonialism in Latin America 
through the Western lust for precious metals (Silver, Sword, and Stone, Aug. 27); Pulitzer Prize–win-
ning historian Eric Foner, whose work has done so much to enlarge our understanding of slavery 
in American history, looks at constitutional struggles over African American citizenship and voting 
rights during Reconstruction (The Second Founding, Sept. 17); and National 
Book Award winner (and national treasure) Patti Smith delivers a new 
memoir, a chronicle of the year 2016 as she watched the decline of two 
dying friends (Year of the Monkey, Sept. 24). Malcolm Gladwell, who has 
altered the cultural conversation and ascended the bestseller lists ever 
since his first book, The Tipping Point (2000), brings news we may not want 
to hear: Despite what we think, we are bad—empirically bad—at making 
judgments about people we don’t know (Talking to Strangers, Sept. 10). See 
what Gladwell had to tell Kirkus in a Q-and-A on page 28.

The Children’s and Young Adult fall lists are just as robust. Start with 
the 90 outstanding books our editors have highlighted in those categories, 
and read our interviews with authors Minh Lê (page 44), Sharon Robinson 
(page 48), and Akwaeke Emezi (page 72).

Find what Minh Lê calls The Perfect Seat and take in our preview of 
coming attractions. Then it’s time to start reading.

from the editor’s desk: 

Coming Attractions
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Tom Beer
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RIGHT AFTER 
THE WEATHER 
Anshaw, Carol
Atria (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4767-4779-8  

In her early 40s, Cate is tired of low-
paying theater gigs, handouts from her 
parents, and a furtive affair with Dana, 
who will never leave her live-in girlfriend.

It’s also annoying that she can’t dis-
lodge ex-husband Graham, just dumped by wife No. 3 from her 
spare bedroom and from his obsession with government sur-
veillance—paranoia entirely justified, in his view, by Donald 
Trump’s recent election. Still, Cate seems on her way to better 
things; she’s dating well-heeled Maureen and lands a job design-
ing an off-Broadway show for a high-powered writer-director 
team that could ratchet up her career. However, menacing inter-
spersed sections voiced by Nathan, a sociopath living with drug 
addicted Irene, suggest danger ahead. It’s quickly evident that 
their crash pad is somewhere near Cate’s best friend Neale’s 
house, and as Nathan’s monologues grow increasingly creepier, 
we wait for a collision. Meanwhile, Anshaw (Carry the One, 2012, 
etc.) crafts an engaging narrative with her customary precision 
and tart humor: A blowsy, “recently pretty” character “appears 
to do most of her shopping at Renaissance fairs,” and parking 
enforcement in Chicago, “once a lazy, city-run revenue effort, 
has been sold off to a ruthless corporation based somewhere in 
the Middle East…meter readers in Day-Glo vests troll relent-
lessly, ubiquitously.” In a cast of richly drawn characters, Cate is 
foremost: oddly maladroit socially for a theater worker, madly 
in love with Graham’s dog, Sailor, prone to imagining people’s 
backstories (including the décor of their homes) in judgmental 
terms, but essentially kind. She’s totally unprepared for the bru-
tal confrontation that occurs halfway through the novel, but 
she forges ahead with her big opportunity in New York, just the 
way people do in real life. Anshaw never amps up her fiction 
with melodrama or neat conclusions, and she leaves her charac-
ters changed but by no means finished in an indeterminate yet 
satisfying finale.

Another treat from the great Anshaw: sharply observed, 
unsentimentally compassionate, always cognizant of life’s 
complexities.
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ALL THIS COULD 
BE YOURS 
Attenberg, Jami
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-544-82425-6  

After the brutish family patriarch 
has a heart attack, the surviving Tuch-
mans (mostly) gather at his deathbed, 
each of them struggling to make sense of 
their past—and come to terms with their 

present.
“He was an angry man, and he was an ugly man,” the novel 

begins, “and he was tall, and he was pacing,” and this is how we 
meet Victor Tuchman in the moments before he collapses. And 
so the family begins to assemble: Alex, his daughter, a newly 
divorced lawyer, arrives in New Orleans from the Chicago sub-
urbs; his long-suffering wife, Barbra, tiny and stoic, is already 
there. His son, Gary, is very notably absent, but Gary’s wife, 
Twyla—a family outlier, Southern and blonde—is in attendance, 
with her own family secrets. The novel takes place in one very 
long day but encompasses the entirety of lifetimes: Barbra’s 
life before marrying Victor and the life they led after; Alex’s 
unhappy Connecticut childhood and the growing gulf between 
her and her criminal father—irreconcilable, even in death. It 
encompasses Gary’s earnest attempt to build a stable family 
life, to escape his family through Twyla, and Twyla’s own search 
for meaning. Even the background characters have stories: the 
EMS worker who wants to move in with his girlfriend who 
doesn’t love him; the CVS cashier leaving for school in Atlanta 
next year. The Tuchmans won’t learn those stories, though, just 
as they won’t learn each other’s, even the shared ones. Victor is 
the force that brings them together but also the rift that divides 
them. Alex wants the truth about her father, and Barbra won’t 
tell her; Gary wants the truth about his disintegrating marriage, 
and Twyla can’t explain. Prickly and unsentimental, but never 
quite hopeless, Attenberg (All Grown Up, 2017, etc.), poet laure-
ate of difficult families, captures the relentlessly lonely beauty 
of being alive.

Not a gentle novel but a deeply tender one. (This review is 
printed here for the first time.)

NINTH HOUSE 
Bardugo, Leigh
Flatiron Books (448 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-250-31307-2  

Yale’s secret societies hide a super-
natural secret in this fantasy/murder 
mystery/school story.

Most Yale students get admitted 
through some combination of impres-
sive academics, athletics, extracurricu-

lars, family connections, and donations, or perhaps bribing 

the right coach. Not Galaxy “Alex” Stern. The protagonist of 
Bardugo’s (King of Scars, 2019, etc.) first novel for adults, a high 
school dropout and low-level drug dealer, Alex got in because 
she can see dead people. A Yale dean who’s a member of Lethe, 
one of the college’s famously mysterious secret societies, offers 
Alex a free ride if she will use her spook-spotting abilities to 
help Lethe with its mission: overseeing the other secret soci-
eties’ occult rituals. In Bardugo’s universe, the “Ancient Eight” 
secret societies (Lethe is the eponymous Ninth House) are not 
just old boys’ breeding grounds for the CIA, CEOs, Supreme 
Court justices, and so on, as they are in ours; they’re wielders 
of actual magic. Skull and Bones performs prognostications by 
borrowing patients from the local hospital, cutting them open, 
and examining their entrails. St. Elmo’s specializes in weather 
magic, useful for commodities traders; Aurelian, in unbreak-
able contracts; Manuscript goes in for glamours, or “illusions 
and lies,” helpful to politicians and movie stars alike. And all 
these rituals attract ghosts. It’s Alex’s job to keep the super-
natural forces from embarrassing the magical elite by releasing 
chaos into the community (all while trying desperately to keep 
her grades up). “Dealing with ghosts was like riding the subway: 
Do not make eye contact. Do not smile. Do not engage. Otherwise, you 
never know what might follow you home.” A townie’s murder sets 
in motion a taut plot full of drug deals, drunken assaults, cor-
ruption, and cover-ups. Loyalties stretch and snap. Under it all 
runs the deep, dark river of ambition and anxiety that at once 
powers and undermines the Yale experience. Alex may have 
more reason than most to feel like an imposter, but anyone 
who’s spent time around the golden children of the Ivy League 
will likely recognize her self-doubt.

With an aura of both enchantment and authenticity, 
Bardugo’s compulsively readable novel leaves a portal ajar 
for equally dazzling sequels.

YOUR HOUSE WILL PAY 
Cha, Steph
Ecco/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-286885-5  

A real-life racial incident is transfig-
ured into a riveting thriller about two 
families’ heartbreaking struggles to con-
front and transcend rage and loss.

It is the late summer of 2019, but 
no matter how many years have passed, 

Shawn Matthews, a black ex-convict now working for a Los 
Angeles moving company, is burdened by memories of the early 
spring of 1991, when his teenage sister Ava was shot to death by 
a Korean woman who mistakenly believed she was stealing from 
her convenience store. The shooting and the resulting trial—in 
which the woman was convicted and received no jail time, after 
which she relocated to another part of LA—fed into racial ten-
sions already festering back then from the Rodney King trial. 
And the city’s reactions to a present-day shooting death of an 
unarmed black teen by a police officer indicate that those racial 
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stellar debuts and 
returning masters

It’s a season of firsts in the fiction 
world: not only eagerly awaited first 
novels like The Secrets We Kept by Lara 
Prescott (Sept. 17), based on the true 
story of the role Dr. Zhivago played in 
the Cold War, or Shannon Pufahl’s On 
Swift Horses (Nov. 5), about a woman 
in 1956 San Diego who loves to bet on 
horses—and wins.

But we’ll also get to read Erin Mor-
genstern’s first novel since her spectacular debut, The 
Night Circus, when she publishes The Starless Sea (Nov. 
5)—our review calls it “an ambitious 
and bewitching gem of a book with 
mystery and passion inscribed on 
every page”—and YA fantasy nov-
elist Leigh Bardugo’s first book for 
adults, Ninth House, about a super-
natural secret at Yale (Oct. 1).

Zadie Smith will publish her first 
story collection, Grand Union, prov-
ing herself a master of the short 
form (Oct. 8). Talia Hibbert will 
present her first traditionally pub-
lished romance, Get a Life, Chloe Brown (Nov. 5), after go-
ing the indie route on her earlier books. Watch out for this 
one: Our reviewer calls it “a revelation. Hilarious, heartfelt, 
and hot,” and says “Hibbert is a major talent.” Ta-Nehisi 
Coates will be in the bookstores with his first novel, The Wa-
ter Dancer (Sept. 24), which our review says “merges magic, 
adventure, and antebellum intrigue.”

You’ll find reviews of these books and many more in 
our Fall Preview, but some notable titles weren’t available 

in time to include. One of them is 
The Girl Who Lived Twice, David La-
gercrantz’s new Lisbeth Salander 
thriller (Aug. 27). And the other, of 
course, is a book that’s already been 
longlisted for the Booker Prize 
(read by the judges under what they 
called a “ferocious” non-disclosure 
agreement), Margaret Atwood’s The 
Testaments, the sequel to the increas-
ingly more prescient The Hand-
maid’s Tale. That will be out on Sept. 
10, so mark your calendars. —L.M. 

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.

animosities remain close to the boiling point. In the midst of 
the mounting furor, Grace Park, a young Korean woman, is 
shaken from her placid good nature by the sight of her mother 
being wounded in a drive-by shooting. “What if she is being 
punished?” her sister Miriam says, revealing a shocking fact 
about their mother’s past that Grace hadn’t known. An LAPD 
detective asks Shawn if he has an alibi for the drive-by (which he 
does). Nonetheless, the most recent shooting upends his fragile 
sense of security, and he starts to wonder where his cousin, Ray, 
himself just released from prison, was when Grace’s mother was 
shot. Cha, author of the Juniper Song series of detective nov-
els (Dead Soon Enough, 2015, etc.), brings what she knows about 
crafting noir-ish mysteries into this fictionalized treatment of 
the 1991 Latasha Harlins murder, blending a shrewd knowledge 
of cutting-edge media and its disruptive impact with a warm, 
astute sensitivity toward characters of diverse cultures weighed 
down by converging traumas.

Cha’s storytelling shows how fiction can delicately 
extract deeper revelations from daily headlines. (This 
review is printed here for the first time.)

IMAGINARY FRIEND
Chbosky, Stephen
Grand Central Publishing (720 pp.) 
$30.00  |   $32.00 lg. prt.  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5387-3133-8
978-1-5387-3385-1 lg. prt.

Two decades after his debut novel, 
The Perks of Being a Wallflower (1999), 
Chbosky returns with a creepy horror 
yarn that would do Stephen King proud.

“Mom? Will he find us?” So asks 
young Christopher of his mother, Kate, who has spirited 
him away from her abusive mate and found a tiny town in 
Pennsylvania in which to hide out. Naturally, her secret is 
not safe—but it’s small potatoes compared to what Christo-
pher begins to detect as he settles in to a new life and a new 
school. His friends, like him, are casualties, and that’s just 
fine for the malevolent forces that await out in the woods 
and even in the sky, the latter the place where Christopher 
comes into contact with a smiling, talking cloud that lures 
him off into the ever dark woods. “That’s when he heard a 
little kid crying,” writes Chbosky, and that’s just about the 
time the reader will want to check to be sure that no one 
is hiding behind the chair—or worse, and about the scariest 
trope of all, which Chbosky naturally puts to work, under the 
bed. Christopher disappears only to turn up a little less than 
a week later, decidedly transformed. But then, so’s everyone 
in Mill Grove, including his elementary school teacher, who 
harbors an ominous thought: “Christopher was such a nice 
little boy. It was too bad that he was going to die now.” As 
things begin to go truly haywire, Chbosky’s prose begins to 
break down into fragments and odd punctuation and spell-
ing, suggesting that someone other than the author is in 
control of the fraught world he’s depicting. One wonders 



why Kate doesn’t just fire up the station wagon and head 
down the Pennsylvania Turnpike rather than face things like 
a “hissing lady” and a townsman who has suddenly begun to 
sport daggerlike teeth, but that’s the nature of a good scary 
story—and this one is excellent.

A pleasing book for those who like to scare themselves 
silly, one to read with the lights on and the door bolted.

THE WATER DANCER
Coates, Ta-Nehisi
One World/Random House (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-399-59059-7  

The celebrated author of Between 
the World and Me (2015) and We Were 
Eight Years in Power (2017) merges magic, 
adventure, and antebellum intrigue in his 
first novel.

In pre–Civil War Virginia, people who are white, whatever 
their degree of refinement, are considered “the Quality” while 
those who are black, whatever their degree of dignity, are 
regarded as “the Tasked.” Whether such euphemisms for slav-
ery actually existed in the 19th century, they are evocatively 
deployed in this account of the Underground Railroad and one 
of its conductors: Hiram Walker, one of the Tasked who’s barely 
out of his teens when he’s recruited to help guide escapees 
from bondage in the South to freedom in the North. “Conduc-
tion” has more than one meaning for Hiram. It’s also the name 
for a mysterious force that transports certain gifted individu-
als from one place to another by way of a blue light that lifts 
and carries them along or across bodies of water. Hiram knows 
he has this gift after it saves him from drowning in a carriage 
mishap that kills his master’s oafish son (who’s Hiram’s biologi-
cal brother). Whatever the source of this power, it galvanizes 
Hiram to leave behind not only his chains, but also the two 
Tasked people he loves most: Thena, a truculent older woman 
who practically raised him as a surrogate mother, and Sophia, 
a vivacious young friend from childhood whose attempt to 

WINNER OF THE MAN BOOKER 
INTERNATIONAL PRIZE 2019
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accompany Hiram on his escape is thwarted practically at the 
start when they’re caught and jailed by slave catchers. Hiram 
directly confronts the most pernicious abuses of slavery before 
he is once again conducted away from danger and into sanctu-
ary with the Underground, whose members convey him to the 
freer, if funkier environs of Philadelphia, where he continues to 
test his power and prepare to return to Virginia to emancipate 
the women he left behind—and to confront the mysteries of his 
past. Coates’ imaginative spin on the Underground Railroad’s 
history is as audacious as Colson Whitehead’s, if less intensely 
realized. Coates’ narrative flourishes and magic-powered pro-
tagonist are reminiscent of his work on Marvel’s Black Panther 
superhero comic book, but even his most melodramatic effects 
are deepened by historical facts and contemporary urgency.

An almost-but-not-quite-great slavery novel.

DOMINICANA
Cruz, Angie
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-20593-3  

Ana Canción is 15 when her parents 
marry her off to 32-year-old Juan Ruiz as 
part of a business arrangement, and she 
leaves her family farm in the Dominican 
Republic to move to New York City.

In this coming-to-America story, the 
harsh realities of immigration are laid bare, but equally clear are 
the resilience and resourcefulness of the people who choose to 
make a new life far from home. It’s the early 1960s, and there 
is tumult in the U.S. and abroad—the Vietnam War is raging, 
and the D.R. plunges into chaos when dictator Rafael Trujillo is 
assassinated. Author Cruz (Let It Rain Coffee, 2006, etc.) based 
the book on her own mother’s experiences, and Ana’s narration 
is wry and absorbing. Once Ana has arrived at her new apart-
ment in Washington Heights, Juan proves himself to be a lousy 
husband, at best demanding and at worst abusive. At first, Ana’s 
days are a bleak litany of chores and unwanted sex. But slowly, 
her life in New York begins to broaden, especially when Juan 
travels back to the D.R. on an extended business trip. By now, 
Ana is pregnant, but with Juan away, she is free to take English 
classes from the nuns across the street and scheme up ways to 
earn her own money, selling fried pastelitos with the help of 
her brother-in-law, César. César is younger than Juan, more fun 
than his brother, and kinder, too. César reminds Ana that joy 
exists—and that it can be hers—as when he surprises her with 
her first hot dog at Coney Island. Ultimately, though, Ana is her 
own strength and salvation. As she tells her ill-fated brother, 
Yohnny, before she leaves for New York, “I don’t need anyone 
to save me.”

A moving, sad, and sometimes disarmingly funny take 
on migration and the forces that propel us into the world.

BLOOMLAND 
Englehardt, John
Dzanc (200 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-945814-93-8  

Gun violence, grief, and the struggle 
to construct a coherent identity in the 
funnel cloud of the American absurd.

Rose is a freshman at Ozarka Univer-
sity—a contradictory “land of white man-
sions” and “lurid binge drinking,” Bible 

study and date rape—where she is trying to pivot away from 
her painful childhood (first an EF5 tornado, then a neglectful 
mother, then a foster home) by remaking herself as a sorority 
sister, “carefree, upper class, and virtuous by means of…inacces-
sibility.” Then, during finals week, a student named Eli—a child 
of loss himself who feels, among other things, “overlooked, dis-
enfranchised, promised one thing and given another”—smug-
gles a rifle into the crowded library and opens fire. When he’s 
done, 12 people are dead, and Rose’s anodyne visions, her talent 
for imitating the absurd, prove a flimsy antidote for the pain. 
Similarly remade by the shooting is Eddie Bishop, an adjunct 
writing instructor whose wife, Casey, is both the rebar around 
which his adult identity was poured (before her, he was the 
browbeaten replica of his brutally religious father) and one of 
Eli’s victims. While the media grabs for explanatory scripts (Eli 
comes from a nonnuclear family! He’s a drug user!) in hopes of 
conveniently distancing the killer from the rest of us, Engle-
hardt’s characters—Rose, Eddie, and Eli—struggle in a more 
intimate sphere, a sphere where slogans don’t heal, where con-
fusion is identity, where questions about who you were and are 
and want to be run like threads through the dark eyelet of Eli’s 
murderous act. Following each character in alternating second-
person chapters—a clever and daring structure in which Eli’s 
creative writing instructor operates as the guiding first-person 
consciousness at the novel’s core—Englehardt’s brilliant and 
insanely brave debut is a culturally diagnostic achievement in 
the same way that Don DeLillo’s White Noise and Libra are cul-
turally diagnostic achievements; his sentences are brutal and 
unflinching and yet mystically humane in the spirit of Denis 
Johnson’s Angels; and his America is at once beautiful and love-
swirled and a kaleidoscopic wreck—a land whose cultural geol-
ogy mirrors its physical one, routinely generating the “mindless 
malignancy” of town-wrecking tornadoes and desperate young 
men with guns.

Hugely important, hauntingly brutal—Englehardt has 
just announced himself as one of America’s most talented 
emerging writers.
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A TALL HISTORY 
OF SUGAR 
Forbes, Curdella
Akashic (372 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-61775-751-8  

A tale of love and struggle that 
crosses decades and continents.

This is Forbes’ (Ghosts, 2014, etc.) 
fifth work of fiction, and she writes with 
the confidence and poetic nerve of a 

seasoned veteran. In 1958, four years before Jamaica’s indepen-
dence from Britain, a woman named Rachel finds an abandoned 
baby in a wicker basket. She names him Moshe, or Moses, and 
raises him as her own. Moshe was born with skin that had not 
yet fully developed. He’s neither black nor white. He’s bluish, 
with his veins visible beneath his thin, translucent skin. One eye 
is blue and the other is brown, and the hair on the front of his 
head is bleach blond while the hair on the back is black. Moshe’s 

appearance marks him: “The child seemed to represent some 
kind of perverse alchemy that had taken place in the deep earth, 
between tectonic plates, where he was fashioned. People said the 
boy just looked like sin. Big sin at work when he was made.” As 
a child, Moshe’s only friend is Arrienne, who in many ways is all 
that Moshe is not. She is loud, assertive, strong, and, in later years, 
becomes a political activist. He is solitary, insecure, and quietly 
artistic. Yet the love between them stretches across decades and 
follows Moshe as he leaves Jamaica and finds fame as an artist 
in England. Forbes lets her novel sing with all the languages of 
Jamaica and Britain. She has an uncanny knack for patois and 
dialect, including Jamaican English, the Queen’s English, and 
everything in between. In some ways this book tells a story of 
a love too deep to become romantic. In other ways it’s a novel 
of colonialism and its tragic aftermath of racism and economic 
despair. But most of all, the book is a journey. The characters are 
so vivid, their depictions so intimate, that the skin of the pages 
themselves almost pulse beneath the reader’s fingers.

A powerful journey into the souls of two lovers, two 
countries, and the people caught in the wakes of empires.
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ONE OF  O MAGAZINE'S

BUZZIEST  BOOKS 

OF  THE  YEAR

THE  REV IS IONERS :  A  NOVEL  BY  MARGARET  W ILKERSON  SEXTON

HA R D C O V E R  •  $ 2 5 . 0 0  •  O N  S A L E  N O V EMB E R  5 T H  F R OM  C O U N T E R P O I N T

From the author of A Kind of Freedom,  

long-listed for the National Book Award

“Extraordinary.”

—R.  O.  Kwon,  author of   The Incendiaries

A powerful journey into the souls of two lovers, two countries, 
and the people caught in the wakes of empires.

a tall history of sugar
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“She just showed up,” says Elizabeth Strout. “She” 
is the formidable title character in Strout’s 2008 Pu-
litzer Prize winner, Olive Kitteridge, who makes a wel-
come return in Olive, Again, to be published by Ran-
dom House on Oct. 15. This new installment follows 
recently widowed Olive through her 70s and early 80s 
as she remarries, engages and sometimes enrages the 
inhabitants of Crosby, Maine, with her usual blend of 
gruffness and compassion, and finds a true friend at 
last. (We won’t give it away, but longtime Strout fans 
will be delighted by her new friend’s identity.)

“I never, ever thought I’d write about Olive again,” 
Strout continues. “But I found myself alone in a Eu-
ropean city for the weekend, so I went to a cafe, and 
boom! I saw Olive nosing herself into the marina, and 
I had to write it down. I got that story sketched out, 
and then I came back and forgot about her, until I 
found a box of Olive scraps in my studio and thought, 
‘Uh-oh, I guess I’d better deal with her.’ ” 

The scene Strout envisioned in Europe turns up in 
“The Poet,” one of the 13 linked stories in Olive, Again. 
Strout first employed this form, which offers glimps-
es of many lives through many eyes, when she wrote 
Olive Kitteridge. “It was because I thought: She’s just 
too much for the reader to take; you don’t want to see 
Olive every time you turn the page,” Strout explains. 
“We didn’t need a full-frontal attack by Olive in every 
story. Then I thought, I’m always interested in differ-
ent people’s points of view, and let’s assume that Ol-
ive is seen in one particular way by all these different 
people in this small town; everybody thinks they know 
her, but they don’t. That was intriguing to me, and I 
was very interested in these other townspeople as well. 
Also, I think my mind kind of works that way; as I was 
writing [her 2017 novel in stories] Anything Is Possible, I 
thought: This is what I always want to be doing!”

Anything Is Possible complemented the story begun 
in My Name Is Lucy Barton (2016), Strout’s intensely 
focused first-person novel about a woman grappling 
with her relationship with her parents and her past 
during a hospital stay. “I played with the idea of pub-
lishing them together,” Strout recalls, “but in the end 
I didn’t think it would be right. The voice in My Name 
Is Lucy Barton is so particular; I didn’t want readers to 
turn the page from that first-person voice to a third-
person narrative.”

Olive, Again, is all in the third person, but that 
doesn’t keep Strout from intimately conveying Ol-

Photo courtesy Leonardo Cenndam
o

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Elizabeth Strout

THE UNFORGETTABLE TITLE CHARACTER OF THE AUTHOR’S OLIVE 
KITTERIDGE IS BACK IN A NEW NOVEL—AND AGE HASN’T MELLOWED 
HER A BIT
By Wendy Smith
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THE DREAMED PART 
Fresán, Rodrigo
Trans. by Vanderhyden, Will
Open Letter (552 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-1-948830-05-8  

Following on his novel The Invented 
Part (2017), avant-garde Argentinian writer 
Frésan looks into the world of dreams and 
finds a rich trove for interpretation.

Early on, Frésan introduces us to a 
writer who hasn’t written for so long that he’s no longer really a 
writer at all, and “to be an exwriter isn’t just to not be a writer any-
more, it is, in a way, to never have been one.” The books remain, 
sure, but now all he has to sell are his dreams. The dream world is 
a place of “experiments gone awry,” a place where Bono can dream 
up a Roy Orbison song that never existed and have Orbison show 
up at his door to claim it, a place visited by shape-shifters such as 
one Stella D’Or, who might be “an intellectual rocker,” or a street 
fighter who destroys the neon lights that get in the way of a good 
night’s sleep, or a monster who troubles one’s dreams. Themes 
appear, disappear, reappear; one is insomnia, which is not the sub-
ject of a book interpreting it “because there are no two insomni-
acs alike or systematizable.” Yet it is in lack of dreams that reason 
produces its true monsters. The mysterious character from The 
Invented Part named IKEA returns to take part in the proceedings, 
as do Frésan-ian touchstones like Sigmund Freud and Vladimir 
Nabokov, the latter of whom “had a more than interesting relation-
ship with the insomnia that pursued him and caught him and made 
him suffer throughout his entire life.” And, of course, John Len-
non, Emily Brontë, Bob Dylan, and countless other figures from 
cultural history roam in and out of the oneiric night along with fic-
tional characters such as the aptly named Penelope, who does write, 
weaving stories about ascending Mount Karma, Alfred Hitchcock, 
and the Talking Heads, waking up in a start to do so, “because for 
Penelope, to write is the only thing left for her to write.”

A splendid though demanding entertainment, playful 
and pensive at once and beautifully written throughout. 
(This review is printed here for the first time.)

GET A LIFE, 
CHLOE BROWN 
Hibbert, Talia
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-06-294120-6  

When computer geek Chloe realizes 
she has allowed her chronic illness to shrink 
her world, she creates a list of risky adven-
tures that her building superintendent, a 
hunky artist, is all too happy to share.

After ending an abusive relationship with a London social-
ite, Redford Morgan has taken refuge in a nearby city, working 
as a super in his best mate’s building. Once a promising artist, 
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ive’s odyssey as she strives in her flinty way to make 
sense of her life—and life in general. “That was in-
teresting,” says Strout, who often sounds surprised 
by the turns her characters take. She agrees heartily 
with the suggestion that she is an instinctive writ-
er. “I don’t write anything from beginning to end, 
not even a story, so as I was writing out the different 
scenes of Olive, Again, I wasn’t sure where it would 
go. I kept thinking, ‘OK, Olive, what are you go-
ing to be thinking at the end?’ When Olive writes, 
‘Truthfully, I do not understand a thing,’ it’s a lit-
tle bit ironic, because she does understand certain 
things; we as readers see that she does. But because 
she’s Olive, she can’t just say, ‘Hmm, I’m not sure I 
really understand this thing called life’; she’s always 
going to be a little bit extreme and say, ‘Nope, I just 
don’t get it.’ ”

Wendy Smith reviews books frequently for the Washing-
ton Post and the Boston Globe. Olive, Again received 
a starred review in the May 15, 2019, issue.
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Red’s self-esteem hasn’t fully recovered, so he paints at night in 
private. When he catches snobbish and prickly tenant Chloe 
Brown surreptitiously watching him, he doesn’t realize that she 
admires his lanky ginger looks as well as his vitality and easygo-
ing charm. As a coping strategy for her chronic pain and exhaus-
tion, Chloe has become, in her words, “a socially inept control 
freak.” Despite himself, Red is deeply attracted to Chloe’s 
gleaming brown skin and rococo beauty. After they join forces 
for a side-splittingly funny cat rescue, Chloe agrees to exchange 
her website design services for Red’s tolerance of her illicit furry 
roommate, and a friendship is born. With alternating points of 
view, Hibbert (That Kind of Guy, 2019, etc.) portrays how their 
relationship helps Red recover from intimate partner violence 
and helps Chloe stop allowing her fibromyalgia to steal her hap-
piness. The plot sounds heavy, and Hibbert certainly writes 
authentic moments of physical and emotional pain, but this 
is an incredibly funny, romantic, and uplifting book. Red is as 
charming, sexy, and vulnerable as can be, but Chloe steals the 
show with her sarcasm, wit, and eccentric coping mechanisms. 
Even better, Chloe is surrounded by a family of remarkable, 
glamorous women, including two sisters who will be featured in 
later installments. Hibbert centers the diversity of the English 
experience, avoiding both the posh and the twee.

A revelation. Hilarious, heartfelt, and hot. Hibbert is a 
major talent. (This review is printed here for the first time.)

FULL THROTTLE 
Hill, Joe
Morrow/HarperCollins (496 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-220067-9  

The poet laureate of everyday ter-
rors returns with a baker’s dozen of deli-
ciously sinister tales.

Novelist and short story writer Hill 
(Strange Weather, 2017, etc.) is, of course, 
the son of Stephen King, with whom he 

collaborates here on two stories, including the title tale. As ever 
with King, the stories have ordinary settings with ordinary people 
doing ordinary things until something extraordinary happens, in 
this case involving the familiar King nightmare of menacing vehi-
cles (“Could you supercharge a goddamn semi?”). If one bears in 
mind that in his last collection Hill posited that near-future rain-
storms would shower down steel daggers instead of water, some 
of his setups seem almost logical. The most memorable comes in 

“Late Returns,” in which an out-of-work trucker (there’s that semi 
again) finds himself behind a bookmobile delivering volumes to 
denizens of the afterlife, most of whom owe late fees; as one such 
fellow tells him, the service he offers is something of a reward 

“for returning overdue books in spite of the inconvenience of 
being dead.” There are other benefits: In the weird chronology 
of the other dimension, those who are about to enter the great 
beyond get previews of books that haven’t even been written 
yet—including, perhaps the most frightening moment in the 
entire collection, “The Art of the Presidency: How I Won My Third 

Term by Donald J. Trump.” Hill plays with form; one story, “The 
Devil on the Staircase,” is told in triangles of carefully arranged 
prose, a storyline worthy of Poe unfolding with eldritch intent—
and a nice punchline to boot. In yet another story, this one of 
a more satirical turn, Hill depicts a world in which the zombie 
apocalypse and addiction to social media are hard to tell apart. In 
a series of tweets, the narrator recounts a zombie being hauled 
before a human audience and a box of hatchets. “Don’t like where 
this is going,” she says. Exactly.

Miniature masterworks of modern horror proving that 
life is hard, weird, and always fatal.

THE INSTITUTE
King, Stephen
Scribner (576 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-9821-1056-7  

The master of modern horror returns 
with a loose-knit parapsychological thriller 
that touches on territory previously 
explored in Firestarter and Carrie.

Tim Jamieson is a man emphatically 
not in a hurry. As King’s (The Outsider, 

2018, etc.) latest opens, he’s bargaining with a flight attendant 
to sell his seat on an overbooked run from Tampa to New York. 
His pockets full, he sticks out his thumb and winds up in the 
backwater South Carolina town of DuPray (should we hear 
echoes of “pray”? Or “depraved”?). Turns out he’s a decorated 
cop, good at his job and at reading others (“You ought to go see 
Doc Roper,” he tells a local. “There are pills that will brighten 
your attitude”). Shift the scene to Minneapolis, where young 
Luke Ellis, precociously brilliant, has been kidnapped by a crack 
extraction team, his parents brutally murdered so that it looks 
as if he did it. Luke is spirited off to Maine—this is King, so it’s 
got to be Maine—and a secret shadow-government lab where 
similarly conscripted paranormally blessed kids, psychokinetic 
and telepathic, are made to endure the Skinnerian pain-and-
reward methods of the evil Mrs. Sigsby. How to bring the stories 
of Tim and Luke together? King has never minded detours into 
the unlikely, but for this one, disbelief must be extra-willingly 
suspended. In the end, their forces joined, the two and their 
redneck allies battle the sophisticated secret agents of The 
Institute in a bloodbath of flying bullets and beams of mental 
energy (“You’re in the south now, Annie had told these gunned-
up interlopers. She had an idea they were about to find out just 
how true that was”). It’s not King at his best, but he plays on 
current themes of conspiracy theory, child abuse, the occult, 
and Deep State malevolence while getting in digs at the current 
occupant of the White House, to say nothing of shadowy evil 
masterminds with lisps.

King fans won’t be disappointed, though most will 
likely prefer the scarier likes of The Shining and It. (This 
review is printed here for the first time.)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   f a l l  p r e v i e w  s p e c i a l  i s s u e   |   1 3

THE TOPEKA SCHOOL 
Lerner, Ben
Farrar, Straus and Giroux
(304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-374-27778-9  

In which the author scrupulously 
investigates his upper-middle-class 
upbringing to confront its messy interior 
of violence, betrayal, and mental illness.

Adam, the center and occasional nar-
rator of Lerner’s (The Hatred of Poetry, 2016, etc.) essayistic and 
engrossing novel, enjoyed a privileged adolescence in the Kansas 
capital during the 1990s: He competed nationally in debate, had 
plenty of friends, and was close to his parents, two psychologists 
at an illustrious foundation. (Lerner is again in autofiction mode; 
he, too, competed in high school debate, and his parents are psy-
chologists who’ve worked at Topeka’s Menninger Clinic.) But all 
is not well: Fred Phelps’ homophobic Westboro Baptist Church 
recurs in the narrative, a childhood concussion has left Adam 
with migraines, and his parents’ marriage is strained. Lerner alter-
nates sections written from the perspectives of Adam, his mother, 
and his father with interludes about Darren, a mentally troubled 
teen who committed an act of violence at a party that Adam feels 
complicit in. How much? Hard to say, but the book sensitively 
gathers up the evidence of abuse, violation, and cruelty in Adam’s 
life. Though the conflicts are often modest, like Adam’s mom’s 
fending off Phelps-ian trolls angry at her bestselling book, Lerner 
convincingly argues they’re worth intense scrutiny. As a debate 
competitor, Adam had to confront a “spread”—an opponent’s 
laying out a fearsome number of arguments, each requiring rebut-
tals—and Lerner is doing much the same with his adolescence. 
How do childhood microaggressions build into a singular violent 
act? Were the rhetorical debates between the Phelpses and the 
foundation a rehearsal for contemporary Trumpian politics? Few 
writers are so deeply engaged as Lerner in how our interior selves 
are shaped by memory and consequence, and if he finds no clear 
conclusion to his explorations, it makes the “Darren Eberheart 
situation” increasingly powerful and heartbreaking as the story 
moves on.

Autofiction at its smartest and most effective: self-
interested, self-interrogating, but never self-involved.

HEAVEN, MY HOME  
Locke, Attica
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown
(304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-316-36340-2  

The redoubtable Locke follows up 
her Edgar-winning Bluebird, Bluebird 
(2017) with an even knottier tale of rac-
ism and deceit set in the same scruffy 
East Texas boondocks.

It’s the 2016 holiday season, and African American Texas 
Ranger Darren Matthews has plenty of reasons for disquiet 
besides the recent election results. Chiefly there’s the ongoing 
fallout from Darren’s double murder investigation involving 
the Aryan Brotherhood of Texas. He and his wife are in coun-
seling. He’s become a “desk jockey” in the Rangers’ Houston 
office while fending off suspicions from a district attorney 
who thinks Darren hasn’t been totally upfront with him about 
a Brotherhood member’s death. (He hasn’t.) And his not-so-
loving mother is holding on to evidence that could either save 
or crucify him with the district attorney. So maybe it’s kind of 
a relief for Darren to head for the once-thriving coastal town 
of Jefferson, where the 9-year-old son of another Brotherhood 
member serving hard time for murdering a black man has gone 
missing while motorboating on a nearby lake. Then again, there 
isn’t that much relief given the presence of short-fused white 
supremacists living not far from descendants of the town’s 
original black and Native American settlers—one of whom, an 
elderly black man, is a suspect in the possible murder of the 
still-missing boy. Meanwhile, Darren’s cultivating his own sus-
picions of chicanery involving the boy’s wealthy and imperious 
grandmother, whose own family history is entwined with the 
town’s antebellum past and who isn’t so fazed with her grand-
son’s disappearance that she can’t have a lavish dinner party at 
her mansion. In addition to her gifts for tight pacing and intense 
lyricism, Locke shows with this installment of her Highway 59 
series a facility for unraveling the tangled strands of the South-
west’s cultural legacy and weaving them back together with the 
volatile racial politics and traumatic economic stresses of the 
present day. With her confident narrative hands on the wheel, 
this novel manages to evoke a portrait of Trump-era America—
which, as someone observes of a pivotal character in the story, 
resembles “a toy ball tottering on a wire fence” that “could fall 
either way.” 

Locke’s advancement here is so bracing that you can’t 
wait to discover what happens next along her East Texas 
highway.

THE SHADOW KING
Mengiste, Maaza
Norton (448 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-393-08356-9  

An action-filled historical novel by 
Ethiopian American writer Mengiste 
(Beneath the Lion’s Gaze, 2010).

The Italians who invaded Ethiopia in 
1935 under the orders of the man whom 
the conquered people insist on calling, in 

quiet resistance, Mussoloni came aching to avenge a loss they 
had suffered 40 years earlier. They might have remembered 
how fiercely the Ethiopians fought. Certainly the protagonist of 
Mengiste’s story, a young woman named Hirut, does. In a brief 
prologue, we find her returning to the capital, where she has 
not been for decades, in 1974, in order to find an audience with 
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Autofiction at its smartest and most effective: self-interested,
self-interrogating, but never self-involved.

the topeka school
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star-making fall 
fiction debuts

It’s not just big names making big news in books this 
season. Here are five fall fiction debuts you’ll want to have 
around when the weather turns. 

The Lines by Anthony Varallo (Uni-
versity of Iowa Press, Aug. 15): An 
American family falls apart against 
the backdrop of the 1979 energy cri-
sis in this first novel from short story 
veteran Varallo (Everyone Was There, 
2017, etc.). Shifting perspectives be-
tween the father, the mother, the boy, 
and the girl, The Lines highlights the 
alliances, face-offs, trade-offs, and 
fears that can arise when parents sep-

arate and bring new partners into their children’s lives. In a 
starred review, Kirkus calls it “a darkly cutting investigation 
of dysfunction in which the kids, more often than not, are 
way sharper than the parents.”

Gideon the Ninth by Tamsyn Muir 
(Tor, Sept. 10): Talented warrior Gide-
on Nav just wants to bust out of in-
dentured necromantic servitude, join 
the imperial military, and split some 
skulls. But her nemesis and liege, 
Harrowhark Nonagesimus, won’t 
discharge her from the Ninth House 
without performing one last service. 
Muir’s violent, visceral, trash-talking 
debut—the first in a projected tril-

ogy—is an irresistible, darkly comic blend of sci-fi, fantasy, 
horror, hell-raising, and reanimated corpses. Kirkus calls it 
“suspenseful and snarky with surprising emotional depths.”

Salt Slow by Julia Armfield (Flatiron 
Books, Oct. 8): The women in Arm-
field’s remarkable stories are refresh-
ingly monstrous: A pubescent teen 
transforms into a praying mantis; a 
corpse reanimates and turns up on 
her girlfriend’s doorstep; and a wom-
an forms an intense bond with her 
lupine stepsister. Anchored by 2018 
White Review Short Story Prize win-

ner “The Great Awake,” this collection is a provocative in-
quiry into the glory and gore of female bodies. Kirkus pro-
claims Armfield “a fresh new voice of magical realism.”

It Would Be Night in Caracas by Kar-
ina Sainz Borgo; translated by Eliza-
beth Bryer (HarperVia, Oct. 15): Ad-
elaida Falcon grieves her beloved 
mother’s death while protestors clash 
in the streets of Caracas in this un-
flinching novel from Sainz Borgo, a 
former Venezuelan journalist who 
immigrated to Spain a decade ago. In 
a starred review, our reviewer writes, 
“Sainz Borgo renders the psycholog-

ical and emotional toll of government collapse with both 
nuance and authority, thrusting the reader into Adelaida’s 
struggle for existence and the stark choices before her.”

Older Brother by Mahir Guven; 
translated by Tina Kover (Europa 
Editions, Oct. 18): Two Franco Syr-
ian brothers contend with anti-Mus-
lim prejudice in suburban France and 
choose divergent paths to self-actu-
alization in this winner of the 2017 
Prix Goncourt du Premier Roman. 
Older brother, an Uber driver and 
part-time police informant, prickles 
at the injustice of his exploitation; 
younger brother, a nurse, absconds 

to the Middle East, raising suspicions of radicalization. By 
turns ironic and sincere, Older Brother “reveals the breadth 
of emotional disconnection that prejudice can stoke within 
a family,” our reviewer writes.

Megan Labrise is the editor at large and hosts the Fully Booked 
podcast.

By Megan Labrise



the emperor, Haile Selassie, who is just about to be overthrown. 
She has a mysterious box, inside of which, Mengiste memorably 
writes, “are the many dead that insist on resurrection.” The box 
comes from the war nearly 40 years earlier, and it is an artifact 
full of meaning. Hirut was nothing if not resourceful back then: 
A servant in a wealthy household, she becomes a field nurse, but 
as the war deepens, she takes up arms and becomes a fighter her-
self, “the brave guard of the Shadow King”—the Shadow King 
being a villager who bore a reasonable enough resemblance to 
the emperor, who has gone into hiding, to be dressed like him, 
taught his mannerisms, and sent out in public in order to rally 
the dispirited Ethiopian people. “There are oaths that hold this 
world together,” Mengiste writes, “promises that cannot be left 
undone or unfulfilled.” Such is the oath that the emperor broke 
by fleeing the fight. Mengiste is a master of characterization, 
and her characters reveal just who they are by their actions; 
always of interest to watch is the Italian colonel Carlo Fucelli, 
who is determined to win glory for himself, and a soldato named 
Ettore Navarra, who has learned Amharic and wants nothing 
more than to live a quiet life, preferably with Hirut by his side. 
Hirut herself is well rounded and thoroughly fascinating—and 
not a person to be crossed.

A memorable portrait of a people at war—a war that 
has long demanded recounting from an Ethiopian point of 
view.

THE STARLESS SEA 
Morgenstern, Erin
Doubleday (512 pp.) 
$28.96  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-385-54121-3  

A withdrawn graduate student 
embarks on an epic quest to restore bal-
ance to the world in this long-anticipated 
follow-up to The Night Circus (2011).

Zachary Ezra Rawlins is a typical mil-
lennial introvert; he likes video games, 

escapist reading, and drinking sidecars. But when he recognizes 
himself in the pages of a mysterious book from the university 
library, he’s unnerved—and determined to uncover the truth. 
What begins as a journey for answers turns into something 
much bigger, and Zachary must decide whether to trust the 
handsome stranger he meets at a highflying literary fundraiser 
in New York or to retreat back to his thesis and forget the whole 
affair. In a high-wire feat of metatextual derring-do, Morgen-
stern weaves Zachary’s adventure into a stunning array of linked 
fables, myths, and origin stories. There are pirates and weary 
travelers, painters who can see the future, lovers torn asunder, 
a menacing Owl King, and safe harbors for all the stories of the 
world, far below the Earth on the golden shores of a Starless Sea. 
Clocking in at more than 500 pages, the novel requires patience 
as Morgenstern puts all the pieces in place, but it is exquisitely 
pleasurable to watch the gears of this epic fantasy turn once 
they’re set in motion. As in The Night Circus, Morgenstern is 
at her best when she imagines worlds and rooms and parties in 

vivid detail, right down to the ballroom stairs “festooned with 
lanterns and garlands of paper dipped in gold” or a cloak carved 
from ice with “ships and sailors and sea monsters...lost in the 
drifting snow.” This novel is a love letter to readers as much as 
an invitation: Come and see how much magic is left in the world. 
Fans of Neil Gaiman and V.E. Schwab, Kelly Link and Susanna 
Clarke will want to heed the call.

An ambitious and bewitching gem of a book with mys-
tery and passion inscribed on every page. (This review is 
printed here for the first time.)

THE FUTURE OF 
ANOTHER TIMELINE 
Newitz, Annalee
Tor (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-7653-9210-7  

Time travelers battle for the future 
in this feminist sci-fi thriller.

We begin in 1992, where (or is it 
when?) “traveler” Tess has appeared at 
a punk concert in California. She’s on 

the lookout for “anti-travel activists” who want to shut down 
the mysterious “Machines,” structures of unknown origin that 
somehow facilitate time travel. Tess discovers that a group 
of misogynist crusaders, centered around the ideas of 19th-
century conservative moralist Anthony Comstock, are trying 
to change events in the past so that women are stripped of all 
human rights. Tess and her friends, who are diverse in both race 
and gender, chase these “Comstockers” through time to stop 
them from fulfilling their evil plans. Meanwhile, teenager Beth, 
who is really living in 1992, escapes her oppressive home life to 
revel in the California punk scene with her best friend, Lizzy. 
But what is Beth supposed to do when she meets a traveler from 
the future who warns her to stay away from Lizzy? And why is 
that traveler, Tess, making detours in time to find Beth when 
she has a conspiracy to thwart? Newitz (Old Media, 2019, etc.) 
does well enough with the time-travel premise, but where this 
book really shines is in its page-turning plot and thoughtfully 
drawn characters. The Comstockers’ plan, with its rhetoric 
plucked straight from present-day “men’s rights” online forums, 
is truly terrifying. Between careful attention to Tess’ develop-
ment, Beth’s chapters, and the near-constant jumps through 
time, the story charges along until Newitz suddenly ties it all 
together with breathtaking finesse. The humdinger of an end-
ing is a perfect cherry on top.

An ambitious adventure that keeps the surprises 
coming.
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An ambitious and bewitching gem of a book with mystery 
and passion inscribed on every page.

the starless sea



THE DUTCH HOUSE 
Patchett, Ann
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-06-296367-3  

Their mother’s disappearance cements 
an unbreakable connection between a pair 
of poor-little-rich-kid siblings.

Like The Children’s Crusade by Ann 
Packer or Life Among Giants by Bill Roor-
bach, this is a deeply pleasurable book 

about a big house and the family that lives in it. Toward the end 
of World War II, real estate developer and landlord Cyril Conroy 
surprises his wife, Elna, with the keys to a mansion in the Elkins 
Park neighborhood of Philadelphia. Elna, who had no idea how 
much money her husband had amassed and still thought they 
were poor, is appalled by the luxurious property, which comes 
fully furnished and complete with imposing portraits of its for-
mer owners (Dutch people named VanHoebeek) as well as a 
servant girl named Fluffy. When her son, Danny, is 3 and daugh-
ter, Maeve, is 10, Elna’s antipathy for the place sends her on the 
lam—first occasionally, then permanently. This leaves the chil-
dren with the household help and their rigid, chilly father, but 
the difficulties of the first year pale when a stepmother and step-
sisters appear on the scene. Then those problems are completely 
dwarfed by further misfortune. It’s Danny who tells the story, 
and he’s a wonderful narrator, stubborn in his positions, devoted 
to his sister, and quite clear about various errors—like going to 
medical school when he has no intention of becoming a doctor—
while utterly committed to them. “We had made a fetish out of 
our disappointment,” he says at one point, “fallen in love with 
it.” Casually stated but astute observations about human nature 
are Patchett’s (Commonwealth, 2016, etc.) stock in trade, and she 
again proves herself a master of aging an ensemble cast of char-
acters over many decades. In this story, only the house doesn’t 
change. You will close the book half believing you could drive to 
Elkins Park and see it.

Like the many-windowed mansion at its center, this 
richly furnished novel gives brilliantly clear views into the 
lives it contains.

SUICIDE WOODS 
Percy, Benjamin
Graywolf (208 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-64445-006-2  

Percy’s (The Dark Net, 2017, etc.) story 
collection explores a natural world, tired 
of being misunderstood and threatened 
by humans, that is finally threatening 
back.

The humans in these tales are beaten 
down by the financial collapse, the threat of disease, the mind-
numbing routines of their lives; and the wilderness, kept at bay 

for so long by our construction and our expansion and our money, 
has begun to creep in at the edges, swallowing those who are 
lost and stretching, hungry, toward the center of our world. In 

“Heart of a Bear,” a bear begins to assimilate to human life only to 
face tragedy and loss that drive him back to the wild. In “Writs of 
Possession,” an unfinished luxury subdivision becomes the play-
ground for wild animals as the human inhabitants are evicted 
one by one. There are small offerings of hope: the suggestion 
that a pair of trespassing children would have been welcomed, 
fed, and adopted by a homeowner in “Writs of Possession,” for 
instance, or the ending of “The Balloon,” where, in the midst of 
a deadly pandemic, two misfits may find solace in each other. For 
the most part, though, these stories echo with paranoia and loss; 
there is, Percy suggests, a hollow, empty core beneath the trap-
pings of our modern lives. As he describes a main character in 

“The Uncharted”: “His friends call him a warrior poet. They have 
misinterpreted his emptiness for depth.” Despite the loneliness 
and violence of these tales, however, there is icy beauty in Percy’s 
language, even as he describes depression: “We take Xanax. We 
take Lorazapam. We take Prozac and Paxil and Zoloft. Dozens 
of little moons dissolve inside us and make our brains deaden 
and our hearts fizz. Sometimes we are so sad we do not move.” 
This beauty redeems the vision of darkness that he offers—held 
out before us, these words suggest that there is still something 
worth saving in our broken human existence.

Like modern Grimm fairy tales, the stories in this vol-
ume are cautionary and haunting. (This review is printed here 
for the first time.)

THE SECRETS WE KEPT 
Prescott, Lara
Knopf (368 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-65615-9  

Inspired by the true story of the role 
of Dr. Zhivago in the Cold War: a novel of 
espionage in the West, resistance in the 
East, and grand passions on both sides.

“We typed a hundred words a minute 
and never missed a syllable.…Our fingers 

flew across the keys. Our clacking was constant. We’d pause only 
to answer the phone or to take a drag of a cigarette; some of 
us managed to master both without missing a beat.” Prescott’s 
debut features three individual heroines and one collective one—
the typing pool at the Agency (the then relatively new CIA), 
which acts as a smart, snappy Greek chorus as the action of the 
novel progresses, also providing delightful description and com-
mentary on D.C. life in the 1950s. The other three are Irina, a 
young Russian American who is hired despite her slow typing 
because other tasks are planned for her; Sally, an experienced spy 
who is charged with training Irina and ends up falling madly in 
love with her; and Olga, the real-life mistress of Boris Pasternak, 
whose devotion to the married author sent her twice to the gulag 
and dwarfed everything else in her life, including her two chil-
dren. Well-researched and cleverly constructed, the novel shifts 
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back and forth between the Soviet Union and Washington, 
beginning with Olga’s first arrest in 1949—“When the men in 
the black suits came, my daughter offered them tea”—and mov-
ing through the smuggling of the Soviet-suppressed manuscript 
of Dr. Zhivago out of Russia all the way up to the release of the 
film version in 1965. Despite the passionate avowals and heroics, 
the love affair of Olga and Boris never quite catches fire. But the 
Western portions of the book—the D.C. gossip, the details of 
spy training, and the lesbian affair—really sing.

An intriguing and little-known chapter of literary his-
tory is brought to life with brio.

ON SWIFT HORSES 
Pufahl, Shannon
Riverhead (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-525-53811-0  

A first-time novelist explores desire 
and identity in the mid-20th century.

The year is 1956. Muriel is 21. She 
lives in San Diego with her husband, Lee. 
He’s just been discharged from the Navy 
and dreams of buying a piece of land in a 

part of California that is just being developed. Muriel has made 
no secret of her lack of interest in this plan; what she does keep 
secret, though, is her passion for betting on horses. One of her 
waitressing jobs is in a bar frequented by retired jockeys, bookies, 
and other habitués of the racetrack. She listens to their gossip, 
makes canny wagers, and passes off her winnings as tips. Muri-
el’s success gives her a sense of control and possibility, and the 
fact that she keeps her gambling from her husband gives her a 
sense of independence. Marriage is not quite what she expected 
it to be. When she agreed to move to California, it was on the 
understanding that Lee’s brother, Julius, would be coming with 
them. Lee is solid and reliable and clearly devoted to her, but it’s 
Julius who inspires her to imagine a world larger and more excit-
ing than the one she’s known. Instead, Julius wanders the West 
until he lands in Las Vegas. The city suits him. Like Muriel, he’s 
a gambler, but he also discovers that Las Vegas is a place where 
his sexuality does not make him conspicuous. Pufahl presents a 
vision of the 1950s that is distinctly at odds with the idea that 
this decade was an American golden age. She reminds us that 
there has never been a time when women didn’t work outside 
the home and that, in our nostalgic remembering of that era, we 
tend to elide the bigotry and oppression experienced by many. 
More than that, though, Pufahl offers exquisite prose. Her style 
is slow and deliberate but also compelling because her language 
is so lyrical and specific. Consider Muriel’s first glimpse of the 
thoroughbreds: “They are tall and obdurate and only lightly 
controlled.” The book is filled with such rhythmically lovely, 
splendidly evocative, and masterfully precise descriptions. In 
these moments, it feels like Pufahl could not possibly have said 
what she needed to say with any other words.

Fiction to linger over. (This review is printed here for the first 
time.)

HERE UNTIL AUGUST 
Rowe, Josephine
Catapult (208 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-948226-07-3  

Characters in the throes of grief 
navigate their displacement in this col-
lection of stories.

Taking readers from a small flat in 
Montreal to the vast dusty spaces of West-
ern Australia, these 10 stories feature 

characters who are émigrés or travelers, a hybrid, in-between 
state that mirrors their inner states. In “Sinkers,” a young man 
returns to his mother’s Australian hometown to spread her 
ashes, though the town is completely underwater. In another 
story, a young Frenchwoman whose husband is killed near the 
Syria-Turkey border starts over in an American city and forms a 
melancholy relationship with a neighbor’s dog (“Chavez”). For 
two Australian women, married to each other just 13 days, an 
American hotel room on a road trip is the site of an argument 
over which of them should become pregnant in their quest 
to start a family (“Anything Remarkable”). Even characters 
grounded in nameless suburbia, like the wife who can no lon-
ger hide her revulsion for the much-watched pornographic tape 
she and her husband made as newlyweds (“Post-structuralism 
for Beginners”), are facing down a sense of becoming unmoored, 
caught between where they thought they belonged and an 
unknowable future. Rowe (A Loving, Faithful Animal, 2017) is a 
writer of great subtlety, and what could, in lesser hands, be quiet 
stories from familiar emotional landscapes become revelatory 
here. Rowe’s shape shifting, capturing the nuances of different 
nationalities effortlessly, is almost as remarkable as the precise, 
delicate, and frequently witty prose. As one character says of a 
pond that has drained away with only its frozen surface remain-
ing: “It is magic in the sense that there is no metaphor you can 
build out of it that will not undermine its magic.” So, too, with 
Rowe’s work.

Pitch-perfect examinations of place and psyche from a 
writer to watch closely.

QUICHOTTE 
Rushdie, Salman
Random House (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-593-13298-2  

A modern Don Quixote lands in 
Trumpian America and finds plenty of 
windmills to tilt at.

Mix Rushdie’s last novel, The Golden 
House (2017), with his 1990 fable, Haroun 
and the Sea of Stories, and you get some-

thing approaching this delightful confection. An aging sales-
man loses his job as a pharmaceutical rep, fired, with regret, by 
his cousin and employer. The old man, who bears the name 
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Pufahl presents a vision of the 1950s that is distinctly at odds with 
the idea that this decade was an American golden age.

on swift horses



Ismail Smile, Smile itself being an Americanization of Ismail, 
is “a brown man in America longing for a brown woman.” He 
is a dreamer—and not without ambition. Borrowing from both 
opera and dim memories of Cervantes, he decides to call him-
self Quichotte, though fake news, the din of television, and “the 
Age of Anything-Can-Happen” and not dusty medieval romances 
have made him a little dotty. His Dulcinea, Salma R, exists on the 
other side of the TV screen, so off Quichotte quests in a well-
worn Chevy, having acquired as if by magic a patient son named 
Sancho, who observes that Dad does everything just like it’s done 
on the tube and in stories: “So if the old Cruze is our Pequod then I 
guess Miss Salma R is the big fish and he, ‘Daddy,’ is my Ahab.” By 
this point, Rushdie has complicated the yarn by attributing it to 
a hack writer, another Indian immigrant, named Sam DuChamp 
(read Sam the Sham), who has mixed into the Quixote story lash-
ings of Moby-Dick, Ismail for Ishmael, and the Pinocchio of both 
Collodi and Disney (“You can call me Jiminy if you want,” says 
an Italian-speaking cricket to Sancho along the way), to say noth-
ing of the America of Fentanyl, hypercapitalism, and pop culture 
and the yearning for fame. It’s a splendid mess that, in the end, 
becomes a meditation on storytelling, memory, truth, and other 
hallmarks of a disappearing civilization: “What vanishes when 
everything vanishes,” Rushdie writes, achingly, “not only every-
thing, but the memory of everything.”

Humane and humorous. Rushdie is in top form, serv-
ing up a fine piece of literary satire.

GRAND UNION 
Smith, Zadie
Penguin (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-525-55899-6  

Nineteen erudite stories wheel through 
a constellation of topics, tones, and fonts to 
dizzying literary effect.

After launching a quiver of short fic-
tion in the New Yorker, Granta, and the 
Paris Review, Smith adds 11 new pieces 

to publish her first collection. A reader can enter anywhere, as 
with Smith’s bravura “The Lazy River,” which “unlike the river 
of Heraclitus, is always the same no matter where you happen 
to step into it.” The artificial aquatic amusement, rotating end-
lessly through a Spanish resort, is “a non-judgement zone” for 
tourists where “we’re submerged, all of us.” Wit marbles Smith’s 
fiction, especially the jaunty “Escape From New York,” which 
riffs on the urban legend that Michael Jackson—“people had 
always overjudged and misunderestimated him”—ferried Eliza-
beth Taylor and Marlon Brando in a rental car out of the smok-
ing debris of 9/11. Even in “Two Men Arrive in a Village,” a global 
parable of horror and repetition, absurdity bubbles up: “After 
eating, and drinking—if it is a village in which alcohol is permit-
ted—the two men will take a walk around...and, as they reach 
out for your watch or cigarettes or wallet or phone or daughter, 
the short one, in particular, will say solemn things like ‘Thank 
you for your gift.’ ” In the wondrous “Words and Music,” the 

survivor of a pair of disputatious sisters meditates on peak 
musical experiences. “Kelso Deconstructed” takes up the bleak, 
racist real-life stabbing of Kelso Cochrane in London in 1959, 
and “Meet the President!” is set in an even bleaker future where 
a wailing child interrupts a young teenager’s elaborate virtual 
video game, her misery “an acute high pitched sound, such as a 
small animal makes when, out of sheer boredom, you break its 
leg.” Much less successful are “Downtown” and “Parents’ Morn-
ing Epiphany,” which read like fragments trying to become 
essays. Still, Smith begins and ends with two arresting mother-
daughter tales—the first nestled in alienation, the last, “Grand 
Union,” in communion with the dead.

Several of Smith’s stories are on their ways to becoming 
classics.

OLIVE, AGAIN 
Strout, Elizabeth
Random House (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-8129-9654-8  

The thorny matriarch of Crosby, 
Maine, makes a welcome return.

As in Strout’s Pulitzer Prize–winning 
Olive Kitteridge (2008, etc.), the formi-
dable title character is always a presence 
but not always onstage in these 13 inter-

connected tales of loneliness, loss, and love in its many flawed 
incarnations. Olive has not become any easier to like since her 
husband, Henry, died two years ago; “stupid” is a favorite adjec-
tive, and “phooey to you” a frequent term of dismissal. But over 
the course of about a decade we see Olive struggling, in her 
flinty way, to become “oh, just a tiny—tiny—bit better as a per-
son.” Her second marriage, to Jack Kennison, helps. “I like you, 
Olive,” he says. “I’m not sure why, really. But I do.” Readers will 
feel the same, as she brusquely comforts a former student with 
cancer in “Light” and commiserates with the grieving daughter-
in-law she has never much liked in “Motherless Child.” Yet that 
story ends with Olive’s desolate conclusion that she is largely 
responsible for her fraught relationship with her son: “She her-
self had [raised] a motherless child.” Parents are estranged from 
children, husbands from wives, siblings from each other in this 
keening portrait of a world in which each of us is fundamen-
tally alone and never truly knows even those we love the most. 
This is not the whole story, Strout demonstrates with her cus-
tomary empathy and richness of detail. “You must have been a 
very good mother,” Olive’s doctor says after observing Christo-
pher in devoted attendance at the hospital after she has a heart 
attack, and the daughter of an alcoholic mother and dismissive, 
abusive father finds a nurturing substitute in her parents’ lawyer 
in “Helped.” The beauty of the natural world provides a sustain-
ing counterpoint to charged human interactions in which “there 
were so many things that could not be said.” There’s no simple 
truth about human existence, Strout reminds us, only wonder-
ful, painful complexity. “Well, that’s life,” Olive says. “Nothing 
you can do about it.”
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Beautifully written and alive with compassion, at times 
almost unbearably poignant. A thrilling book in every way.

A PECULIAR KIND OF 
IMMIGRANT’S SON
Troncoso, Sergio
Cinco Puntos (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-947627-33-8  

Linked tales of exile and the quest to 
belong in an unwelcoming world.

“Heart attack last night. I thought 
you’d be happy. Karma.” So says a Japa-
nese American friend to Merrill Lynch 

analyst Ricky Quintana, a habitué of big city coffee shops and 
gourmet groceries, remarking with satisfaction on the death 
of a right-wing TV blowhard “who hates immigrants.” Ricky, 
born, like author Troncoso (The Nature of Truth, 2014, etc.), in 
the border city of El Paso, Texas, gets no particular satisfac-
tion from the talking head’s demise, despite his own surrepti-
tious role in it; as with the Bruegel portrait of the fall of Icarus, 
nothing in his world is rattled, and “nothing seemed out of 
place.” So it is with David, who, Gatsby-like, materializes in 
New England, leaving his father, “a crazed Mexican Vulcan, 
forging the meat of labor into capital,” and mother behind in 
El Paso to become a rare brown face at Harvard—and then a 
man who thereafter had to throw himself against one obsta-
cle or another until, as he notes, quietly, “I got old, and that 
made everything better, including me.” Carlos, the “peculiar” 
son of the title, is contemplative, aware of the differences 
between him and the people around him. So is Maribel, who 
cleans motel rooms while studying algebra, aspiring to a bet-
ter life; for all her efforts, she finds nothing good in the “piss-
colored light” of Jamaica, Queens. Troncoso’s New York is a 
place of splendid possibilities and sad endings, a place where 
the reviled Other, far from home, searches for a safe place to 
land—the “Library Island” of the dark story by that name, a 

“sacred haven” where one is safe to read and think, at least until 
the “Outer World” bursts in; the wintry streets of Manhattan; 
even the cemetery.

Troncoso’s sharp-edged stories speak to the difficult 
lives of those who, as he writes, are born behind in a race 
they must run all the same. 

RUSTY BROWN 
Ware, Chris
Illus. by the author
Pantheon (356 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-375-42432-8  

Ware (Building Stories, 2012, etc.) fans 
rejoice: The long-rumored and hinted-at adventures of Rusty 
Brown finally come to the page after years in the making.

If Ware’s Jimmy Corrigan is indeed the smartest kid in the 
world, Rusty Brown is perhaps among the least comfortable 
inside his own skin: He lives a life of quiet desperation in a 
snowy Midwestern suburb, obsessed with comic heroes such as 
Supergirl, who he’s sure would melt away the snow with her heat 
vision (“maybe she has problems shutting it off sometimes”); for 
his part, he wonders whether, in the quiet after a snowfall, he 
might have developed superhearing. Rusty’s dad, Woody, is no 
more content: A sci-fi escapist, he teaches English alongside an 
art teacher who just happens to be named Mr. Ware but seems 
happy only when he’s smoking a cigarette and drinking coffee 
in the teachers’ lounge even if Mr. Ware is given to bewilder-
ing him there with talk of Lacan, Baudrillard, and ennui. Joanne 
Cole, an African American third grade language teacher, gen-
tly empathizes with her angst-y little charges while nursing an 
impulse to learn how to play the banjo; it being the civil rights 
era, the music store owner who sells her an instrument asks, 
without malice, “So how’d you get interested in the banjo, any-
way? Folk music? ‘Protest’ songs?” The lives of all these char-
acters and others intersect in curious and compelling ways. As 
with Ware’s other works of graphic art, the narrative arc wob-
bles into backstory and tangent: Each page is a bustle of small 
and large frames, sometimes telling several stories at once in the 
way that things buzz around us all the time, demanding notice. 
Joanne’s story is perhaps the best developed, but the picked-
on if aspirational Rusty (“I appear as a mortal, but…I may not 
be…”), the dweeby Woody, the beleaguered Chalky, and other 
players are seldom far from view.

An overstuffed, beguiling masterwork of visual story-
telling from the George Herriman of his time.

FRANKISSSTEIN 
Winterson, Jeanette
Grove (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8021-2949-9  

An author known for her explora-
tions of gender, desire, and imagination 
takes us to the past to look into the 
future.

There is probably no novel writ-
ten in English with a more well-known 

origin story than Frankenstein. The scene of that work’s con-
ception—Lake Geneva, 1816—is where Winterson begins her 
reimagining of science fiction’s ur-text. Mary Shelley herself is 
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An overstuffed, beguiling masterwork of visual storytelling.
rusty brown
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the narrator. Keenly observant, sensitive without being frag-
ile, and utterly unashamed of her own sexuality, Winterson’s 
(Courage Calls to Courage Everywhere, 2018, etc.) Shelley is a bril-
liant creation. The contemporary author, being well versed in 
the gothic tropes that her predecessor deployed, plays with 
doubles and doppelgängers throughout, and her second narra-
tor, Ry Shelley, is an echo both of Mary Shelley and the monster 
who is the invention of Mary Shelley’s invention. Ry, given the 
name Mary at birth, identifies as trans and works for a company 
devoted to cryogenics—to restoring the dead to life. It’s in this 
capacity that he meets Victor Stein, the “high-functioning mad-
man” who will become his lover. Victor is famous as an expert in 
artificial intelligence. But Ry discovers that Victor has other—
messier—pursuits as well. As is perhaps apt, this is a novel of 
many parts, so there are also interludes set in Bedlam, where 
Victor Frankenstein becomes an inmate and Mary Shelley is his 
visitor. There are special pleasures here for readers familiar with 
the science and philosophy of the early 19th century, such as 
when a 20th-century evangelical Christian goes undercover at 
the cryogenics lab to investigate where the soul goes when we 
die and whether or not it returns if the body is reanimated. But 
no specialist knowledge is needed to appreciate this inquisitive 
novel, because the questions Winterson is asking are questions 
that have always been with us. What is love? What is life? What 
am I, and what do I desire to be? Of course Winterson has no 
answers; what she offers instead is a passionate plea that we 
keep asking these questions as we refashion ourselves and our 
world.

Beguiling, disturbing, and full of wonders.

RED AT THE BONE 
Woodson, Jacqueline
Riverhead (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-53527-0  

Woodson sings a fresh song of Brook-
lyn, an aria to generations of an African 
American family.

National Book Award winner Wood-
son (Harbor Me, 2018, etc.) returns to her 
cherished Brooklyn, its “cardinals and 

flowers and bright-colored cars. Little girls with purple ribbons 
and old women with swollen ankles.” For her latest coming-of-
age story, Woodson opens in the voice of Melody, waiting on 
the interior stairs of her grandparents’ brownstone. She’s 16, 
making her debut, a “ritual of marking class and time and tran-
sition.” She insists that the assembled musicians play Prince’s 
risqué “Darling Nikki” as she descends. Melody jabs at her 
mother, Iris, saying “It’s Prince. And it’s my ceremony and he’s 
a genius so why are we even still talking about it? You already 
nixed the words. Let me at least have the music.” Woodson 
famously nails the adolescent voice. But so, too, she burnishes 
all her characters’ perspectives. Iris’ sexual yearning for another 
girl at Oberlin College gives this novel its title: “She felt red at 
the bone—like there was something inside of her undone and 

bleeding.” By then, Iris had all but abandoned toddler Melody 
and the toddler’s father, Aubrey, in that ancestral brownstone to 
make her own way. In 21 lyrical chapters, readers hear from both 
of Iris’ parents, who met at Morehouse, and Aubrey’s mother, 
CathyMarie, who stretched the margarine and grape jelly sand-
wiches to see him grown. Woodson’s ear for music—whether 
Walt Whitman’s or A Tribe Called Quest’s—is exhilarating, as 
is her eye for detail. Aubrey and little Melody, holding hands, 
listen to an old man whose “bottom dentures were loose in his 
mouth, moving in small circles as he spoke.” The novel itself cir-
cles elegantly back to its beginning, Melody and Iris in 2001 for 
a brava finale, but not before braiding the 1921 Race Massacre in 
Tulsa, Oklahoma, to the fires of 9/11. The thread is held by Iris’ 
mother, Sabe, who hangs on through her fatal illness “a little 
while longer. Until Melody and Iris can figure each other out.”

In Woodson, at the height of her powers, readers hear 
the blues: “beneath that joy, such a sadness.”
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WHEN DEATH TAKES 
SOMETHING FROM YOU 
GIVE IT BACK 
Carl’s Book
Aidt, Naja Marie
Trans. by Newman, Denise
Coffee House (152 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-56689-560-6  

A memoir of the author’s struggle to 
find the words to mourn her son’s death.

On March 16, 2015, Aidt’s son, Carl, died after throwing 
himself out of a fifth-floor window; he had suffered a psychotic 
break after consuming psilocybin mushrooms. It takes a long 
time—nearly halfway through this slim, devastating book—for 
Danish poet and fiction writer Aidt (Rock, Paper, Scissors, 2015, 
etc.) to state those facts so plainly. But her sense of grief is pres-
ent from the first page, and she deploys multiple rhetorical 
elements—poetry, literary criticism, journals, all-caps, exclama-
tory text—to reckon with her loss. She returns over and over 
to her memory of the phone call delivering the news, adding 
new details each time, as if bracing herself to express the full-
ness of the event. Between those moments, Aidt bemoans the 
impossibility of putting her feelings into words through run-on 
anger (“I hate writing don’t want to write anymore I’m writ-
ing burning hate my anger is useless a howling cry”), unusually 
structured poetic passages (“Panic like a geyser inside the body 
/ shoots its poison-water / up / from underground / to / the rep-
tilian brain”), and sober contemplation of other grief-struck 
books such as The Epic of Gilgamesh, Joan Didion’s Blue Nights, 
and Anne Carson’s Nox. The difficulty of articulating grief is 
itself a cliché of the grief memoir, but Aidt’s shattering of genre 
forms both underscores the feeling of speechlessness and gives 
it a palpable shape. (The book’s orthography bolsters that sense, 
playing with font sizes, line breaks, and italicization; translator 
Newman handles these rhetorical shifts with grace and clarity.) 
Carl’s death thrusted Aidt into a world where “nothing reso-
nates or can be established, where nothing in the entire world is 
recognizable.” Yet this book is an alchemical feat, giving shape 
to the most profound sense of absence.

A stirring, inventive masterpiece of heartbreak.
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HOW WE FIGHT FOR
OUR LIVES
A Memoir
Jones, Saeed
Simon & Schuster (208 pp.)
$26.00 | Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5011-3273-5
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SILVER, SWORD & 
STONE 
Three Crucibles in the 
Latin American Story
Arana, Marie
Simon & Schuster (480 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5011-0424-4  

The Peruvian-born author delves 
into the tripartite crux of Latin Ameri-
can exploitation by the Western powers.

Arana (Bolívar: American Liberator, 2013, etc.) skillfully 
moves between the past and the present in this story about age-
old “metal hunger” and authoritarian strongmen. She begins 
with a poignant contemporary description of Leonor Gonzáles, 
a woman miner aged beyond her 47 years, a mother and grand-
mother living and toiling in the “highest human habitation in 
the world,” La Rinconada, in the Peruvian Andes, hunting for 
the illegal gold that Western mining companies need to keep 
economies buoyant. This lust for precious metals is a story that 
has haunted and corrupted this continent for centuries. Arana 
traces the histories of the first civilizations in Bolivia, Peru, and 
Mexico that used the metals for religious worship, long before 
the rumors of their “value” became known to European pow-
ers. The early Inca, Maya, and Aztec rulers were enlightened, 
yet they had begun to fight among themselves; Arana notes 
that it wasn’t until the 15th century that metal was used for kill-
ing—previously, it was the obsidian bludgeon. Not until the 
conquistadors landed on Latin American shores did the native 
peoples learn the murderous power of these shiny metals. The 
first meeting between Hernán Cortés and Montezuma, in 1519, 
marked the first fateful connection, and everything changed 
swiftly, according to the ancient prophesy—slaughter, plague, 
destruction. The numbers are telling: By 1618, Mexico’s Indig-
enous population of about 25 million people had plunged to less 
than 2 million. Added to this has been the depressingly endur-
ing legacy of autocratic rulers, and Arana pointedly explores the 
ways that generational trauma has been passed down to this 
day in a heritable form of PTSD and constant worry. “A sud-
den revolt, a foreign intervention, a pigheaded despot, a violent 
earthquake might bring down the house of cards,” she writes, 
closing her impressively concise yet comprehensive history.

A profoundly moving and relevant work that provides 
new ways of thinking about the “discovery of America.” (3 
maps)

Nearly every year, the titles I select 
for the Fall Preview are among my fa-
vorites of the entire year, and 2019 is no 
different. While all 30 titles are worthy 
of inclusion, here are three that I be-
lieve are essential—and not just right 
now, but in the years to come.

How We Fight for Our Lives by Saeed 
Jones (Oct. 8): After two well-received 
poetry collections, Jones’ memoir is 
unquestionably one of the best debuts 

in the past few years. As our reviewer writes, Jones “tends 
less toward flights of poetic fancy and more toward under-
stated, matter-of-fact prose, all the more powerful because 
the style never distracts from the weight of the story: the 
sexual awakening and struggle for identity of a young black 
man raised in Texas by a single mother.” At around 200 pag-
es, there are few wasted words, making this a “coming-of-
age memoir [that] marks the emergence of a major literary 
voice.”

Breathe: A Letter to My Sons by Imani Perry (Sept. 17): 
In a book that recalls not just James Baldwin, but also 
Ta-Nehisi Coates and Kiese Laymon (and Saeed Jones, see 
above), Perry demonstrates her well-deserved reputation 
as a top-notch researcher and academic. Her most person-
al narrative to date, it’s a “masterfully poetic and intimate 
work that anchors mothering within the long-standing tra-
dition of black resistance and resourcefulness.” Throughout, 

“Perry uses references…that range across centuries and the 
global black diaspora, across folklore, music, and visual arts 
as well as the influence of numerous faith traditions.”

Fentanyl, Inc. by Ben Westhoff 
(Sept. 3): The opioid epidemic 
is one of most significant strug-
gles that we face as a society, 
and few books have engaged 
with the problem so powerfully. 
Westhoff ’s latest, a “highly so-
bering, exemplary reportage de-
livered through richly detailed 
scenarios and diversified per-
spectives,” joins Sam Quinones’ 
Dreamland on the short list of 
most well-researched and empa-
thetically rendered works on a 

dire crisis that continues to grow worse. —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

nonfiction for 
now and for 
the future

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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GENERATION FRIENDS
An Inside Look at the Show 
That Defined a Television Era
Austerlitz, Saul
Dutton (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5247-4335-2  

The story of “one of the most 
beloved series on television.” 

Austerlitz (Just a Shot Away: Peace, 
Love, and Tragedy With the Rolling Stones 

at Altamont, 2014, etc.) returns to a subject he’s quite adept at 
analyzing, the TV sitcom, which he comprehensively covered 
in his 2014 book, Sitcom. With 236 episodes, Friends ran from 
1994 to 2004, garnering one Emmy Award for Outstanding 
Comedy Series. The author conducted numerous interviews 
with writers, directors, crew members, and actors to tell this 
story of a show in which “comic minimalism was conjoined to 
a soap-opera maximalism.” Austerlitz begins with the writers 
who created it, Marta Kauffman and David Crane, who were 
there to the end. Their initial pitch to the executives was a 
show like Cheers but set in a coffee shop, Central Perk. After 
it received the go-ahead, the casting director’s initial list had 
African American and Asian American actors, but the produc-
ers went with an all-white cast of three men and three women. 
David Schwimmer’s Ross was selected right away, with Mat-
thew Perry’s Chandler last. James Burrows, of Taxi and Cheers 
fame, directed. NBC execs were worried it wouldn’t reach a 
wide enough audience, but they eventually slotted it for Thurs-
days before Seinfeld. Austerlitz chronicles how Friends evolved: 
adding additional sets, fine-tuning Courteney Cox’s Monica, 
and the key decision to include the characters’ past so “stories 
were often retold instead of depicted.” The lack of diversity was 
brought up when the cast appeared on Oprah. Ross’ ex-wife was 
a lesbian, and there was “The One With the Lesbian Wedding,” 
while other episodes added black and Asian American actors; 
but Austerlitz calls the show with Chandler’s transgender father 
(played by Kathleen Turner) “inept.” Friends weathered a hostile 
work environment lawsuit and Perry’s drug-and-alcohol addic-
tion, and guest actors were common, from Elliott Gould and 
Charlton Heston to Julia Roberts and George Clooney, helping 

“provide a jolt to the ratings.”
On its 25th anniversary, the show’s die-hard fans will 

love Austerlitz’s detailed, discerning, and sumptuous 
history.

EYES TO THE WIND
A Memoir of Love and Death, 
Hope and Resistance
Barkan, Ady
Atria (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-982111-54-0  

A noted progressive activist’s account 
of his twin battles for social justice and 
against early-onset amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis.

When Barkan celebrated his first wedding anniversary in 
2016, he counted himself and his wife “the happiest and lucki-
est people we knew.” Both had jobs they loved, the author as an 
activist/lawyer for the Center for Popular Democracy and his 
wife as an English professor. Days later, he learned that what he 
thought was carpal tunnel syndrome was actually ALS. In this 
memoir, which he initially wrote to leave behind for both the 
progressive movement and the infant son he would not see grow 
to adulthood, Barkan looks back on his life and achievements. 
He begins with his social conscience awakening at Colum-
bia University, where he became involved in radical political 
organizations. At Yale Law School, Barkan threw himself into 
work advocating for immigrant and worker rights. Rather than 
become a civil rights lawyer, the author did what “got my blood 
pumping”: argue about public policy and organize protests. At 
the end of the Occupy movement, he organized the Fed Up 
campaign, which sought to change Federal Reserve monetary 
policies to help low-income people. But just as Fed Up began 
gaining notoriety and traction several years later, Barkan faced 
increasing physical difficulties. In May 2017, he walked with a 
leg brace; by early 2018, he was wheelchair-bound and needed 
a ventilator to breathe. Despite the deep strains his condition 
produced in his marriage, he continued to fight alongside other 
progressives, embarking on a summertime “six-week, twenty-
state trip, from California to Maine,” to help change the balance 
of power in Congress. Though sometimes self-congratulatory 
in tone, Barkan’s book—part of which he wrote with the assis-
tance of a technology that allowed him to use only his eyes—
still moves with its portrait of a man driven to act on his beliefs 
while learning to accept the injustice of early mortality.

Not without flaws but unquestionably inspiring.

A FIELD GUIDE TO THE 
JEWISH PEOPLE
Barry, Dave & Mansbach, Adam & 
Zweibel, Alan
Flatiron Books (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-250-19196-0  

Three comic writers delve into what 
it means to be Jewish.

Barry, Mansbach, and Zweibel (For 
This We Left Egypt? A Passover Haggadah 

On its 25th anniversary, the show’s die-hard fans will love 
Austerlitz’s detailed, discerning, and sumptuous history.

generation friends
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for Jews and Those Who Love Them, 2017) team up again in an irrev-
erent take on Jewish life, culture, and lore. No topic is off limits 
for jokes that range from silly to sophomoric: the Holocaust 
(“there was still, in the end, a positive side of the Holocaust,” 
the authors declare, before abruptly changing their minds); the 
Arab-Israeli conflict (Israel has won all wars since 1948 “because 
militarily the Israeli armed forces are the Harlem Globetrot-
ters of the Middle East”); and anti-Semitism. “Are you an anti-
Semite?” the authors ask, providing a quiz to test which of many 
Jewish stereotypes a responder believes. Are Jews “opinionated, 
pushy, and prone to butting in?” Or are they “clannish, secretive, 
and reclusive”? Either answer will brand you as an anti-Semite. 
More Jewish stereotypes fuel jokes about Jewish customs, holi-
days, food, attitudes toward interfaith marriage, teachings of 
the Talmud, and, not least, sex: “Q. What is Jewish foreplay? A. 
Three hours of begging.” Of the three authors, Barry, a Pres-
byterian married to a Cuban-Jewish woman, is not “technically 
Jewish,” but he admits that he has attended many High Holiday 
services, “some of which lasted longer than the Korean con-
flict.” The authors found that they had to bone up on the Old 
Testament and the “incredibly weird shit” in the Torah to make 
fun of biblical stories, people, and God’s sometimes-incompre-
hensible commandments, such as the requirement that every 
male newborn be circumcised. “A surprising amount of research 
goes into the crafting of every single cheap dick joke we write,” 
Mansbach reveals. Although some readers might be offended by 
the repeated characterization of Jews as cheap, argumentative, 
and opinionated—“two Jews, three opinions” the saying goes—
Barry sees self-deprecating Jewish humor as “an important psy-
chological mechanism for coping with misfortune, and Jews 
have had a LOT of misfortune, especially when you compare 
them to the Presbyterians.”

Following their previous collaboration, this is another 
zany book for Jews and those who love them.

THE PEANUTS PAPERS
Charlie Brown, Snoopy & the 
Gang, and the Meaning of 
Life
Ed. by Blauner, Andrew
Library of America (300 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-59853-616-4  

Top-flight writers contemplate “Pea-
nuts,” a comic strip that’s especially 
inviting to a wealth of interpretations.

That’s partly because the apparent simplicity of Charles 
Schulz’s creation was often deceptive: Ivan Brunetti is one of a 
handful of cartoonists here who note that Schulz rendered a vari-
ety of expressions with inimitable ease. “He made comics into 
a broader language of emotion,” concurs Chris Ware. The emo-
tion most contributors gravitate to is melancholy, which is to say 
that Charlie Brown gets much of the attention. He embodies a 

“daily tragedy” (Umberto Eco); an “introduction to adult prob-
lems” (Chuck Klosterman); and a “gospel” of “disillusionment” 

(Jonathan Franzen). Even free-wheeling Snoopy is often seen as 
an existential figure: As Sarah Boxer writes, he is “shallow in his 
way, but he’s also deep, and in the end deeply alone, as deeply 
alone as Charlie Brown is.” Tales of Brown-ian embarrassments 
and insecurities abound, though often in a spirit of gratitude 
toward Schulz for ferrying the authors into adulthood. Among 
the most powerful contributions are Hilary Fitzgerald Camp-
bell’s “Happiness Is Fleeting,” about her insecurity as a young 
artist, and Jennifer Finley Boylan’s “You’re Weird Sir,” about 
her identification with Peppermint Patty while growing up “a 
closeted transgender child.” The bulk of the pieces are personal 
essays, which can feel tonally repetitive, and there are too few 
actual comics. However, there’s plenty of entertaining counter-
programming. Jonathan Lethem’s “Grief ” is a winning mashup 
of “Peanuts” quotes and Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl”; Peter Kramer 
considers Lucy’s 5-cent psychiatry booth from the perspective 
of professional psychiatry; and Elissa Schappell stands up for 
Charlie’s kid sister, Sally, an iconoclast too often dismissed as 
the strip’s dim bulb. “Sally isn’t innocent, she’s cynical,” Schap-
pell insists; if there’s a running theme to this book, it’s that 
Schulz masterfully imagined a world filled with children that 
is also bereft of innocence. Other notable contributors include 
George Saunders, David Hajdu, Ann Patchett, and Maxine 
Hong Kingston.

Essential reading for “Peanuts” fans and an appealing 
collection of personal writing for any reader.

THE BODY
A Guide for Occupants
Bryson, Bill
Doubleday (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-385-53930-2  

The intrepid explorer and popular 
travel writer journeys inward—literally—
to explore our mortal coil.

A narrative by Bryson (The Road to 
Little Dribbling: Adventures of an American 

in Britain, 2016, etc.) rarely involves the unfolding of a grand 
thesis; instead, it’s a congeries of anecdotes, skillfully strung, 
always a pleasure to read but seldom earthshakingly significant. 
So it is here. The author does some on-the-ground digging, talk-
ing to scientists and physicians, while plowing through libraries 
of literature to get at the story of how our bodies work. Early on, 
he pokes at the old bromide that the human body is an assem-
blage of a few dollars’ worth of assorted chemicals and miner-
als. Not so, he writes: We’re made up of 59 elements, including 
carbon and oxygen. But, he adds, “who would have thought that 
we would be incomplete without some molybdenum inside us, 
or vanadium, manganese, tin, and copper?” Bryson employs the 
example of an “obliging Benedict Cumberbatch,” of medium 
height and build and good health, to venture that the real cost 
of a human is “a very precise $151,578.46,” a figure that turns 
out to wiggle and wobble as we layer on additional costs. As 
ever, the author collects lovely oddments and presents them as 



so many glittering marbles: The largest protein in the body is 
titin, whose “chemical name is 189,819 letters long, which would 
make it the longest word in the English language except that 
dictionaries don’t recognize chemical names.” The heart, which, 
Bryson notes, doesn’t really look like a valentine, does only one 
thing: It beats, “slightly more than once every second, about 
100,000 times a day, up to 2.5 billion times in a lifetime.” Along 
the way, the author considers whether the old surgical practice 
of bleeding was really a good thing to do (it wasn’t), how “cyto-
kine storms” work, and what the winning combination is for 
a long life—one factor is wealth: “Someone who is otherwise 
identical to you but poor…can expect to die between ten and 
fifteen years sooner.”

A pleasing, entertaining sojourn into the realm of what 
makes us tick.

TOIL & TROUBLE
A Memoir
Burroughs, Augusten
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-250-01995-0  

The magical side of the acclaimed 
author’s colorful life.

Burroughs (Lust & Wonder, 2016, etc.) 
is well known for his soul-baring, best-
selling memoirs, including Running With 

Scissors, his vivid portrait of his dysfunctional family life, and 
Dry, his powerful account of alcoholism and getting clean. One 
might think he has few secrets left to divulge, yet in this latest 
memoir, he reveals a startling new detail: He’s a witch. In fact, 
the author, who first realized his “gift” as a young boy, comes 
from a long line of witches, including his mother and grand-
mother. The loosely constructed narrative initially revolves 
around the author’s anecdotal “witchy” incidents that occurred 
as a child and then later as an adult, especially as related to 
his relationship with his husband, Christopher. Burroughs 
chronicles how he convinced Christopher to move from their 
urban Manhattan life and settle in a historic home in rural Con-
necticut. The author has always displayed a talent for sharing 
sometimes-grim personal dramas with a keen whimsical flair. 
Unfortunately, the balance is never quite achieved here; the dra-
matic moments are softly conceived while his narrative often 
swings in a broader comedic direction. Though the author’s 
witch revelation feels authentic, some elements of the story 
undermine the gravity of his tale. These include such chapter 
headings as “Adder’s Tongue,” “Snake’s Blood,” “Fairie’s Finger,” 
and “Bat’s Wings” as well as frequent mentions of the 1960s 
sitcom Bewitched, in which Burroughs compares his experi-
ences to those of Samantha Stevens. The author delivers inter-
mittently intriguing depictions of the quirky local characters 
they have encountered in the countryside, including redneck 
handymen, a flamboyant has-been opera singer neighbor, and 
their real estate agent, who also happens to be a witch. Though 
we see Burroughs and Christopher struggle through potential 

hardships, including a tornado and illness, these often feel like 
contrived plot points allowing for further witty indulgences.

An amusing foray into the witchy realms of Burroughs’ 
life that lacks the depth of previous memoirs.

THE GREAT PRETENDER 
The Undercover 
Mission That Changed Our 
Understanding of Madness
Cahalan, Susannah
Grand Central Publishing (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-5387-1528-4  

A sharp reexamination of one of 
the defining moments in the field of 
psychiatry.

“There are not, as of this writing, any consistent objective 
measures that can render a definitive psychiatric diagnosis,” 
writes New York Post journalist Cahalan (Brain on Fire: My Month 
of Madness, 2012) at the beginning of this gripping account of a 
study that rocked the foundational concepts of how we judge 
sanity. In the early 1970s, David Rosenhan, a Stanford profes-
sor of psychology, sent eight sane people into hospitals for the 
insane in an experiment involving diagnostics and conditions 
for the mentally ill. The eight participants told the intake 
doctors that they were experiencing aural hallucinations, and 
they were all admitted for varying lengths of time. The result-
ing article, which appeared in Science, is credited with helping 
to change both diagnostic and hospitalization procedures. At 
first, Cahalan approaches the article, “On Being Sane in Insane 
Places” (1973), with a level of awe and appreciation and treats 
readers to a tour of the miseries that patients endured—most 
notably, isolation and dehumanization—as well as a review of 
her own misdiagnosis of schizophrenia. Eventually, doubts start 
to creep into the author’s investigation, discrepancies that a 
purportedly scientific article should not have contained: lying 
about hospitalization dates, exaggerating medical records, play-
ing with numbers, and more. Cahalan follows all the leads like 
a bloodhound, in particular trying to uncover the identities of 
the patients. Her pursuit reads like a well-tempered mystery 
being picked apart, with tantalizing questions for which many 
of the answers are just out of reach. While “On Being Sane” may 
have been partially fabricated, it was also an important force in 
the deinstitutionalization of care for the mentally ill. Cahalan 
draws a vivid and critical picture of Rosenhan and the ramifica-
tions of his most prominent work.

A well-told story fraught with both mystery and real-
life aftershocks that set the psychiatric community on its 
ear. (This review is printed here for the first time.)
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A well-told story fraught with both mystery and real-life 
aftershocks that set the psychiatric community on its ear.

the great pretender
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BROOKLYN
The Once and Future City
Campanella, Thomas J.
Princeton Univ.  (512 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-691-16538-7  

A lively biography of New York’s sec-
ond borough, “long lost in the thermonu-
clear glow of Manhattan” but eminently 
worthy of attention and affection.

One doesn’t often think of New York 
City as a place where geology matters, buried as it is under all 
that concrete and steel. Yet, as Campanella (Urban Studies and 
City Planning/Cornell Univ.; The Concrete Dragon: China’s Urban 
Revolution and What it Means for the World, 2008, etc.) observes, 
it’s worth remembering that in Walt Whitman’s day, Brooklyn 
was a place of “ample hills.” Even today, the settlement patterns 
of the borough speak to the glacial past, with the creative class 
concentrated north of the ancient line of moraines and the till 
below the “dominion of immigrant strivers and working-class 
stiffs,” sans hip boutiques and coffee shops. There was a time 
when Coney Island was once an island, a time before Robert 
Moses carved into the western confines of Long Island a new 
geology of roadbeds and tall bridges. Campanella delights in 
overturning received wisdom as he moves from place to place: 
George Washington made a “strategic error” in trying to defend 
New York “against Britannia’s mighty clenched fist” when, after 
all, New York was a seaport and Britain the world’s chief naval 
power, and when Brooklyn was loyalist—all good reasons, he 
suggests, for the disastrous Battle of Brooklyn to be one of those 
things not often mentioned in polite company, to say nothing of 
textbooks. Those who try to navigate the traffic from Brook-
lyn to anywhere nearby won’t necessarily be cheered to know 
that people were complaining about “bridge crush” 120 years 
ago (“Brooklynites needed no trolleys to get to hell—they’d go 
a faster way”). Of particular interest are Campanella’s conclud-
ing remarks on the nature of the gentrification now affecting so 
much of Brooklyn, which involves a stifling lust for authentic-
ity: “Gentification kills the real McCoy,” he writes, memorably, 

“to venerate its taxidermal remains.”
Teeming with information, this is a must-read for fans 

of urban history.

THE PROBLEM WITH 
EVERYTHING
My Journey Through the New 
Culture Wars
Daum, Meghan
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster
(256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-982129-33-0  

A sweeping critique of the “wokescenti.”
Award-winning essayist, memoirist, 

and novelist Daum (The Unspeakable: And Other Subjects of Discus-
sion, 2014, etc.), recipient of Guggenheim and National Endow-
ment for the Arts fellowships, takes on fourth-wave feminism, 
victimhood, identity politics, #MeToo, social media, ideo-
logical warfare on college campuses, and assorted other irri-
tants in a culture that is “effectively mentally ill.” Social media, 
asserts the author, creates an echo chamber where people lie 
to one another and eagerly wait for friends to lie back. “I am 
convinced,” she writes, “the culture is effectively being held 
hostage by its own hyperbole. So enthralled with our outrage 
at the extremes, we’ve forgotten that most of the world exists 
in the mostly unobjectionable middle.” Examining displays of 
outrage as public performance, she writes that “the search for 
grievance has become a kind of political obligation, an activist 
gesture.” Accusations of sexism, sexual harassment, or assault, 
she believes, foster women’s image of themselves as victims 
rather than individuals “capable of making mistakes”; in making 
such accusations, women “literally hand men their own power.” 
Rather than see the gender wage gap as evidence of sexism, 
Daum suggests “that there are biological differences between 
male and female brains that can influence women’s professional 
decisions.” She also criticizes “the left-leaning chatterati” who 
praised Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World and Me as engag-
ing in “self-congratulatory reverence,” wondering “if my white 
friends and colleagues who venerated Coates actually liked 
his work or just liked the idea of liking it.” This suspicion of 
other people’s authenticity underlies much of the book: Daum 
admits that when she was an undergraduate in the midst of stu-
dent uprisings, she “often felt like I was impersonating a college 
student…I had a hard time believing other people were actually 
for real.” Now middle-aged, divorced, childless by choice, and 
feeling increasingly marginal, the author is dismayed by those 
whose energetic engagement with social and cultural problems 
fuels “the exquisite lie of our own relevance.”

Sharp, brazen, and undeniably controversial.



A PILGRIMAGE 
TO ETERNITY 
From Canterbury to 
Rome in Search of a Faith
Egan, Timothy
Viking (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-7352-2523-7  

From the Pulitzer Prize and National 
Book Award winner, a pilgrimage to find 
religion—or truth, or the way—that 

pleasingly blends memoir, travelogue, and history.
The latest from Egan (The Immortal Irishman: The Irish Revo-

lutionary Who Became an American Hero, 2016, etc.) will make 
readers want to make journeys’ of their own. In a fascinating 
page-turner, the author chronicles his travels, mostly via foot 
but also via car and train, along the Via Francigena, a 1,200-mile 
medieval route that runs from Canterbury to Rome, where he 
sought an audience with “a pope with one working lung who 
is struggling to hold together the world’s 1.3 billion Roman 
Catholics through the worst crisis in half a millennium.” Egan 
traversed this route in search of God or some type of signifi-
cant spiritual experience. A skeptic by nature and Catholic by 
baptism, he realized that he needed to decide what he believes 
or admit what he does not. “I start [the journey] as a father, a 
husband, an American deeply troubled by the empty drift of our 
country,” he writes. “And for the next thousand miles or so, I will 
try to be a pilgrim.” Any pilgrimage is a rough test of faith and 
one of the most unpredictable and independent adventures on 
which to embark. Along for the ride on this quest are St. Augus-
tine, St. Paul, Joan of Arc, St. Francis, and Oscar Wilde, among 
others. Egan’s Jesuit education inevitably crept into his mind 
during his stays at monasteries and visits to cathedrals to view 
their relics and learn about the events and myths that comprise 
their histories. Pope Francis, a man who embraces reason and 
promotes peer-reviewed science, brings the author a sense of 
hope after the church’s decades of inflexible leadership. Finding 
people and places warm and welcoming in each village and city, 
allowing himself to be amazed, lingering to rest blistered feet, 
and discovering soul-stirring spots—all this kept him pushing 
on, and readers will be thankful for his determination.

A joy and a privilege to read. (maps)

THE SECOND FOUNDING
How the Civil War and 
Reconstruction Remade the 
Constitution
Foner, Eric
Norton (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-393-65257-4  

Schoolchildren learn that the 
Constitution did not solve the slavery 
question. That required the Civil War 

and the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments, which dramatically 
altered how we are governed. This engrossing scholarly history 
recounts how it happened.

Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Foner (Emeritus, History/
Columbia Univ.; Battle for Freedom: The Use and Abuse of American 
History, 2017, etc.) reminds readers that the Emancipation Proc-
lamation freed some slaves, and the 1865 surrender of Confeder-
ate armies freed none. Abolition required the 13th Amendment. 
Abraham Lincoln stayed neutral as the 1864 Congress debated it. 
He was in a tight presidential race, and supporting black rights 
was not a vote-getter. Initially, the amendment failed, with 
most Northern Democrats opposed, warning that it would lead 
to black voting and interracial marriage. After the election, in 
which Republicans increased their majority, it passed. Soon, it 
became apparent that Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, a 
vehement racist, was encouraging white supremacists to form 
governments in former Confederate states. In December 1865, 
Congress refused to admit their representatives and proposed 
what became the 14th and 15th amendments. The 14th, the lon-
gest in the Constitution, was meant to “establish the rights of 
the freed people and all Americans; create a uniform definition 
of citizenship; outline a way back into the union for seceded 
states; limit the political influence of leading Confederates; 
contribute to the nation-building process catalyzed by the Civil 
War; and serve as a political platform that would enable the 
Republican Party to retain its hold on power.” The 15th, which 
prohibited denying voting rights based on race, was controver-
sial even in the North. No congressional Democrat voted for it, 
and post-Reconstruction Southern governments had no trou-
ble disenfranchising blacks. Foner emphasizes that these revo-
lutionary amendments were poorly drawn, difficult to enforce, 
and not widely popular among whites. Nearly a century passed 
before the protection of due process, individual rights, and 
racial equality won over the courts and many, if not all, whites.

A convincing but definitely not uplifting account of 
how Reconstruction drastically changed our Constitution.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   f a l l  p r e v i e w  s p e c i a l  i s s u e   |   2 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

A joy and a privilege to read.
a pilgrimage to eternity



Malcolm Gladwell, author of The Tipping Point and 
four other bestselling works of popular social science, has 
a new book coming this fall, and his extensive fan club 
knows what to expect. They will not be disappointed, but 
they will also be disturbed; he takes on a painful failure in 
our society, and it’s one with no easy fix.

According to Talking With Strangers: What We Should 
Know About the People We Don’t Know (Little, Brown, Sept. 
10), we think we are good at judging strangers, but we’re 
actually terrible. We are incompetent at detecting lying 
(psychological studies confirm this). What about experts 
such as FBI interrogators? Just as bad. 

Gladwell provides plenty of unsettling illustrations. Ber-
nie Madoff stole billions for over a decade because he seemed 
absolutely truthful. Amanda Knox was convicted of murder 
largely because her manner seemed guilty. Throughout Cas-
tro’s rule, the CIA confidently gathered intelligence from its 
agents inside Cuba. Every one of them worked for Fidel.

Gladwell, as usual, has something unexpected to say. 
He argues that civilization can’t function unless we give 
strangers the benefit of the doubt. Taking every suspicion 
seriously is paranoia; paranoid leaders produce chaos. 

Gladwell recently answered Kirkus’ questions by email.   

Your assertion that civilization requires giving strangers the 
benefit of the doubt makes sense—except when it doesn’t. 
College presidents and other institutional leaders who’ve 
given their employees the benefit of the doubt have been 
forced to resign for not stopping sexual abusers like Jerry 
Sandusky, George Tyndall, and Larry Nasser.
It is possible to limit the number of cases like Larry Nasser’s 
by being more intelligent about how we design institution-
al reporting systems. But we will never be able to design a 
world where we catch every wrongdoer and sociopath right 
away—that is, unless we want to live in a world without trust. 
That’s why I devoted a chapter to Harry Markopolos and 
Bernie Madoff. Someone did see the “real” Bernie Madoff 
before anyone else. But we don’t all want to live in a world 
with that kind of paranoia, do we? 

Research has revealed that pulling over and searching 
cars in high-crime areas has turned up lots of illegal 
weapons and has reduced crime. But when police de-
partments around the country learned this, their officers 
began giving vastly more tickets, even in low-crime areas. 
What was going on?
It is disturbing, isn’t it? I think the problem is that funda-
mentally, police officers—like the rest of us—don’t want to 
believe that crime is tightly coupled to place. The data is 
incredibly clear: The overwhelming amount of crime takes 
place, year in and year out, on the same extraordinarily 
small number of blocks. Yet that is completely contrary to 
our intuition about how crime works. 

I included crime maps in the book so that people could 
see the data for themselves, because clearly just telling people 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Malcolm Gladwell

THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR DISCUSSES HIS UPCOMING RELEASE, 
TALKING TO STRANGERS, AND EXPLAINS WHY WE ARE REALLY BAD AT 
SPOTTING LIARS
By Mike Oppenheim
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THINK BLACK 
A Memoir
Ford, Clyde W.
Amistad/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-06-289056-6  

A memoir/social history of a trail-
blazing father, his headstrong son, and 
their struggles with racism in the tech 
industry.

In 1971, Ford (Whiskey Gulf, 2009, 
etc.) followed his pioneering father’s footsteps through the 
doors of IBM. Nearly three decades earlier, the elder Ford 
had become the company’s first black systems engineer, hand-
picked by the president and founder of the company, Thomas 
J. Watson Sr. But where his father was a conformist, seemingly 
unwilling to challenge the racism at the ultraconservative com-
pany, the rebellious author, then 19, showed up for work with 

“a ballooned Afro, pork chop sideburns [and] a blue zoot suit 
with red pinstripes.” Ford chronicles both his and his father’s 
careers, from the dawn of the digital age that his father’s 
expertise helped usher in. Frequently at odds, the two men dis-
agreed about Clyde’s future, the war in Vietnam, and the civil 
rights movement. A masterful storyteller, Ford interweaves 
his personal story with the backdrop of the social movements 
unfolding at that time, providing a revealing insider’s view of 
the tech industry. IBM’s storied past is not without blemish. 
Ford details the company’s involvement with the Nazis during 
the Holocaust and with the South African government under 
apartheid. Whether recounting the domestic drama that played 
out between his parents or how his father taught him to pro-
gram IBM’s first computer as a kid, Ford provides a simultane-
ously informative and entertaining narrative. He delves into 
historical and contemporary intersections of race, history, and 
technology to show that technical advancements are never 
completely bias-free because they are driven by humans, who 
are inherently biased. Ultimately, Ford learned that his father 
did challenge the system at IBM in covert but lasting ways. He 
also gives a call to action to readers to challenge the current lack 
of diversity in tech as well as the racism that technology is used 
to perpetuate in society at large.

A powerful, engrossing look at race and technology.
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about this phenomenon doesn’t work. It is also politically 
difficult, I think, for law enforcement to justify having radi-
cally different crime-fighting strategies in different neigh-
borhoods (and different times of the day). That, too, runs 
counter to our ideas of how policing is supposed to work.

People go into law enforcement because they want to get 
the bad guys. But they’re dealing with a general public that 
may not consider them good guys and are overwhelmed 
with their own problems. Is this inevitable?
Relations between law enforcement and the public—partic-
ularly African Americans—are at a low ebb at the moment, 
obviously. I think the answer is that law enforcement needs 
to be far more selective is how it uses its authority. Right now, 
a lot of urban policing is being done indiscriminately. . . . If 
you have a street segment that has 100 police calls a year . . . 
then by all means blanket that block with cops. And the law-
abiding residents of that block will thank you, because they 
are living in a nightmare. But that kind of heavy-handed po-
licing is not just unnecessary on the overwhelming number 
of streets, it is socially corrosive. 

Algorithms detect disease and checkoff lists prevent medi-
cal errors better than people do. But doctors hate them and 
refuse to use them unless forced. Judges determining bail, 
as you write, do a worse job when they refuse to stick to the 
bare facts in an accused’s record. Is there a solution?    
I think it is premature to say that judges and doctors are hos-
tile to using decision-making tools. This kind of statistical 
aide is in its infancy. People in those kinds of positions are 
right to be skeptical. But I suspect that over time these tools 
will get better and human decision-makers will be more ac-
cepting of the insights they offer.

Mike Oppenheim writes regularly for Kirkus Reviews. 
Talking to Strangers received a starred review in the June 
1, 2019, issue.
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DISRUPT, DISCREDIT, 
AND DIVIDE 
How the New FBI 
Damages Democracy
German, Mike
New Press (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-62097-379-0  

A well-documented exposé explain-
ing how 9/11 transformed the FBI into an 
agency “using its enhanced national secu-

rity powers to silence whistleblowers, suppress minority com-
munities, intimidate dissidents, and undermine democratic 
controls over its operations.”

When he entered the agency in 1988, German (Thinking 
Like a Terrorist: Insights of a Former FBI Undercover Agent, 2007) 
found himself admiring many of his fellow agents. However, he 
gradually began to realize that the FBI top brass—including 
Robert Mueller and James Comey—presided over an organi-
zation rife with sexism, racism, xenophobia, and resistance to 
honorable agents who pointed out problems through the chain 
of command. After 9/11—which many believed could have been 
avoided if the FBI, CIA, and other entities had performed their 
jobs better—German watched as Islamophobia infected the 
FBI from the top down. He departed in 2004 but kept a close 
watch using his own knowledge and that of the whistleblowers 
still inside. In an unusual move for a former FBI agent, German 
joined the staff of the American Civil Liberties Union, where 
he gained a finely honed appreciation of how the FBI routinely 
violated the rights of Muslims, African Americans, Native 
Americans, and many other nonwhite citizens. The author 
developed an especially acute sense of how FBI leadership 
downplayed the widespread dangers of heavily armed white 
nationalists, many of whom took their cues from the domestic 
terrorists responsible for the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing. In 
addition to developing his theme of misplaced priorities within 
federal and local law enforcement, German returns frequently 
to convincing evidence that foreign terrorists who orchestrated 
9/11 would strike again inside the United States through a hid-
den network of sleeper cells. German bemoans the fact that by 
successfully spreading fear within a dysfunctional federal gov-
ernment—and ineffective FBI—terrorists ripped the fabric of 
American democracy, perhaps beyond repair. “The FBI,” he 
writes, “cannot remain effective without public confidence in 
its work, and regaining this faith should be its top priority.”

Important reading for our current time, especially as 
the Mueller Report continues to circulate.

TALKING TO 
STRANGERS 
What We Should Know 
About the People We 
Don’t Know
Gladwell, Malcolm
Little, Brown (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-316-47852-6  

The latest intellectually stimulating 
book from the acclaimed author.

Every few years, journalist Gladwell (David and Goliath: 
Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants, 2013, etc.) assem-
bles serious scientific research on oddball yet relevant subjects 
and then writes a bestseller. Readers expecting another every-
thing-you-think-you-know-is-wrong page-turner will not be dis-
appointed, but they will also encounter some unsettling truths. 
The author begins with a few accounts of black Americans 
who died at the hands of police, using the incidents to show 
how most of us are incompetent at judging strangers. Count-
less psychological studies demonstrate that humans are terrible 
at detecting lying. Experts such as FBI agents don’t perform 
better. Judges interview suspects to determine if they deserve 
bail; they believe it helps, but the opposite is true. Computers, 
using only hard data, do much better. Many people had qualms 
about Bernie Madoff, but interviewers found him completely 
open and honest; “he was a sociopath dressed up as a mensch.” 
This, Gladwell emphasizes, is the transparency problem. We 
believe that someone’s demeanor reflects their thoughts and 
emotions, but it often doesn’t. Gladwell’s second bombshell is 
what he calls “default to truth.” It seems like a university presi-
dent resigns in disgrace every few months for the same reason: 
They hear accusations of abusive behavior by an employee—
e.g., Larry Nassar at Michigan State, Jerry Sandusky at Penn 
State—conduct an investigation, but then take no action, often 
claiming that they did not have enough evidence of deceit. Ulti-
mately, everyone agrees that they were criminally negligent. 
Another example is CIA official James Angleton, who was con-
vinced that there was a Soviet mole in the agency; his decades 
of suspicion and search ruined careers and crippled American 
intelligence. Gladwell emphasizes that society could not func-
tion if we did not give everyone the benefit of the doubt. “To 
assume the best of another is the trait that has created modern 
society,” he writes. “Those occasions when our trusting nature 
is violated are tragic. But the alternative—to abandon trust as a 
defense against predation and deception—is worse.”

Another Gladwell tour de force but perhaps his most 
disturbing.

Important reading for our current time, especially as
the Mueller Report continues to circulate.

disrupt, discredit, and divide
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BIG WONDERFUL 
THING 
A History of Texas
Harrigan, Stephen
Univ. of Texas (944 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-292-75951-0  

Austin-based novelist Harrigan (A 
Friend of Mr. Lincoln, 2016, etc.) serves up 
a lively history of the nation-sized Lone 
Star State.

The title comes from the painter Georgia O’Keeffe, who 
marveled at Texas but wound up making her fortune in next-
door New Mexico. Of course, Texas has many next-door neigh-
bors, each influencing it and being influenced by it: the plains 
of Oklahoma, the bayous and deep forests of Louisiana, the 
Gulf of Mexico, Mexico itself, all where South and West and 
Midwest meet. Telling its story is a daunting task: If the project 
of the gigantic centennial Big Tex statue with which Harrigan 
opens his story was to “Texanize Texans,” it was one in which 
women, ethnic minorities, the poor, and many other sorts of 
people were forgotten in the face of stalwarts like Sam Houston, 
Judge Roy Bean, and Davy Crockett. Not here. The standbys 
figure, but in interesting lights: Houston was famous and even 
infamous in his day, but his successor, Mirabeau Lamar, mostly 
known only for the Austin avenue named for him, was just as 
much a man of parts, “a poet and classical scholar with a bucolic 
vision of the empire that his administration aimed to wrest from 
the hands of its enemies.” Harrigan’s story of the Alamo is also 
nuanced: It is not true that there were no survivors, but the fact 
that the survivors were slaves has rendered them invisible—as 
is the fact that many Mexican officers who served under Santa 
Anna pleaded with him to show mercy to the rest. The Alamo 
has given a Texas flair to all sorts of things, including a recent 
golf tournament, highlighting Texans’ tendency toward “a blend 
of valor and swagger.” Just so, Harrigan, surveying thousands of 
years of history that lead to the banh mi restaurants of Houston 
and the juke joints of Austin, remembering the forgotten as well 
as the famous, delivers an exhilarating blend of the base and the 
ignoble, a very human story indeed.

As good a state history as has ever been written and a 
must-read for Texas aficionados. (photos throughout)

HOW WE FIGHT FOR 
OUR LIVES 
A Memoir
Jones, Saeed
Simon & Schuster (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5011-3273-5  

A coming-of-age memoir marks the 
emergence of a major literary voice.

A prizewinning poet, Jones (Prelude to 
Bruise, 2014) tends less toward flights of 

poetic fancy and more toward understated, matter-of-fact prose, 
all the more powerful because the style never distracts from the 
weight of the story: the sexual awakening and struggle for iden-
tity of a young black man raised in Texas by a single mother, a 
Buddhist, who herself was the daughter of an evangelical Chris-
tian. He and his mother were both damned to hell, according to 
his grandmother, who nonetheless loved both of them. There 
is a lot of subtlety in these familial relations: the son not will-
ing to recognize the implications of his loving mother’s heart 
condition, the mother struggling with her son’s sexuality. The 

“fight” in the title is partly about the fight with society at large, 
but it is mainly about the fight within the author himself. “I 
made myself a promise,” he writes. “Even if it meant becoming 
a stranger to my loved ones, even if it meant keeping secrets, 
I would have a life of my own.” Jones documents the price he 
paid for those secrets, including the shame that accompanied 
his discoveries of self and sexuality. “Standing in front of the 
mirror,” he writes, “my reflection and I were like rival animals, 
just moments away from tearing each other limb from limb.” 
One of them was the loving son and accomplished student; the 
other, a young man drawn toward denigrating and debilitating 
sexual encounters, devoid of love, with white men who objecti-
fied him as black and even with straight men. One almost killed 
him and made him feel like this is what he deserved. “This is 
that I thought it meant to be a man fighting for his life,” writes 
Jones. “If America was going to hate me for being black and gay, 
then I might as well make a weapon out of myself.”

A memoir of coming to terms that’s written with mas-
terful control of both style and material.

SALMON
A Fish, the Earth, and the 
History of a Common Fate
Kurlansky, Mark
Patagonia (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Dec. 17, 2019
978-1-938340-86-4  

Having written about milk, salt, oys-
ters, and frozen food, Kurlansky (Milk!: A 

10,000-Year Food Fracas, 2018, etc.) turns his pen to an iconic fish 
on the brink of extinction.

“How many species do we lose when we lose a salmon?” asks 
the author toward the end of this handsomely illustrated work 
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6 celebrity memoirs 
coming this fall

If summer is the time for escapist page-turners, 
fall is when authors turn inward—at least judging 
by the sheer number of memoirs due to be pub-
lished. This year’s crop boasts an especially high 
number of books from influential musicians and 
singers from the worlds of country, rock, R&B, 
musical theater, and punk.

It’s surprising that it took so long for Debbie 
Harry to write a memoir, but Face It (Dey Street 

Books, Oct. 1) should not dis-
appoint patient fans of the 
Blondie frontwoman—or any-
body interested in the New 
York art-pop scene of the late 
20th century. Harry is disarm-
ingly frank about the strains 
and perils of being one of the 
few women in rock at the 
time and also delves into her 
relatively underrated acting 

career and her love of pro wrestling. From Andy 
Warhol to Andy Kaufman, the book’s rogues gal-
lery is choice.

Elton John has been through it all over his 52-
year career, from the glittery highs of immense 

commercial success to 
the lows of substance 
abuse. A few months af-
ter the acclaimed biop-
ic Rocketman, which fo-
cused on John’s flamboy-
ant early career, comes 
the more encompass-
ing memoir Me (Henry 

Holt, Oct. 15). The star has been in the limelight 
for so long that his story may feel familiar, but 
it’ll be rewarding to hear it in his own voice. 

As its title indicated, Julie 
Andrews’ bestselling 2008 
autobiography, Home: My 
Early Years, covered the ac-
tress/singer’s youth and her 
early success on the stage. 
Co-written with Emma Wal-
ton Hamilton, her daugh-
ter and regular collaborator, 
this sequel, Home Work: A 
Memoir of My Hollywood 

Years (Hachette Books, Oct. 15), starts on the set 
of Mary Poppins and takes us all the way to That’s 
Life, a movie she made with her husband, the di-
rector Blake Edwards, in 1986.

In March 2016, Prince announced that he was 
going to work on an autobiography; a month 
later, he died of an opioid overdose. His post-

humous book, The Beauti-
ful Ones (Random House, 
Oct. 29), isn’t your tradi-
tional as-told-to mem-
oir but a hybrid featuring 
photos, handwritten lyr-
ics, and scrapbook items 
pulled from the Paisley 
Park archives. New Yorker 
and Paris Review contribu-
tor Dan Piepenbring, who 
had been picked by Prince 

to help put the book together, contributes an 
introduction to this collage portrait of one of 
the modern era’s most enigmatic stars.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the Red Hot Chili 
Peppers were known as much for their antics as 
for their music. Now their virtuoso bassist, Mi-
chael Balzary, aka Flea, provides a bookend to 

By Elisabeth Vincentelli

£25

ELTON JOHN is the most enduringly 
successful singer-songwriter of all time. His life 
is extraordinary, his seven decades (so far) 
packed with incredible highs and lows. Now, 
in his own words and with his usual honesty, 
he shares his story – every hilarious, 
heartbreaking moment.

He reveals the truth about his childhood 
growing up in the London suburb of Pinner, 
and his difficult relationship with his parents. 

Christened Reginald Dwight, he was a shy 
boy with unlikely dreams of pop stardom. 
By the age of twenty-three, he was 
performing his first gig in America, facing 
an astonished audience in his bright 
yellow dungarees, a star-spangled T-shirt 
and boots with wings. Elton John had 

arrived and the music world would 
never be the same again.

Me is full of drama, from the early rejection 
of Elton’s work with song-writing partner 
Bernie Taupin to spinning out of control as a 
chart-topping superstar; from friendships with 
John Lennon, Freddie Mercury and George 
Michael to disco dancing with the Queen; from 
suicide attempts to a secret drug addiction that 
would grip him for over a decade.

Elton also writes powerfully about getting 
clean and setting up his AIDS Foundation. 
He describes finding true love with David 
Furnish, holidaying with Versace and singing at 
Princess Diana’s funeral. And he pinpoints the 
moment he realizes that he wants to be a father 
and his life changes once again. 

Joyously funny, entertaining and at times 
deeply moving, Me will take you on an intimate 
journey with a living legend.

SIR ELTON JOHN’S career achievements to date 
are unsurpassed. He is one of the top-selling solo 
artists of all time, with 26 gold and 38 platinum or 
multi-platinum albums, and one diamond album. 
Elton’s many honours include 6 Grammys, 13 Ivor 
Novellos and a BRIT Award. In 2018 he was named the 
most successful male solo artist in the Billboard Hot 
100 chart history. His AIDS Foundation has raised over 
$450 million in the global fight against HIV/AIDS. He is 
married to David Furnish, and they have two sons. 

Front cover photograph by Terry O’Neill © HST Global 
Limited, courtesy of Rocket Entertainment. Back cover 
photograph © Terry O’Neill/Iconic Images. Cover design 
by James Annal © Pan Macmillan.

Pan Macmillan
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singer Anthony Kiedis’ 
2004 autobiography, Scar 
Tissue, with Acid for the 
Children (Grand Central, 
Nov. 5), which retraces 
his formative years—the 
book ends as the Peppers 
begin. Looking back at 
his youth with a mixture 
of laid-back wisdom and 
puckish spirit, Flea paints 
a portrait of a turbulent 

kid in the LA of the late 1970s and early ’80s, 
with an appetite for troublemaking and drugs 
but also friendship and music.

About a decade ago, country music star Tim Mc-
Graw’s daughter expressed concerned about his 
weight, which prompted him to get in shape. 

He gave up alcohol and 
threw himself into exer-
cise. He quickly lost 40 
pounds and hasn’t found 
them again since. “My 
mind is clearer, my sense 
of purpose is sharper, 
and my relationships are 
deeper,” he recently told 
Peo ple magazine. Now, 
he shares some of his 

“maverick” tips for physical and mental fitness in 
Grit & Grace: Train the Mind, Train the Body, 
Own Your Life (Harper Wave, Nov. 5), a hybrid 
of memoir and self-help.

Elisabeth Vincentelli is a regular contributor to the 
New York Times and the New Yorker.
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of natural history and environmental advocacy. The answer 
is that we do not know for certain, but the salmon is part of 
a chain of life that ranges from tiny insects to large mammals 
and birds. Every species, then, unlocks the door to many other 
species, and allowing any species to diminish is to threaten the 
whole web of life. So it is with the salmon. Kurlansky covers 
all the bases, from life cycle and reproductive history to the 
fact that the salmon is particularly vulnerable precisely because 
it spends part of its life in salt water, part in fresh water. The 
author observes that ideal salmon habitat includes rivers that 
run clear and clean and that are undammed, which are increas-
ingly rare except in very remote places such as the Kamchatka 
Peninsula of Russia, which may turn out to be where salmon 
make their last stand. Certainly it won’t be on the Columbia 
River, where Lewis and Clark saw a horizon of flashing fins two 
centuries ago, whereas “by 1975, a total of 14 dams were block-
ing the main Columbia River, 13 were on the Snake [River],” 
numbers that don’t begin to take into account the thousands 
of smaller dams along the tributaries. Kurlansky offers a daunt-
ingly long list of things that need to happen if the salmon is to 
be saved, ranging from dismantling dams to checking climate 
change, restoring forests and apex predators, ending the use of 
pesticides, and removing homes and roads from riverbanks in 
favor of galleries of trees. “If we can save the planet,” he writes, 

“the salmon will be all right.” And if not, we must conclude, not.
In championing a critically important part of the natu-

ral world, Kurlansky sounds an urgent alarm that com-
mands our attention.

SONTAG 
Her Life and Work
Moser, Benjamin
Ecco/HarperCollins (832 pp.) 
$45.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-06-289639-1  

A sweeping biography reveals per-
sonal, political, and cultural turbulence.

Drawing on some 300 interviews, a 
rich, newly available archive of personal 

papers, and abundant published sources, biographer, essayist, 
and translator Moser (Why This World: A Biography of Clarice 
Lispector, 2009) offers a comprehensive, intimate—and surely 
definitive—biography of writer, provocateur, and celeb-
rity intellectual Susan Sontag (1933-2004). Sympathetic and 
sharply astute, Moser recounts the astonishing evolution of 
Susan Rosenblatt, an impressively bright and inquisitive child 
of the Jewish middle class, into an internationally acclaimed, 
controversial, and often combative cultural figure. Even as a 
child, Sontag—she changed her name after her mother’s sec-
ond marriage—saw herself as exceptional: smarter than her 
classmates, so widely read and articulate that she astonished 
her professors. Nevertheless, although certain that she was 
destined for greatness, she was tormented by an abiding fear 
of inadequacy. Moser recounts Sontag’s education, friend-
ships, and sexual encounters; her realization that she was 
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bisexual; and her wide-ranging interests in psychoanalysis, 
politics, and, most enduringly, aesthetics. He offers judicious 
readings of all of Sontag’s works, from her 1965 “Notes on 

‘Camp,’ ” which, according to Nora Ephron, transformed her 
from a “highbrow critic” to “a midcult commodity”; to the late 
novels of which she was proudest. Her private life was stormy. 
At 17, she married her sociology professor, Philip Rieff, after 
they had known each other for 10 days, and within two years, 
she was a mother. Neither marriage nor motherhood suited 
her. Devoid of maternal instinct, she was unable to care about 
anyone, said Jamaica Kincaid, “unless they were in a book.” 
Instead, among her many lovers—Richard Goodwin, Warren 
Beatty, Joseph Brodsky, Lucinda Childs, Annie Leibowitz, to 
name a few—she sought those who would care for her: pub-
lisher Roger Straus, who sustained her “professionally, finan-
cially, and sometimes physically”; and women who kept her 
fed, housed, and clean. Difficulties with basic hygiene, Moser 
notes, “suggest more than carelessness” but rather a persistent 
sense of alienation from her body—and exaltation of her mind.

A nuanced, authoritative portrait of a legendary artist.

WILDHOOD
The Epic Journey From 
Adolescence to Adulthood in 
Humans and Other Animals
Natterson-Horowitz, Barbara & 
Bowers, Kathryn
Scribner (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5011-6469-9  

How adolescents across species learn 
to become grown-ups.

There’s a time in most parents’ lives when they’re tempted 
to throw their teenage children into the nearest well. So it is 
across the animal kingdom when puberty sets in and profound 
changes shape the adolescent being. Write Harvard evolution-
ary biologist Natterson-Horowitz and science journalist Bow-
ers (co-authors: Zoobiquity: What Animals Can Teach Us About 
Health and the Science of Healing, 2012), although puberty is 
thought of as a sexual transformation, it “exerts its hormonal 
effects on every organ system in the body,” enlarging the heart, 
lungs, head, and other features and adding strength and power 
to the form. This allows a human runner to race at newfound 
speeds and affords the great white shark the wherewithal to 
bite something and mean business. Adulthood among all spe-
cies is not confined to just this transformation but also requires 
the initiate to become part of the group. The authors focus 
closely on four quite distinct animals—a king penguin, a spot-
ted hyena, a humpback whale, and a wolf—to examine the 
changes attendant in becoming an adolescent on the way to 
adulthood, with all its perils. As those who were once teenag-
ers well know, it’s a time fraught with danger, to which animal 
species have exhibited similar responses—the phenomenon of 
shoaling, for instance, a “fundamental, lifesaving skill set” that 
illustrates the adage of there being strength in numbers and, 

more to the point, in concerted action, whether for a group of 
reef fish or a squadron of fighter pilots. Sometimes such actions 
are automatic or nearly so, but many require an awareness of 
hierarchy: “Each individual has a place. And the social energy 
that goes into determining those positions is also what holds 
together the hierarchy.” The authors steer clear of excesses of 
ethology or anthropomorphism, and they emphasize that matu-
rity is not a goal but a process.

A lucid, entertaining account of how creatures of many 
kinds learn to navigate the complex world that adulthood 
opens.

THE UNGRATEFUL 
REFUGEE 
What Immigrants Never 
Tell You
Nayeri, Dina
Catapult (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-948226-42-4  

A novelist turns to nonfiction to illu-
minate the refugee experience, focusing 
mostly on her Iranian family but also 

reporting the sagas of many others fleeing poverty and violence.
The word “ungrateful” in the title is intended sarcasti-

cally, even bitterly. For Nayeri (Refuge, 2017, etc.), winner of the 
UNESCO City of Literature Paul Engle Prize, that word sig-
nifies the misguided mindset of privileged individuals in stable 
nations who treat desperate refugees with suspicion, conde-
scension, or even outright cruelty. Those unkind hosts falsely 
believe that refugees expect something for nothing, that maybe 
those fleeing to save their lives will somehow displace welfare 
benefits and jobs in a new land. With inventive, powerful prose, 
Nayeri demonstrates what should be obvious: that refugees 
give up everything in their native lands only when absolutely 
necessary—if they remain, they may face poverty, physical tor-
ture, or even death. The author, who was born during the Ira-
nian Revolution and came to the U.S. when she was 10, grew up 
with her brother in a household run by her physician mother 
and dentist father. However, their relative privilege could not 
keep them safe from Muslim extremists involved in the revo-
lution. Nayeri’s father learned to compromise his principles to 
get along, but her mother rebelled openly, converting to Chris-
tianity. The extremists threatened to kill her and take her chil-
dren, so her mother gathered her children and fled, leaving Iran 
secretly via a risky route. Nayeri’s father stayed behind, even-
tually remarrying and starting a new family. The refugees sub-
sisted for 16 months in squalor, mostly in a compound in Italy. 
Nayeri’s mother, desperately working every angle, used her wits 
and solid education to gain entry to the U.S. The author uses 
some time-shifting to unfold the narrative, which she divides 
into five sections: escape (from Iran), refugee camp, asylum (in 
the U.S.), assimilation, and cultural repatriation.

A unique, deeply thought-out refugee saga perfect for 
our moment.

A unique, deeply thought-out refugee saga 
perfect for our moment.

the ungrateful refugee
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BREATHE 
A Letter to My Sons
Perry, Imani
Beacon (176 pp.) 
$18.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-8070-7655-2  

A distinguished scholar writes to her 
sons about the joy, possibility, and grace 
of black life amid ongoing American 
struggles with race, gender, and class.

Carrying on an iconic legacy of public letters from black writ-
ers—think James Baldwin, Ta-Nehisi Coates, and Kiese Laymon, 
among many others—Perry (African American Studies/Princ-
eton Univ.; Looking for Lorraine: The Radiant and Radical Life of 
Lorraine Hansberry, 2018, etc.) reflects on her family history, tying 
it together with cultural allegories to impress upon her sons the 
precious inheritance found within black social life and the pursuit 
of a livelihood full of “passion, profound human intimacy and con-
nection, beauty and excellence.” A multidisciplinary and acclaimed 
researcher, Perry uses references throughout the slim volume that 
range across centuries and the global black diaspora, across folk-
lore, music, and visual arts as well as the influence of numerous 
faith traditions. “The people with whom you can share the inte-
rior illumination,” she writes, “that is the sacramental bond.” She 
breaks down the structures of violence and marginalization that 
black children face while uplifting the imaginative and improvisa-
tory space for them to focus on their becoming, to not be trapped 
in misnarrated stories or “forced into two dimensions when you 
are in four.” Echoing Baldwin’s distinctive “Letter to My Nephew,” 
Perry emphasizes the critical life discipline of making choices—
not in the shallow sense of choosing success or achievement but 
rather within the depths of the long, historic freedom struggle to 
answer important questions—e.g., “How will you treat your word? 
How will you hold your heart? How will you hold others?” Deeply 
intergenerational, the book blurs intended audiences to call all of 
us to face up to legacies of injustice while insisting on the grace and 
conviviality necessary to imagine just futures.

A masterfully poetic and intimate work that anchors 
mothering within the long-standing tradition of black 
resistance and resourcefulness.

GENDER AND 
OUR BRAINS 
How New Neuroscience 
Explodes the Myths of the 
Male and Female Minds
Rippon, Gina
Pantheon (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5247-4702-2  

An authoritative debunking of the 
notion of a gendered brain.

In her debut book, Rippon (Cognitive Neuroimaging/
Aston Univ., Birmingham) examines sex-difference research 

and finds a dismaying history of bad science and an abundance 
of design flaws, inadequate controls, and innumeracy. Neuro-
sexism abounds, she asserts, citing studies and naming names 
with assurance and a touch of acerbity. She calls misconcep-
tions about gender differences “whac-a-mole” myths: Mistaken 
assumptions, she writes, have “been variously whacked over the 
years but can still be found in self-help manuals, how-to guides 
and even in twenty-first-century arguments about the utility 
or futility of diversity agendas.” Further, research findings are 
often misinterpreted by the press, creating in the public imagi-
nation an inaccurate picture of the so-called “male” or “female” 
brain. Rippon notes that the view of a gendered brain, which 
has a long history, is stubbornly persistent today. She cites both 
social psychologist Gustave Le Bon’s 1895 declaration that 
women “represent the most inferior forms of human evolution” 
and Google engineer James Damore’s 2017 blog about the bio-
logical causes for the absence of women in technology. Looking 
at numerous scientific studies, the author sees surprisingly lit-
tle evidence for brain sex differences in newborns. Rather, she 
argues, the differences in behavior and interests between boys 
and girls, and men and women, can be explained by the impact 
of a gendered world on the human brain. As she notes, gender 
clues surround children from birth. Attitudes and unexamined 
assumptions can be toxic, and toys, sports, clothing, and col-
ors have a powerful impact. Young children, writes Rippon, are 
social sponges, especially attuned to social rules, and their expe-
riences in a pink-vs.-blue world can change the way their brains 
form. Ultimately, her message is that a gendered world will pro-
duce a gendered brain. The result, unfortunately, is that boys 
and girls are shaped with different expectations and are often 
driven down career different paths.

Well-crafted and thoroughly documented, this is a 
must-read for parents, teachers, and anyone of either sex 
who cares for children.

YEAR OF THE MONKEY 
Smith, Patti
Photos by the author
Knopf (192 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-525-65768-2  

This chronicle of a chaotic year filled 
with deep losses and rich epiphanies 
finds the writer and performer covering 
a whole lot of ground.

In terms of the calendar, Smith’s lat-
est memoir has a tighter focus than its predecessors, M Train 
(2015) and Just Kids (2010), which won the National Book Award. 
The titular year is 2016, a year that would begin just after the 
author turned 69 and end with her turning 70. That year, Smith 
endured the death of her beloved friend Sandy Pearlman, the 
music producer and manager with whom she would “have cof-
fee at Caffé Trieste, peruse the shelves of City Lights Bookstore 
and drive back and forth across the Golden Gate listening to 
the Doors and Wagner and the Grateful Dead”; and the decline 
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of her lifelong friend and kindred spirit Sam Shepard. She held 
vigil for Pearlman at his hospital deathbed, and she helped 
Shepard revise his final manuscript, taking dictation when he 
could no longer type. Throughout, the author ponders time and 
mortality—no surprise considering her milestone birthday and 
the experience of losing friends who have meant so much to her. 
She stresses the importance of memory and the timeless nature 
of a person’s spirit (her late husband remains very much alive in 
these pages as well). Seeing her own reflection, she thinks, “I 
noticed I looked young and old simultaneously.” She refers to 
herself as the “poet detective,” and this particular year set her 
on a quixotic quest, with a mysterious companion unexpect-
edly reappearing amid a backdrop of rock touring, lecture tour-
ing, vagabond traveling, and a poisonous political landscape. “I 
was still moving within an atmosphere of artificial brightness 
with corrosive edges,” she writes, “the hyperreality of a polar-
izing pre-election mudslide, an avalanche of toxicity infiltrating 
every outpost.”

A captivating, redemptive chronicle of a year in which 
Smith looked intently into the abyss. (35 photos)

WHOSE STORY IS THIS?
Old Conflicts, New Chapters
Solnit, Rebecca
Haymarket (150 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64259-018-0  

Clarion calls for social and political 
activism.

Readers familiar with Solnit’s most 
recent collections of essays, Call Them 
by Their Names, the winner of the 2018 

Kirkus Prize for Nonfiction, will find more of the same here, 
laced with even more scathing and harsh assessments of our 
world today. In a series of sharp pieces, the author dissects a 
variety of timely topics, especially the sexual harassment and 
discrimination of women and the #MeToo movement as well as 
Native American rights, the anti-gun movement, white nation-
alism, Black Lives Matter, and climate change. Solnit argues 
that we live in a transformative time: “You can see change itself 
happening, if you watch carefully and keep track of what was 
versus is.” She wants to build “new cathedrals for new constitu-
encies.” The names may have changed, but for Solnit, the sto-
ries remain the same. After recalling being sexually harassed by 
a cook when she was a busgirl, she goes on to discuss Harvey 
Weinstein and how some men in power can go to “extraordi-
nary lengths to make somebodies into nobodies,” noting “that 
truth, like women, can be bullied into behaving.” In “Voter Sup-
pression Begins at Home,” Solnit recounts personally observing 
how husbands can “bully and silence and control their wives,” 
even with mail-in ballots. She takes on Brett Kavanaugh and 
Jian Ghomeshi, formerly with CBC, over the “long, brutal tradi-
tion of asserting that men are credible but women are not.” She 
praises Christine Blasey Ford as a “welcome earthquake” for 
speaking out at the Kavanaugh hearing. The author also praises 

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez for her Green New Deal and those 
who helped remove Confederate statues around the country—
though she bemoans the fact “that there are only five statues of 
named women in New York City.” Donald Trump, that “dirtbag 
dragon,” is often held up for scorn.

Despite some repetition, Solnit’s passionate, shrewd, 
and hopeful critiques are a road map for positive change. 
Keep these collections coming.

HATE INC.
Why Today’s Media Makes Us 
Despise One Another
Taibbi, Matt
OR Books (272 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-949017-25-0  

Rolling Stone contributing editor Taibbi 
(I Can’t Breathe: A Killing on Bay Street, 2017, 
etc.) spares neither right- nor left-leaning 
pundits as he inveighs against cable TV 

and other media that treat news as a form of entertainment.
After nearly three decades as a journalist, the author 

reconsiders the message of one of his earliest professional 
touchstones, Noam Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent, in 
which Chomsky argued that censorship in the United States 
wasn’t overt but covert—that news companies simply failed 
to promote people who opposed their aims. Taibbi saw the 
self-censorship in newscasts that courted the widest possible 
audiences with a bland approach he sums up as, “Good evening, 
I’m Dan Rather, and my frontal lobes have been removed. Today in 
Libya.…” The explosion of cable news channels helped to change 
that, but the author argues convincingly that many outlets have 
traded one sin for another. Media companies now shunt view-
ers into “demographic silos” and treat news like pro wrestling, 
fomenting conflict by encouraging people to take sides. Prime 
examples include the Sean Hannity Show on Fox News and the 
Rachel Maddow Show on MSNBC. “Maddow defenders will say 
she’s nowhere near as vicious and deceptive as Hannity and 
therefore doesn’t belong in the same category,” writes Taibbi. 

“But she builds her audience the same way,” by fostering an us 
vs. them mentality. This binary approach narrows debate, dis-
courages the pursuit of complex stories, and leads journalists 
into blunders such as believing that Iraq had weapons of mass 
destruction or implying that the Mueller Report might topple 
the president by the next commercial break. First published 
in online installments, this book—which ends with a spirited 
interview with Chomsky—is less polished than recent works by 
Taibbi that arrived by a more traditional path. But his mordant 
wit is intact, and his message to journalists is apt and timely: 
Not everyone has to win a Pulitzer or Edward R. Murrow 
Award, but, please, have some pride.

An invigorating polemic against tactics the news media 
use to manipulate and divide their audiences.

Despite some repetition, Solnit’s passionate, shrewd, 
and hopeful critiques are a road map for positive 

change. Keep these collections coming.
whose story is this?



FENTANYL, INC. 
How Rogue Chemists 
Are Creating the 
Deadliest Wave of the Opioid 
Epidemic
Westhoff, Ben
Atlantic Monthly (356 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-8021-2743-3  

How a lethal synthetic opioid and its 
manufacturer is creating a global drug 

addiction crisis.
In 2013, investigative journalist Westhoff (Original Gangstas: 

Tupac Shakur, Dr. Dre, Eazy-E, Ice Cube, and the Birth of West Coast 
Rap, 2016) began researching potently addictive street drugs, 
and he learned about Fentanyl and other “novel psychoactive 
substances” while writing about “why so many people were 
dying at raves.” The author describes Fentanyl and synthetic 
drugs (including K2 and Spice) as formerly medically sound pan-
aceas whose formulas were hijacked and re-created with unpre-
dictable potencies and physical effects. The staggering statistics 
he presents tell a much darker tale, as he shows how Fentanyl-
laced cocaine and other new psychoactive substances are killing 
thousands of people. In order to uncover the origin of the epi-
demic and the epic race to develop effective deterrent systems, 
the author seamlessly blends past and present in his profiles of 
Belgian chemist Paul Janssen, who was responsible for Fentan-
yl’s initial development in 1959; police officers; politicians; LSD 
drug kingpins, and St. Louis street dealers. While promising, 
the harm-reduction initiatives remain diluted beneath the shift-
ing weight and influence of political red tape, global capitalism, 
and the biological and psychological bondage of drug depen-
dency. Perhaps most compelling is Westhoff ’s undercover infil-
tration of several rogue Chinese drug operations. Some operate 
covertly, while others are blatantly transparent since China 
offers subsidies to companies manufacturing and distributing 
Fentanyl components. Also fascinating is the author’s charting 
of Fentanyl’s circulation from darknet marketplaces to over-
seas postal stops to regional distribution. While international 
interceptive efforts like “Operation Denial” have helped in the 
apprehension of the upper echelon of major distributors, they 
have failed to collar Fentanyl trafficking network kingpin Jian 
Zhang, who is believed to be largely responsible for the steady 
flow of the drug into the global market. Drawing material from 
official reports, drug databases, scores of interviews, and years 
of personal research, Westhoff presents an unflinching, illumi-
nating portrait of a festering crisis involving a drug industry that 
thrives as effectively as it kills.

Highly sobering, exemplary reportage delivered through 
richly detailed scenarios and diversified perspectives.

EROSION
Essays of Undoing
Williams, Terry Tempest
Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-374-28006-2  

New and previously published essays 
from the well-known conservationist 
alternately rage and despair over national 
policies of land and wildlife conservation.

The election of Donald Trump spelled a dark moment for 
environmentalists like Williams (Writer-in-Residence/Har-
vard Divinity School; The Hour of Land: A Personal Topography 
of America’s National Parks, 2015, etc.), who increasingly sees a 

“world torn to pieces.” The erosion of the protection of public 
lands, most recently that of Utah’s Bears Ears National Monu-
ment, has compelled the author to become increasingly politi-
cal, sometimes to the detriment of her personal life. When her 
longtime husband, Brooke, said that she “was too immersed in 
politics—‘obsessed’ was the word he used—and that it wasn’t 
healthy,” her response was telling: “We have to keep fighting….
It’s not just about our species.” Owls, for which Williams has a 
particular affinity, would agree, as would countless other spe-
cies, such as prairie dogs, wolves, and sage grouse, all of which 
suffer from the erosion of the Endangered Species Act (1973). 
A “totemic act,” it has “never been more relevant and never 
more at risk.” These essays—written between 2016 and 2018 
and mostly high quality—take readers to extraordinary places, 
including the Great Salt Lake and surrounding areas; Jackson 
Hole, Wyoming, where she saw “one constant: pronghorns”; 
the Alaskan Brooks Range (“in the Arctic, global warming is 
not an abstraction”); the Galápagos Islands, where the author 
discovered countless wonders on land and at sea; the Virunga 
Mountains of Rwanda, where she observed gorillas amid a war-
torn country bleeding itself for charcoal production. Elsewhere, 
she writes about how she confronted the religious politics of 
the Latter-day Saint patriarchy in Utah, where she lived, forcing 
her to leave her professorship for the unknown. She also con-
fronts the traumatic, untimely death of her brother by suicide 
in 2018. Though the book contains mostly prose, there is also 
poetry and a long Q-and-A with fellow environmentalist Tim 
DeChristopher.

Not every piece is a winner, but this anthology of grief, 
anger, and even hope capably reflects Williams’ wise voice. 
(This review is printed here for the first time.)
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HUMAN RELATIONS & 
OTHER DIFFICULTIES
Essays
Wilmers, Mary-Kay
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-374-17349-4  

A collection of essays by the London 
Review of Books co-founder, who has 
been its sole editor since 1992.

Throughout, Wilmers (The Eitingons: 
A Twentieth-Century Story, 2010) provides astute characterizations 
of exceptional women, especially writers like Jean Rhys and Joan 
Didion. There are few personal essays from the acclaimed edi-
tor, who came of age during the feminist movements of the 
1960s and ’70s, but one example is the brief opening piece, “I 
Was Dilapidated” (1972), about her struggles with motherhood. 

“I got depressed,” she writes, “because instead of maternal 
goodness welling up inside me, the situation seemed to open 
up new areas of badness in my character.” Most of her essays 
since then—the final piece, about poet Marianne Moore and 
her relationship with her prickly mother, was published in 
2015—demonstrate Wilmers’ occasionally supercilious yet irre-
sistible seduction with the work at hand, plunging readers into 
long, involved pieces about writers’ lives, motivations, and pec-
cadilloes. As John Lanchester, who first met her as an editorial 
assistant in 1987, notes in his ginger introduction, Wilmers is a 
ferocious reviewer, as shown in her more general essays on the 
art of writing obituaries (“Civis Britannicus Fuit”), Pears, the 

“venerable English soap” (“Next to Godliness”), or her own writ-
erly craft (“The Language of Novel Reviewing”). Though the 
daily work of editing the LRB got in the way of the author’s 
own writing (a fate most editors will understand), it is in her 
coverage of women that she truly shines—e.g., “Death and the 
Maiden,” her look at two books on the life of Alice James, sister 
to William and Henry (“being a James was a complicated busi-
ness”). Another notable essay is “Hagiography,” Wilmers’ disap-
proving yet generous take on Rhys’ last years as delineated by 
the novelist’s friend David Plante. While the author’s subjects 
are mostly British and of a certain age, others dear to her heart 
include Patty Hearst and Freud, which should broaden her 
reading audience.

Insightful essays for literary-minded readers.

Insightful essays for literary-minded readers.
human relations & other difficulties



f a l l  p r e v i e w  s p e c i a l  i s s u e

children’s
THE CROSSOVER by Kwame Alexander; 
illus. by Dawud Anyabwile .................................................................41

WAIT, REST, PAUSE by Marcie Flinchum Atkins .............................41

JUST BECAUSE by Mac Barnett; illus. by Isabelle Arsenault .......... 42

THE LIGHT IN THE LAKE by Sarah R. Baughman............................43

MOMENTOUS EVENTS IN THE LIFE OF A CACTUS 
by Dusti Bowling .................................................................................45

BENEATH THE BED AND OTHER SCARY STORIES 
by Max Brallier; illus. by Letizia Rubegni ........................................ 46

DARWIN’S TREE OF LIFE by Michael Bright; 
illus. by Margaux Carpentier ............................................................. 46

THE LONG RIDE by Marina Budhos ................................................. 46

THE RETURN by Natalia Chernysheva ..............................................47

THE FOWL TWINS by Eoin Colfer .....................................................47

RIVER by Elisha Cooper ..................................................................... 49

STORMY by Guojing ............................................................................ 51

HOW DO YOU DANCE? by Thyra Heder ........................................... 51

THE POISON EATERS by Gail Jarrow .............................................. 53

THE BIG BOOK OF MONSTERS by Hal Johnson; 
illus. by Tim Sievert .............................................................................54

LALANI OF THE DISTANT SEA by Erin Entrada Kelly; 
illus. by Lian Cho ................................................................................. 55

ROAR LIKE A DANDELION by Ruth Krauss; 
illus. by Sergio Ruzzier ........................................................................ 57

EMMY IN THE KEY OF CODE by Aimee Lucido ................................ 57

SATURDAY by Oge Mora.....................................................................58

SULWE by Lupita Nyong’o; illus. by Vashti Harrison ........................59

These titles earned the Kirkus Star: THE BEST AT IT by Maulik Pancholy .................................................59

THE NIGHT OF HIS BIRTH by Katherine Paterson; 
illus. by Lisa Aisato ............................................................................. 60

OSCAR SEEKS A FRIEND by Pawel Pawlak; 
trans. by Antonia Lloyd-Jones ............................................................ 60

STRANGE BIRDS by Celia C. Pérez .................................................. 60

ONE FOX by Kate Read .......................................................................61

CHILD OF THE DREAM by Sharon Robinson.....................................61

ASTRONUTS MISSION ONE by Jon Scieszka; 
illus. by Steven Weinberg .....................................................................62

THE PHONE BOOTH IN MR. HIROTA’S GARDEN by Heather Smith; 
illus. by Rachel Wada ...........................................................................63

I, COSMO by Carlie Sorosiak ..............................................................63

HOBGOBLIN AND THE SEVEN STINKERS OF RANCIDIA 
by Kyle Sullivan; illus. by Derek Sullivan ......................................... 64

ONE IS A LOT (EXCEPT WHEN IT’S NOT) by Muon Thi Văn; 
illus. by Pierre Pratt ............................................................................ 64

STARGAZING by Jen Wang ................................................................ 64

A PLACE TO LAND by Barry Wittenstein; illus. by Jerry Pinkney ...65

CAN YOU HEAR THE TREES TALKING? by Peter Wohlleben ..........65

AMY WU AND THE PERFECT BAO by Kat Zhang; 
illus. by Charlene Chua ....................................................................... 66

STRANGE BIRDS
A Field Guide to
Ruffling Feathers
Pérez, Celia C.
Kokila (384 pp.)
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-425-29043-9

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   f a l l  p r e v i e w  s p e c i a l  i s s u e   |   3 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



4 0   |   f a l l  p r e v i e w  s p e c i a l  i s s u e   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Is it possible to have too many good 
books? Nah—but they can be hard to 
manage. The fall children’s list is immense, 
an astonishing annual event that finds me 
working in increasingly constricted quar-
ters as the books pile up around me. And 
boy, are there some good books in those 
piles. Here are just a few.

Will there ever be a generation of 
children that does not love dinosaur 

books? I hope not. This fall sees excellent offerings for 
dinophiles in diapers all the way up to aspiring middle-
grade paleontologists. Joan Holub and Chris Dicka-
son continue their Hello… board-book series with Hello 
Dinosaurs!, a rollicking read-aloud 
that gracefully incorporates “car-
nivore” without skipping a beat. 
Elementary-age picture-book 
readers will thrill to Dennis No-
lan’s Dinosaur Feathers, a visual 
and sonic treat that presents a 
parade of dinosaurs in evolution-
ary order leading up to modern 
birds. Mike Lowery, meanwhile, 
gives young middle graders a survey of Everything Awe-
some About Dinosaurs and Other Prehistoric Beasts that re-
ally delivers on its claim. Finally, in The First Dinosaur, Ian 
Lendler offers older middle graders a fascinating look at 
the beginnings of the science of paleontology.

Critics often look askance at celebrity books, but this 
fall’s crop includes a handful of good ones. Supreme Court 
Justice Sonia Sotomayor, who has Type 1 diabetes, pens a sen-
sitive, cheerful exploration of disability and chronic illness, 
encouraging children to Just Ask! As illustrated by Rafael 
López, the children who answer readers’ imagined questions 
are a notably and refreshingly diverse group. Oscar winner 
Lupita Nyong’o introduces children to Sulwe, a dark-skinned 
black girl who learns to see her own beauty. Vashti Harrison 

contributes darkly luminous illustra-
tions that bring Sulwe to life. And for 
middle graders, TV, film, and stage ac-
tor Maulik Pancholy’s semiautobio-
graphical The Best at It gives them the 
story of queer Indian American sev-
enth grader Rahul Kapoor, who sees 
becoming a Mathlete as his way to 
beat middle school. 

Perhaps most exciting, this fall 
sees a blossoming of books by Indige-

nous authors and illustrators, long largely overlooked by the 
industry. There are such established creators as Julie Flett 
(Cree/Métis), whose picture book Birdsong presents a love-
ly, quiet story of intergenerational friendship, and archae-
ologist Eldon Yellowhorn (Piikani), who, with co-author 
Kathy Lowinger (who is white), de-
livers a powerful Indigenous look at 
North American history for middle 
graders. Joining them are several cre-
ators new to children’s books. Sibert 
honoree Traci Sorell (Cherokee) col-
laborates with two of them: illustra-
tor Weshoyot Alvitre (Tongva/Scots-
Gaelic), who depicts life At the Moun-
tain’s Base, Sorell’s story of a fictional 
Native woman in the U.S. military 
during World War II; and co-author 
Charlene Willing McManis (Umpqua), who is, sadly, de-
ceased but whose family’s relocation from Oregon to Los 
Angeles after the U.S. government declares their tribe “ter-
minated” forms the basis for Indian No More. 

The picture-book debuts are particularly bountiful. Jen-
nifer Leason and her great-uncle Norman Chartrand (both 
Salteaux-Métis Anishinaabek) team up for a bilingual pic-
ture book that recalls a moment from Chartrand’s youth 
in Blueberry Patch / Mayabeekmaneeboon. Kevin Noble Mail-
lard (Mekusukey Seminole) celebrates the resilience of Na-
tive foodways with Fry Bread; Peruvian American illustrator 
Juana Martinez-Neal contributes illustrations that sensitive-
ly depict the vigorous diversity within America’s Native na-
tions. And author Brittany Luby (Anishinaabe) and illustra-
tor Michaela Goade (Tlingit) contribute Encounter, which 
provocatively imagines an alternative first contact in which 
Indigenous Fisher meets European Sailor and colonization 
does not ensue. 

For middle graders, novelist Christine Day (Upper 
Skagit) sensitively explores family separation in I Can Make 
This Promise, the story of biracial Edie (Suquamish/Du-
wamish and white), whose investigations into her mother’s 
past fuel her coming-of-age. With assistance from his wife, 
Elaine (Cree and Chipewyan), and Mindy Willett (who is 
white), Cree elder Henry Beaver shares his traditions with 
his grandchildren and readers in Sharing Our Truths / Tapwe, 
Tessa Macintosh’s photographs showing the family har-
vesting salt, trapping beaver, and more.

Let us hope that 2020 sees a continuation of this new at-
tention to Native creators; for now, happy reading!  —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

the fall bounty of 
children’s books

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



THE CROSSOVER 
Alexander, Kwame
Illus. by Anyabwile, Dawud
HMH Books (224 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-328-96001-6
978-1-328-57549-4 paper  

This graphic-novel adaptation of 
Alexander’s 2015 Newbery Medal win-
ner offers powerful visuals to an already-
cherished narrative of teenage black 

boys navigating the game of life.
The tale follows a year in the life of the Bell family, with 

Chuck “Da Man” Bell at the helm as he teaches his twin sons, 
Josh and Jordan, how to follow in his star-studded footsteps. 
Josh “Filthy McNasty” Bell takes the lead in narration, provid-
ing readers with in-depth court play-by-play as he deals with 
the growing pains of adolescence, balancing brotherhood and 
his own becoming. Myriad poetic forms appear throughout. A 
portion embrace rhyme, with a hint of old-school flow recall-
ing hip-hop’s golden era. Veteran comics illustrator Anyabwile 
brings an expansive range of black-boy emotional expressive-
ness to the page, accompanied by a striking attention to detail 
and pop-cultural reference. Just check the fresh barber lines on 
display or the true-to-life illustrations of beloved athletes and 
musicians such as LeBron James, Kevin Durant, Lil Wayne, 2 
Chainz, and more. Eschewing the traditional paneled look of 
the graphic-novel form creates a dynamic flow between the 
scenes. These are sectioned out into basketball-appropriate 
quarters and dotted with Chuck’s inspirational Basketball 
Rules, such as this excerpt of No. 3: “The sky is your limit, sons. 
Always shoot for the sun and you will SHINE.” These messages 
grow ever more resonant as readers approach the climax of this 
heartwarming story.

Flashy and engaging with emotional depth—a slam-
dunk thrill. (Graphic fiction. 10-12)

OUT TO GET YOU
13 Tales of Weirdness and 
Woe
Allen, Joshua
Illus. by Coleman, Sarah J.
Holiday House (176 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-8234-4366-6  

A collection of curious incidents—13, 
naturally—for unsuspecting readers. 

A friend mysteriously vanishes. A kid 
runs into the devil on the way to school. The figures on a street 
sign change places. A stain on the school cafeteria’s floor is more 
than just a stain—it has a mouth. A straight-laced teacher gets 
a creative form of discipline for her “problematic” classroom-
management style. Paper-towel dispensers produce ominous 
messages. Someone’s missing marker is used to make art that 

brings to life a new invasive species. Even the shadows get bad 
ideas. For everything, there’s a price or a consequence. Which 
kids can beat the odds and figure out a way for their lives to go 
back to normal? Or, is normal the real myth in this wondrously 
eerie world? Allen’s debut is mostly plot-focused, a quick (but 
not too quick) relay race from story to story—the longest of 
which spans 15 pages. Mostly creepy instead of bone-chillingly 
terrifying, the collection’s overall tone is more Twilight Zone 
than Scary Stories To Tell in the Dark. It’s also a textbook example 
of how horror contextualizes social anxieties, particularly those 
relevant to school-aged youth. Coleman mixes hand lettering 
with scratchy, sketchy linework to create single- or double-page 
black-and-white illustrations that accentuate each story. With 
a lack of racial descriptors, the cast presumes a white default.

Tasty, bite-sized bizarreness for brave preteens. (Horror. 
9-12)

WAIT, REST, PAUSE 
Dormancy in Nature
Atkins, Marcie Flinchum
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$27.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019  
978-1-5415-6192-2

Plants and animals have many dif-
ferent ways to enter dormancy, using minimal energy when 
weather extremes or seasonal changes require a pause. 

Many books for young children address the concept of 
hibernation, but Atkins develops the concept further, introduc-
ing the many different forms dormancy takes. Her simple, sec-
ond-person text asks readers to imagine being a tree, ladybug, 
Arctic ground squirrel, chickadee, or alligator in cold weather 
or an earthworm in a drought. She describes the situation that 
leads to a timeout, repeating the line, “You would pause,” then 
tells what happens next: Leaves unfurl, ladybugs “wiggle awake,” 
ground squirrels’ heartbeats “quicken,” chickadees fly, alligators 
come out to sun themselves, and earthworms “moisten [their] 
skin…and squirm.” She makes clear that this resting state may 
last anywhere from a few hours to a season. Large, close-up pho-
tographs from various sources show the trees and animals and 
the weather conditions that prompt these activities. Helpful 
backmatter explains the different forms of dormancy, including 
diapause, hibernation, torpor, brumation, and estivation, for 
older readers. Here, the author gives further detail about dor-
mancy in volcanoes as well as seeds and deciduous trees, and she 
mentions that, contrary to popular knowledge, some scientists 
use the word “torpor” to describe bears in winter. The attractive 
design uses display type to highlight the action words. 

A refreshingly original exploration of a physical process 
both common and important in the natural world. (further 
reading, photo acknowledgments) (Informational picture book. 
4-9)
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THE PENCIL
Avingaq, Susan & Vsetula, Maren
Illus. by Chua, Charlene
Inhabit Media (36 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77227-216-1  

When their mother leaves to help a 
neighbor, siblings Susan, Rebecca, and Peter are surprised when 
their father opens his wife’s wooden box of special things.

With Anaana gone from their iglu, the children play all their 
usual games: a jumping contest, blindfolded hide-and-seek, 
drawing on the ice window, and playing with the dolls their 
grandmother has made for them, but soon all three become 
bored. However, Ataata surprises them by opening Anaana’s 
wooden box and taking out her pencil! He hands it and a piece 
of paper to Susan, the oldest and narrator, so she can draw. Soon, 
the other children each have a turn with the pencil, but with 
the paper full, they draw on the back of an empty tea box. Ata-
ata must sharpen the pencil with his knife, making the pencil 
much smaller; Susan wonders what will happen when Anaana 
returns. Authors Avingaq and Vsetula understand life in Nuna-
vut, Canada, and embed in the story the importance of being 
responsible for belongings and caring for them wisely. A help-
ful glossary of the Inuktitut words (italicized on first reference 
within the story) is included in the backmatter. Chua depicts a 
close, loving Inuit family dressed in furs; a traditional ulu and 
seal-oil lamp can be seen along with a European kettle in the 
cozy interior.

A breath of warmth from the far north. (Picture book. 5-7)

JUST BECAUSE 
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Arsenault, Isabelle
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-7636-9680-1  

A child sits under the covers in the 
dark, calling out questions to a patient 
and inventive parent.

“Why is the ocean blue?” “What is the rain?” “Why do the 
leaves change color?” Caregivers and children can both iden-
tify with this familiar evening exchange. Never resorting to the 
titular phrase, the dad in this impressive picture book supplies 
incredibly imaginative, improvisational answers. The ocean’s 
blue because at night, “the fish take out guitars…[and] sing sad 
songs and cry blue tears.” Rain is actually the “tears of flying 
fish.” Leaves change color because “in autumn, when the world 
gets colder, the trees keep warm by setting quiet little fires in 
their leaves. / By winter, their branches have all burned up.” The 
exacting, exquisite phrasing electrifies readers, and full-bleed 
illustrations pull them into an extraordinary alternate universe. 
The child’s big questions hover in enormous, colored bubbles 
atop a black background with the cozy bedtime scene. Answers 
appear on a double-page spread that follows, the father’s words 

floating inside smaller white bubbles set on the fantastical 
rendering. Matte paper, flat colors, conventional type, and a 
mid-20th-century look to the light-skinned people conjure a 
retro feel, allowing the unexpected, original answers to stand 
out even more.

Charming, playful, and extraordinary imaginings will 
galvanize young minds to find inspired answers to their 
own questions. (Picture book. 6-10)

ME AND MRS MOON
Bate, Helen
Illus. by the author
Otter-Barry (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-91095-994-7  

A child worriedly looks on as an 
older neighbor begins to exhibit signs of 
dementia in this British import.

Drawing both actual incidents and 
tender, loving tone from Martin Slevin’s memoir, Little Girl in 
the Radiator (2012), Bate views through the eyes of young Maisie 
a pattern of increasingly erratic behavior by her beloved friend 
Mrs Moon. The lapses begin with the kindly ex-nurse’s discom-
bobulating appearance in a coat with ripped-off sleeves and 
escalate to a noisy assault with a hammer on a radiator in the 
belief that there is a child trapped inside. That last finally spurs 
Maisie’s parents to contact Mrs Moon’s daughter in Australia. 
The tale is a bit wordy, the text incorporating blocks of nar-
rative, a list of common symptoms of dementia, and dialogue 
balloons. Nevertheless, the author leaves adequate space in her 
rounded panels for faces smiling and anxious, for memories of 
happier times, for hugs and tears—and for flashing lights in the 
scariest moment, when Mrs Moon causes a kitchen fire. In the 
wake of Maisie’s perceptive comment that “she’s trying so hard 
to make sense of the world, and she just doesn’t understand it 
any more,” Mrs Moon’s daughter tells the relieved child that 
she’ll be taking her mother back to Australia rather than leav-
ing her in a senior home among strangers. Except in one crowd 
scene, faces are white throughout.

Poignant, loving, informative, and consoling alike for 
children in similar situations. (resources) (Graphic fiction. 
8-12)
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SPIT
What’s Cool About Drool
Batten, Mary
Illus. by Braithwaite, James
Firefly (64 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $8.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-2281-0226-7
978-0-2291-0232-8 paper  

A stream of information about sali-
va’s host of forms and functions.

Why think about spit? For one thing, the biodiversity of 
oceans and rainforests may get plenty of notice, but as Batten 
writes, “you have a diverse natural ecosystem right inside your 
mouth.” For another, “whether your food is going down (when 
you’re eating) or up (when you’re barfing), there are five kinds 
of salivation.” Along with dipping into the biota and biology 
of spit, venom, and related substances, the author introduces 
relevant scientists and others, from Ivan Pavlov to baseball 
spitballer Elwin Charles “Preacher” Roe, as well as a host of 
animal spitters, including snakes, mosquitoes (“the only crea-
tures that can suck and spit at the same time”), and venomous 
shrews. Saliva’s roles in both healing and in spreading disease 
also come in for look overs, and a final chapter gathers up com-
petitive spitting events involving not just watermelon seeds, 
but also crickets and kudu poop. The lively color stock photos 
and crudely drawn pen-and-ink figures make an ill-fitting mix 
but do catch the tang of the narrative. Still, in comparison to 
Dawn Cusick’s blatantly titillating Get the Scoop on Animal Snot, 
Spit and Slime! (2016), Batten goes for a more-measured blend of 
gross and intellectual grist. Human figures are rare, but there is 
some diversity in the cast.

A lot to digest—but easy to chew, swallow, and regurgi-
tate. (introduction, index) (Nonfiction. 9-11)

THE LIGHT IN 
THE LAKE 
Baughman, Sarah R.
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-316-42242-0  

While Addie’s close-knit family and 
rural Vermont community grieve her 
twin’s accidental drowning in Maple 
Lake last winter, only Addie knows why 
Amos ventured onto the ice that night.

Addie, a future aquatic biologist, scoffed when Amos 
insisted a large creature lived in the lake. Joining a scientific 
team investigating Maple Lake for the summer allows her to 
revisit what she regrets dismissing. Her parents and extended 
family cherish the pristine lake too, but Addie’s eagerness to 
explore it troubles them and limits the time she can devote to 
raising a 4-H calf with her cousin, Liza. (Their fathers grew up 
on the dairy farm Liza’s family runs). All are reluctant to believe 
Maple Lake’s in trouble, but there’s no denying the evidence 
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Everyone in Minh Lê’s family shares a deep-seated 

love of storytelling.

“In our home, we have a saying, almost like a fam-
ily slogan, that’s ‘All the time is story time,’ ” says Lê, 
who lives in Washington, D.C., with his wife and two 
boys, ages 4 and 7. “It’s partially because our boys al-
ways want us to read to them—or, if we have five min-
utes in the car, to make one up.

“It doesn’t matter what the conditions are or the 
environment is,” he says. “You have the ability to tell 
a story at any time, anywhere.”

The papa moose protagonist in Lê’s latest, The 
Perfect Seat (Disney-Hyperion, Nov. 12), learns the 
truth of those words when he discovers, after an 
exhaustive search around town, that the “perfect 

seat” for reading with his calf is—literally—under 
his nose.

But first the duo must inventory and assess the 
possibilities. These include an oversized armchair, a 
fire hydrant, a three-legged chair discarded in an alley, 
and the futuristic “Stylemaster 3000” prominently 
displayed in a store window. These seats are, respec-
tively, “Too Big. / Too Small. / Too Old. / Too New,” Lê 
writes, while a tree, a mouse tea party, a piece of mod-
ern art, and a Napoleonic monument are, “Too Tall. / 
Too Small. / Too Funky. / Too Fancy.”

Simple and sweet, The Perfect Seat is, according to 
Kirkus, “a sort of metafictive prequel to the act chil-
dren and caregivers are engaging in in reading this 
very book” that’s “delightfully presented.”

“I tried my best to strip the manuscript down to its 
bare essentials, to let the illustrator work their magic 
and go from there,” says Lê, whose story was claimed 
by one of his favorite children’s book illustrators, Aus-
tralian author and artist Gus Gordon (Somewhere Else, 
2017, etc.). “I wanted to see what Gus could infuse it 
with, so he could invest himself in it as well.” 

Working in watercolor, pencil, crayon, and col-
lage, Gordon decided to make the characters moose. 
He also added humorous endpaper maps so readers 
could trace their amusing exploration across town. 

“He turned the very simple concept book about 
spending the day together into the story of these 
two distinctive characters,” Lê says, “and it became 
something totally magical through the confluence 
of our efforts.”

Photo courtesy Daniel Corey

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Minh Lê

THE PICTURE-BOOK AUTHOR’S LATEST, THE PERFECT SEAT, IS A 
VALENTINE TO READING AND THE LOVED ONES WE READ ALOUD TO
By Megan Labrise
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By day Lê is an early childhood policy expert for 
the federal government whose efforts support an $8 
billion program providing states with funds to help 
low-income families access child care. After hours 
he fulfills his long-term dream of writing books for 
young readers. 

His 2016 debut, Let Me Finish! illustrated by Isa-
bel Roxas, featured a boy who just wants to read his 
favorite books without interruption. His sopho-
more effort, Drawn Together, illustrated by Caldecott 
Medal winner Dan Santat, was a Kirkus Best Book 
of 2018. It celebrates the power of art as a means of 
connection between a Thai-speaking grandfather 
and his English-speaking grandson.

“What [The Perfect Seat] comes down to, for me, 
is that the fundamental thing about reading is con-
nection—whether you’re connecting with a book or 
you’re connecting with the person you’re reading 
with,” Lê says. “In the story, the two characters are 
focused on the trappings around the reading, and 
they kind of lose sight of what’s important. It’s only 
when they give up on that that they realize all you 
need is yourselves and the book.

“My hope,” he says, “is that you end up with the 
takeaway that the space you’ve created between you 
and the book and the other person you’re reading 
with, no matter where it is—that is the perfect seat.”

The Perfect Seat was reviewed in the July 15, 2019, issue.

Addie produces with the Chinese American lead scientist’s son, 
Tai. Also 12, Tai’s a likable city kid who reminds her of Amos. 
Addie shares her brother’s theory with Tai, and this—with 
the water samples they’ve collected—points to an unexpected 
source for the lake’s problems. Tai shares her concern; he’s seen 
pollution’s impact when in China. Addie’s close-knit, homoge-
nous (presumably white) community wants to blame superstore 
construction and overdevelopment for the pollution, but not 
all problems come from outside. Baughman convincingly por-
trays the varied reactions to the findings as well as everybody’s 
desire for the lake to thrive. Without a villain to blame or super-
hero offering easy solutions, the book offers appealing charac-
ters whose opposing interests embody what’s at stake. 

Compassionately told, this compelling debut brings to 
life conservation issues and choices young readers will con-
front as adults. (Fiction. 8-12)

MOMENTOUS EVENTS 
IN THE LIFE OF 
A CACTUS 
Bowling, Dusti 
Sterling (272 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-4549-3329-8 
Series: Life of a Cactus 

In the sequel to Insignificant Events 
in the Life of a Cactus (2017), Aven Green 
confronts her biggest challenge yet: sur-

viving high school without arms.
Fourteen-year-old Aven has just settled into life at Stage-

coach Pass with her adoptive parents when everything changes 
again. She’s entering high school, which means that 2,300 new 
kids will stare at her missing arms—and her feet, which do 
almost everything hands can (except, alas, air quotes). Aven 
resolves to be “blasé” and field her classmates’ pranks with 
aplomb, but a humiliating betrayal shakes her self-confidence. 
Even her friendships feel unsteady. Her friend Connor’s moved 
away and made a new friend who, like him, has Tourette’s syn-
drome: a girl. And is Lando, her friend Zion’s popular older 
brother, being sweet to Aven out of pity—or something more? 
Bowling keenly depicts the universal awkwardness of adoles-
cence and the particular self-consciousness of navigating a dis-
ability. Aven’s “armless-girl problems” realistically grow thornier 
in this outing, touching on such tough topics as death and 
aging, but warm, quirky secondary characters lend support. A 
few preachy epiphanies notwithstanding, Aven’s honest, witty 
voice shines—whether out-of-reach vending-machine snacks 
are “taunting” her or she’s nursing heartaches. A subplot explor-
ing Aven’s curiosity about her biological father resolves with a 
touching twist. Most characters, including Aven, appear white; 
Zion and Lando are black.

Those preparing to “slay the sucktastic beast known as 
high school” will particularly appreciate this spirited read. 
(Fiction. 12-14)
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BENEATH THE BED 
AND OTHER 
SCARY STORIES 
Brallier, Max
Illus. by Rubegni, Letizia
Acorn/Scholastic (64 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  $23.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-31853-1
978-1-338-31854-8 PLB 
Series: Mister Shivers 

A series debut with five screamworthy short stories. 
Acquired from a strange box left at pseudo-author Mr. Shiv-

ers’ doorstep, the tales are initially introduced via a note to read-
ers. Presented in a mix of first- and third-person narration, the 
tales run the gamut of eerie episodes. Classmates dare siblings 
John and Beth to visit a haunted house at night. A child feels 
a hair in the bottom of their stomach. A creepy statue draped 
with a tattered quilt haunts a living room. Oliver leaves his toys 
outside in the rain, but when he looks outside they’ve moved. 
Lucy hears scraping at the window at night, but mom and dad 
say it’s just a tree. Brallier’s (The Last Kids on Earth and the Cosmic 
Beyond, 2018, etc.) strong horror chops translate well into this 
Scary Stories To Tell in the Dark–lite package for early chapter-
book readers. Rubegni mixes high-contrast spot and full-page 
illustrations, positioning sharply outlined characters against 
smudgy charcoal backgrounds. The atmospheric, full-color 
illustrations also aid in decoding. Each page contains fewer 
than 10 sentences; longer sentences are broken up in multiple 
lines with ample leading. Occasional words are set in boldface 
for emphasis and add a little extra thrill factor to the well-paced 
plots. The final page includes instructions on how to draw Oli-
ver’s teddy bear as well as a few simple creative prompts.

Simplified spooks for the we-want-it-just-scary-enough 
crowd. (Early reader/horror. 5-7)

DARWIN’S TREE 
OF LIFE 
Bright, Michael
Illus. by Carpentier, Margaux
Crocodile/Interlink (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 19, 2019
978-1-62371-919-7  

Both an introduction to Darwin-
ian concepts and an exploration of the 

Earth’s life.
Even before explanations of natural selection and species 

origin, there is a helpful “Geological Time Chart” that explains 
eon, era, period, and epoch. Following these, double-page 
spreads show examples of animals, plants, and protists (which 
are neither) both extant and extinct on the branches of a tree 
that begins with one-celled organisms and moves into and 
beyond the category called “Skillful Mammals.” The illustra-
tions and layout are spectacular. Stylized animals and plants are 
solid blocks of color against gradated blue backgrounds. Each 

spread is headed in sinuous display type; a vibrantly hued tree 
branch snakes across the page, creating spaces for flora and 
fauna and fascinating facts about them. Who knew that tardi-
grades can live for 30 years without eating? And how sly to note 
that both rats and humans have conquered the world with their 
generalized diets. The graceful, accessible text respects its read-
ers. Early on, it asserts that “the first living things were simple 
cells, which were different from non-living things because they 
could make copies of themselves.” Words not defined within the 
text are captured in an appropriate glossary. There are several 
references to climate change, the first noting how green plants 
cooled the planet about 450 million years ago. The text strikes 
an excellent balance between upholding scientific research and 
noting its limits as well as its ongoing, self-correcting, nature.

Darwin would approve. (index) (Informational picture book. 
8-12)

THE LONG RIDE 
Budhos, Marina
Wendy Lamb/Random (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-553-53422-1
978-0-553-53423-8 PLB  

A quiet but stirring historical novel 
about the awkward, thrilling, and often 
painful moments that make middle 
school a pivotal time.

It’s 1971, and best friends Jamila, 
Josie, and Francesca are excited to start seventh grade. But 
when their school district decides to bus the students in their 
northern Queens neighborhood to a middle school in pre-
dominantly black southern Queens in an attempt to desegre-
gate New York City schools, their trio threatens to fall apart. 
Though their multicultural identities in a predominantly white 
neighborhood have united them in the past—Jamila is white 
and Bajan, Josie is Latinx and Jamaican, Francesca is black and 
white—their families’ and community’s divisions over the new 
policy chip away at their camaraderie. Along with all of the usual 
adolescent milestones, including first love, juggling old friend-
ships and new, and moments of burgeoning independence from 
parents, Budhos deftly explores the tensions that pulled at the 
seams of the fraught and divided city during this time. Jamila’s 
narration is thoughtful, capturing the growing pains of seventh 
grade and the injustices, big and small, that young adolescents 
face. She portrays with nuance the ways multiracial identities, 
socio-economic status, microaggressions, and interracial rela-
tionships can impact and shape identity.

Readers will find a powerful window into the past and, 
unfortunately, a way-too-accurate mirror of the present. 
(Historical fiction. 9-12)
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Budhos deftly explores the tensions that pulled at the 
seams of the fraught and divided city.

the long ride



THE TORNADO
Burt, Jake
Feiwel & Friends (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-250-16864-1  

What do you do when the school 
bully is also the principal’s son?

For fifth grader Bell Kirby, the answer 
involves devising many systems and 
routes to help him avoid crossing paths 
with the bully, Parker Hellickson. He 

keeps them all in the notebook that’s never far from his arms. 
And he’s had plenty of time to work these systems out—Parker 
has been bullying him since the beginning of fourth grade, ever 
since Bell accidentally broke Parker’s toe and kept him out of a 
soccer tournament. Bell’s systems mostly work—until Daelynn 
Gower, a former home-schooler with multicolored hair, moves 
to town. Daelynn refuses to change herself to avoid trouble, 
and she soon becomes a target. But when Parker expects Bell 
to join in on the torment, Bell has a choice to make. Does he 
play it safe, or does he join with his real friends in standing up to 
Parker and proving to everyone, even the principal, that Parker 
is a bully? Gracefully folded into this tale are themes of friend-
ship, accountability, engineering, and cooperation, and there is 
even a discussion on what life was like for Leonardo da Vinci. 
Even with a wide range of topics, Burt keeps the plot lively and 
focused as the very believable kids work to solve their own 
problems through both empathy and logic. The book adheres 
to the white default, with one of Bell’s friends described as hav-
ing dark skin and another with an Asian name.

A satisfying tale of bullying redemption with a STEM 
twist. (Fiction. 10-14)

THE RETURN 
Chernysheva, Natalia
Illus. by the author
Groundwood (36 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-77306-209-9  

A young adult comes home in Chernysheva’s uplifting word-
less picture book.

A lone house stands beside an outstretched tree in a vast, 
empty field. The light-skinned traveler boards a yellow bus, its 
driver just a mere shadow. The yellow bus makes its way through 
the crowded streets of Moscow as buildings and churches loom 
overhead in a mishmash of lines and blank spaces. On and on 
the bus goes until it deposits the traveler onto that vast, empty 
field to make the way to the house, where a small figure tends 
the garden. The gardener—a parent or grandparent, perhaps—
looks up. The giant traveler towers over the minuscule gardener 
in a series of double-page spreads that play with space and per-
spective in unusual ways. Chernysheva’s plain, mostly colorless 
artwork maintains a focus on the long journey and eventual 
reunion thanks to the book’s languid pace. Color (primarily 

red and yellow) emerges during seemingly minor yet significant 
moments, drawing attention to each character’s love for the 
other. A deep embrace and a sweet kiss to the cheek cement the 
relationship between the two adults. The old gardener stirs up 
a pot of warm stew, and the traveler (now the size of a child) sits 
down amid the garden.

As comforting as a home-cooked meal. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE FOWL TWINS 
Colfer, Eoin
Disney-Hyperion (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-368-04375-5 
Series: Artemis Fowl 

With their big brother Artemis off to 
Mars, 11-year-old twins Myles and Beck-
ett are swept up in a brangle with mur-
derous humans and even more dangerous 
magical creatures.

Unsurprisingly, the fraternal Irish twins ultimately prove 
equal to the challenge—albeit with help from, Colfer as omni-
scient narrator admits early on, a “hugely improbable finale.” 
Following the coincidental arrival on their island estate of 
two denizens of the subterranean fairy realm in the persons 
of a tiny but fearsome troll and a “hybrid” pixie-elf, or “pixel,” 
police trainee, the youngest Fowls immediately find themselves 
in the sights of both Lord Teddy Bleedham-Drye, a ruthless 
aristocrat out to bag said troll for its immorality-conferring 
venom, and Sister Jeronima Gonzalez-Ramos de Zárate, black-
ops “nunterrogation” and knife specialist for ACRONYM, an 
intergovernmental fairy-monitoring organization. Amid the 
ensuing whirl of captures, escapes, trickery, treachery, and gun-
fire (none of which proves fatal…or at least not permanently), 
the twins leverage their complementary differences to foil and 
exasperate both foes: Myles being an Artemis mini-me who has 
dressed in black suits since infancy and loves coming up with 
and then “Fowlsplaining” his genius-level schemes; and Beckett, 
ever eager to plunge into reckless action and nearly nonverbal 
in English but with an extraordinary gift for nonhuman tongues. 
In the end they emerge triumphant, though threatened with 
mind wipe if they ever interfere in fairy affairs again. Yeah, right. 
Human characters seem to be default white; “hybrid” is used to 
describe nonhuman characters of mixed heritage.

Like its bestselling progenitors, a nonstop spinoff 
afroth with high tech, spectacular magic, and silly busi-
ness. (Fantasy. 11-13)
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Baseball legend Jackie Robinson, the first black 
player in the sport’s major league, is well known for 
breaking the color barrier—but less so for his behind-
the-scenes role as a civil rights activist who encour-
aged his children to foster their own relationship to 
the burgeoning movement for equality. 

Child of the Dream: A Memoir of 1963 (Scholastic, 
Sept. 3) is his daughter Sharon Robinson’s vividly ren-
dered middle-grade narrative inspired by the family’s 
curation of her father’s personal effects for the open-
ing of the Jackie Robinson Museum in New York, 
named in his honor and scheduled to open in Decem-
ber 2019. (Jan. 31 marked what would have been Jackie 
Robinson’s 100th birthday.) In a recent interview, Rob-

inson says “it was a shift, certainly,” for her to transi-
tion from writing fiction to writing memoir, because 
she had to shift her perspective on herself in order to 
write it. 

The book—which took two years to write—cen-
ters on the Robinson family’s respect for and support 
of the oft-overlooked Children’s Crusade in Birming-
ham, Alabama, during May 1963. Civil rights leaders in 
the city put thousands of their youngest citizens in the 
spotlight to showcase their courage and were met with 
fire hoses, police dogs, and jail. Child of the Dream de-
tails how Sharon and her brothers, David and Jackie 
Jr., raised money to send to the children by way of jazz 
concerts in Stamford, Connecticut, where they were 
living. The book also features rare, intimate photo-
graphs of the Robinson family. 

“We always had the public in on some of the great 
moments and some of the most painful moments of 
my life,” says Robinson. “My dad shared comfortably….
The reason he shared comfortably, what I learned from 
him—many of our experiences can help other families. 
I grew up with that philosophy.” 

Child of the Dream also gives us a front-row seat to 
the Aug. 28 March on Washington, where Jackie Rob-
inson Sr. addressed the crowd. 

“Luckily, it was a time period I was excited to go 
back to,” Robinson says. “I knew my father went down 
South, but I didn’t know when he started working for 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in-
stead of the NAACP. My motivation for writing this 
book is because I wanted to write about the Children’s 

Photo courtesy John Vecchiolla

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Sharon Robinson

THE DAUGHTER OF BASEBALL LEGEND JACKIE ROBINSON RECALLS 
THE CIVIL RIGHTS STRUGGLES OF 1963 IN CHILD OF THE DREAM, HER 
MEMOIR FOR MIDDLE-GRADE READERS
By Joshunda Sanders
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March. My editor at Scholastic talked me into com-
bining it with a memoir. It was the right way to go.”

More than 56 years ago, Robinson adds, the con-
versation about busing had already begun in Stamford. 

“It was fascinating to look back” for a host of reasons, 
she says. “The hard years were actually in front of us. 
My brother [Jackie Jr.] was acting out—he ran away 
but he came back.” As is often the case in memoir, 
Robinson says she was able to see her young self with 
more compassionate eyes. “I found a certificate I re-
ceived in eighth grade social studies. I was a very shy 
girl, not distinguished in any way; I didn’t want to be 
acknowledged, let alone distinguished. It was huge to 
see that I was starting to flourish. I didn’t remember 
that before.”

Robinson says that today’s generation reminds her 
of her young self. When she visits young people in 
classrooms, learning about their lives, she says she is 
inspired by their “lifting their voices and creating their 
own fundraisers. I wanted to share that that is a value 
our family shared. I love that I can go back to a person-
al story but it’s a contemporary problem. We’ve been 
through this before. We do make progress.”

Joshunda Sanders is the author of the children’s book I Can 
Write the World. Child of the Dream received a starred 
review in the June 15, 2019, issue.

RIVER 
Cooper, Elisha
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-31226-3  

A woman travels the length of the 
Hudson River by canoe in Cooper’s 

(Train, 2013) latest, a 12-inch-square picture book.
“Morning, a mountain lake. A traveler, a canoe.” Cooper’s 

text is spare in style yet detailed and lengthy: Paragraphs on each 
spread compete with pencil-and-watercolor illustrations that 
alternate among double-page panoramic landscapes of impres-
sive views, smaller scenes against white space, and miniature 
vignettes of the faceless traveler in motion. The 300-mile solo 
journey itself begins with a question: “Can she do this?” A rock 
rises out of the water—no, “a moose.” There are rapids to brave, 
thunder, cold, a bear cub to avoid, a dam around which to por-
tage (such vocabulary is made clear in context), and many more 
challenges to face. There are also the peaceful joys of “paddling, 
sketching, eating, camping, paddling again,” friendly faces at 
stops along the way, and the assurance that “she is strong, and 
she knows what she’s doing.” The myriad details about the jour-
ney will interest slightly older, outdoorsy children interested in 
adventure and travel. At the conclusion of this beautiful book, 
when the water-weary traveler ends her journey in the arms of 
her loved ones, ready to turn her sketches and words into paint-
ings and a story, readers will feel they have traveled a journey 
themselves, and they just may wonder if they would ever have 
the strength, endurance, bravery and know-how to undertake 
such an endeavor themselves.

Expansive content impressively and beautifully pre-
sented. (author’s note, note on the Hudson River, sources, 
further reading, map) (Picture book. 6-12)

A LIFE MADE BY HAND
The Story of Ruth Asawa
D’Aquino, Andrea
Illus. by the author
Princeton Architectual Press (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61689-836-6  

The simplest objects can turn into 
art when you draw from life, nature, and 
personal passion.

Fascinated by a snail’s shell, gossamer dragonfly wings, and 
a spider’s complex web, Ruth Asawa carefully observed tiny 
details around her family farm, her hands constantly busy with 
found objects such as wire and paper. Simple, straightforward 
text tells how she drew inspiration from Japanese calligraphy, 
dancers who bent their bodies into shapes, and craftsmen in 
Mexico who twisted wire baskets. With this last, Ruth had 
found her medium and her lifelong obsession. Her own wire 
structures became graceful, weightless works of art, looped 
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structures that invited others to look closely and imagine what 
they see, providing inspiration to future young artists. Charcoal-
and–colored-pencil drawings combine with hand-painted and 
monoprinted paper in a striking collage representation of Asa-
wa’s work. D’Aquino provides close-ups of the snail and drag-
onfly, a landscape layout of basket craftsmen, and a geometric 
kaleidoscope of squares layered upon squares, offering a variety 
of perspectives and media. An author’s note explains her inspi-
ration for the book and offers sobering facts about the Asawa 
family’s internment in various camps—facts that are omitted 
from the story proper. Additional resources enable young art-
ists to discover this artist’s work for themselves and offer step-
by-step instructions to create a folded paper dragonfly.

This distinctive biography brims with artistic vision as 
it informs about a signature sculptor. (Picture book/biography. 
5-8)

THE RABBITS’ REBELLION
Dorfman, Ariel
Illus. by Riddell, Chris
Triangle Square Books for Young 
Readers (64 pp.) 
$12.95  |  Nov. 19, 2019
978-1-60980-937-9  

A narcissistic Wolf King insists that 
rabbits don’t exist in this allegory.

Originally published in England in 
2001 and in North America for the first time with this edition, 
author/playwright/poet/essayist Dorfman’s story speaks clearly 
today. The book’s small trim and the abundant, adroit black-
and-white illustrations throughout point to an audience of chil-
dren. But the story, that of a ruthless, ignorant, vain Wolf King, 
who, after conquering the “land of the rabbits,” announces that 
rabbits have ceased to exist (even though they haven’t), works 
on a second level as well. On the surface, the story is amusing. 
Despite the King’s insistence that there are no rabbits, the pho-
tographs that he has hired an elderly monkey photographer to 
take in order to record “each important act in my life” (“and all 
my acts…are supremely important,” he states) turn out to have 
rabbits peeking slyly from the margins. Even as the Wolf King 
goes to ever crueler lengths to assert his kingly authority and 
to have grander and tougher-appearing photos of himself cir-
culated, the rabbits in the photos become more numerous and 
bolder. The exhausted monkey, bullied by the King’s counsellor, 
tries vainly to erase all the rabbits. The adults in the story obey 
in fear, but the daughter of the elderly monkey speaks the truth 
about rabbits: “Everybody knows they exist.”

A wickedly funny allegory for today’s post-truth era. 
(Fantasy. 4-10)

THROUGH THE 
WATER CURTAIN
Ed. by Funke, Cornelia
Pushkin Press (224 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-78269-200-3  

An anthology of diverse tales that 
stray away from the norm.

This collection of 13 lesser-known 
fairy tales from Europe and Asia begins 

with the Japanese tale of a boy who continually draws cats, 
emphasizing a hero who finds his artistic ability and the life it 
creates. From Germany, the tale of six brothers who turn into 
swans and their sister who saves them by not speaking for years 
presents a different kind of heroine, with patience and quiet 
strength. “The One-Handed Murderer,” from Italy, is a tale of 
a strong, independent woman who saves herself from the titu-
lar villain. The words of these tales create enthralling images, 
transporting readers to earlier times and enchanted worlds. Edi-
tor Funke introduces the collection, explaining her attraction 
to the darker, unorthodox stories. Refreshingly, many of these 
tales differ from the more famous ones that follow a patriarchal, 
middle-class view. Each story has its rebellious hero or heroine 
and an atypical happy ending. After each tale, Funke explains 
why she loves it or how it shaped her novels. Giving context to 
the periods and countries of the tales, she critically analyzes and 
reflects on their conveyed social values.

Denouncing past social norms, these tales are bewitch-
ing. (Folktales. 10-14)

SAM!
Gabriel, Dani
Illus. by Liu-Trujillo, Robert
Penny Candy (52 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-9996584-3-7  

A 9-year-old trans boy comes out to 
his family members, who show their love 
and support for him.

Sam, a boy “filled with dreams and 
spirit and laughter,” isn’t sure how he feels about his older sister, 
Maggie. She bosses him around a lot, but sometimes they have 
fun together riding their bikes. No one but Sam knows that he 
is a boy called Sam, including his sister. Everyone treats him like 
a girl, which makes him feel sad. When one of the kids at school 
upsets Sam, he confides in Maggie about who he is. With her 
help, he tells his family and finds happiness. Palely hued illus-
trations with the look of watercolor depict Sam and his family 
as people of color, and the characters who appear in the back-
ground at Sam’s school reflect a racially and culturally diverse 
world. Gabriel consistently places Sam’s feelings at the center 
and emphasizes that his boyhood isn’t determined by how he 
dresses or plays. While Gabriel acknowledges that Sam’s par-
ents, teachers, and classmates take time to feel comfortable 

A coming-out story radiating warmth and joy.
sam!
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with Sam’s identity, the story concentrates on Sam’s emotional 
journey through sadness and anger to, ultimately, happiness 
that he can be himself rather than on the learning process of 
those around him. Even though Sam and his sister don’t always 
get along, her support for her brother is unflinching and heart-
ening, and their relationship becomes closer because of it.

A coming-out story radiating warmth and joy. (author’s 
note) (Picture book. 5-7)

STORMY 
A Story About Finding 
a Forever Home
Guojing
Illus. by the author
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5247-7176-8
978-1-5247-7177-5 PLB  

This wordless story details the developing friendship 
between a homeless dog and a kind, patient young woman.

The scruffy dog has floppy ears and long, reddish hair, and 
the light-skinned woman has long hair of the same auburn shade. 
The story is set in a modern city and a nearby park with a huge 
tree and a wooden bench that serves as the only shelter for the 
dog at night. When the woman comes to read on the bench, she 
spots the shy dog, gradually befriending the appealing canine 
over several visits by playing with a tennis ball. One night the 
dog follows the woman to her apartment building, waiting 
outside in the rain for her to reappear even as the woman goes 
back to the park in the pelting rain to search for the dog. In an 
emotionally satisfying reunion they find each other outside the 
apartment, and the woman takes the dog into her home. The 
heartwarming conclusion shows the dog sleeping on the end of 
the woman’s bed as morning sunlight streams in the windows. 
Skillfully composed illustrations in a muted palette alternate 
between small panels in rows and full-page spreads with dra-
matic effects in mood and lighting. The narrative is conveyed 
so capably through the compelling illustrations that not a word 
is needed.

A touching tale about the strong emotional connection 
between dog and human. (Picture book. 4-8)

CRYPTID CREATURES
A Field Guide
Halls, Kelly Milner
Illus. by Spears, Rick
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-63217-210-5  

A collection of creepy cryptids for 
the courageous connoisseur.

This alphabetic encyclopedia of 
50 creatures rates each from one to six stars, where one is a 

confirmed hoax (Australia’s Drop Bear, a killer koala conceived 
to scare tourists) and six is a creature once known as a cryptid 
that is now accepted as real (Peru’s Isothrix barbarabrownae, an 
elusive tree squirrel). In addition, Halls classifies each by type: 
aerial, aquatic, humanoid, etc., and offers a comparison to a 
familiar real-world animal (e.g. the Dingonek from Kenya is 

“cat-like”). Along with the date and location of the first putative 
sighting, each entry offers a “factoid,” a summary of eyewitness 
accounts, and usually three black-and-white pencil illustrations: 
the adult beast, its skull, and a baby or juvenile version. Factoids 
are tidbits not included in the eyewitness accounts that usually 
relate the beast’s history. Here and there throughout the text 
are single-page “Cryptid Extras,” including a rundown of cryp-
tid appearances in cartoons and video games and the address 
of the International Museum of Cryptozoology in Portland, 
Maine. A list of cryptids by type, many more than are in this 
volume, a further reading list of books and online articles, and a 
glossary close this fantastical field guide. 

Just enough info to whet the appetites of budding cryp-
tozoologists. (Nonfiction. 8-14)

HOW DO YOU DANCE? 
Heder, Thyra
Illus. by the author
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4197-3418-2  

A simple question—“How do you dance?”—meets resis-
tance from one bespectacled youngster, who’s surrounded by a 
diverse, exuberant cast of characters displaying their signature 
moves in a range of settings and scenarios.

Heder perfectly captures the joy each figure finds in dance 
with muted watercolor-and-pencil illustrations against a white 
background. The serif typeface lends an authoritative air to 
the narrative voice’s descriptions of movement while playful 
hand-lettered text is sprinkled throughout to indicate charac-
ters’ responses to the “official” text. The typography also works 
with the book’s landscape format to emphasize the ways in 
which one might move—“FAST FAST FAST” in blurred italics 
and a drawn-out “sloooo o o o w w w w”—across a horizontal 
axis. The text’s organic, encouraging flow pauses at an official-
looking chart that demonstrates such moves as “the swivel,” 

“the toodle,” and “the scoot” before taking an unexpected and 
delightful pirouette into the surreal: A full-bleed spread shows 
humans, including a dancer in a wheelchair, sharing a dimly lit 
dance floor (complete with disco ball) with dinosaurs, a robot, 
and horses. The reluctant dancer, who is not named or gendered 
by the text, has short dark brown hair and peachy tan skin and 
wears a green pullover with purple shorts and sneakers.

A gleeful, tender celebration of self-expression 
through movement, destined to become a favorite read-
aloud. (Picture book. 3-8)
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5 early readers with beloved 
returning characters

Some familiar faces and well-known authors return 
this fall with new adventures, guiding young readers 
through their first steps beyond picture books.

Let’s Have a Sleepover! by 
Norm Feuti (Scholastic, Sept. 3): 
Hedgehog has invited his friend 
Henry to his first sleepover. 
Exciting! But Henry is anx-
ious about sleeping in a tent in 
Hedgehog’s backyard and a bit 
embarrassed about needing to 
bring his teddy along. Feuti’s 
colorful illustrations and com-
passionate storytelling are well 

matched for young readers anxious about that first 
night away from home.

Rafi and Rosi: Music! by Lulu 
Delacre (Lee and Low, Sept. 17): 
Delacre’s two sibling tree frogs 
are once again exploring their 
native Puerto Rico, this time 
taking in three of the island’s 
native musical styles: bomba, 
plena, and salsa. Music is a per-
fect subject for the pair, and as 
with the previous books in the 
series, Delacre thoughtfully 
blends details of Puerto Rican 

history and culture along with her characters’ antics.

Snail & Worm All Day by Tina 
Kügler (Houghton Mifflin Har-
court, Sept. 24): Kügler’s playful 
(if slow-moving) pals return in 
three brief, witty tales involving 
a bad day, a sleepy turtle, and a 
bedtime story. The pair’s up-
beat and silly repartee is sure to 
provoke a few giggles, and Kü-
gler gives the duo’s patch of the 

wild a sprightly, inviting feel.

Who Is the Mystery Reader? 
by Mo Willems (Hyperion, 
Oct. 1): Willems’ rambunc-
tious batch of squirrels—Zip, 
Zap, Wowie, Zowie, and the 
rest—have come back deter-
mined to start reading. Along 
the way, they pick up a few les-
sons about the history of writ-
ing and bookmaking and share 
a few intentionally groanwor-

thy jokes. (“What is the best way to start reading?” 
“With a letter ‘R’!”)

Penny and Her Sled by Kevin 
Henkes (HarperCollins/Green-
willow, Oct. 29): Penny, Henkes’ 
gentle but adventurous mouse 
heroine, is ready for winter fun, 
but Mother Nature isn’t coop-
erating. What can you do with a 
sled when there’s no snow? Pen-
ny works out a few clever com-
promises that help her manage 
her disappointment. Kirkus 

calls it a “charming tale that’s acutely in touch with a 
child’s thinking and emotions.”

Mark Athitakis is the author of The New Midwest and a 
regular contributor to Kirkus.

By Mark Athitakis
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RISE!
From Caged Bird to Poet of 
the People, Maya Angelou
Hegedus, Bethany
Illus. by Engel, Tonya
Lee & Low (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-62014-587-6  

Maya Angelou: writer, performer, 
activist.

In a foreword, Angelou’s grandson, Colin Johnson, prepares 
readers for a story that is not at all a fairy tale and will inevitably 
prompt conversations. Hegedus’ poem starts with young Maya 
and older brother Bailey heading to Stamps, Arkansas, where 
they will live with their paternal grandmother, Momma Hen-
derson, owner of the local general store. Illustrating Hender-
son’s stoicism in the face of racism, Engel uses the symbolism of 
a scale with Henderson as its fulcrum, Maya weighing down the 
pan on one side as jeering white girls are lifted on the other. The 
children’s brief sojourn with their mother and her boyfriend is 
marred by his sexual abuse—the text alludes to “a visit to the 
hospital”—of young Maya; his shadow on the wall as Maya 
huddles on her bed will haunt readers. Back in Stamps Maya 
discovers her love of reading, powerfully depicted in an image 
that shows words swirling above her head. The narrative con-
tinues, Hegedus’ spare words finding symbolic representation 
in Engel’s oil paintings, as Maya moves through her difficult 
childhood  to emerge as a rare talent with a young son to sup-
port, later to turn her talents to activism. The final page shows 
an African American girl reading and reflecting on Angelou’s 
words; they swirl about her, closing the circle. 

This deeply important story will foster further discus-
sion around racism, sexual abuse, and courage. (timeline) 
(Picture book/biography. 7-12)

A LIKKLE MISS LOU
How Jamaican Poet Louise 
Bennett Coverley Found Her 
Voice
Hohn, Nadia L.
Illus. by Fernandes, Eugenie
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-77147-350-7  

The beauty of Jamaican patois jumps 
off the page in this tale of one of its most acclaimed wielders, 
poet Louise Bennett Coverley. 

As dressmaker’s daughter Louise becomes enamored with 
language, readers see the nascent poet even as the young girl 
deals with the conflicts of balancing what feels like two worlds. 
This struggle will be familiar to children who speak multiple 
languages. In school, Louise is taught standard English, as it is 
the official language of her country, Jamaica, but at home and 
on the streets of Kingston, she is wrapped in the more jovial 

and just as significant Jamaican Creole. The juxtaposition of 
the King’s English and Jamaican patois will make for an early, 
fun lesson in code-switching. “I must say I love the silhouette,” 
one of Louise’s mother’s customers says; “Naw, miss, de frock fit 
you nice,” Louise’s mother replies. Vibrant, playful, sunny-hued 
illustrations depict the people, places, animals, and food that 
are characteristic of Jamaica. English and patois ornamentally 
splashed on a couple of pages serve to give even more life to 
the story and will enable readers to get a glimpse of the world 
through young Louise’s eyes. 

This joyful book celebrates the importance of lan-
guage and taking it as your own, from early. (author’s 
note) (Picture book/biography. 4-8)

THE POISON EATERS 
Fighting Danger and 
Fraud in Our Food and Drugs
Jarrow, Gail
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (176 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-62979-438-9  

If every dish on your table was poi-
soned, would you be so quick to jump at 

the call to dinner?
In posing this question via an extended opening scene, Jar-

row vivaciously draws readers into a world of horrors hiding in 
plain taste. The first half of the book plunges into the story of U.S. 
Department of Agriculture chemist Harvey Wiley, who devoted 
the majority of his working life to combating food adulteration. 
After he conducted a series of studies designed to illustrate the 

“highly poisonous and injurious” nature of preservatives, his 
subjects, dubbed the “Poison Squad,” gained national fame. A 
nearly Dickensian display of Congressional stalling was sub-
verted when renowned magazines corroborated Wiley’s find-
ings, and the publication of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle finally 
pushed into effect the ineffectual but seminal Food and Drugs 
Act of 1906, which marked the first tangible progress toward 
improved food safety. The book’s second half traces a thorny 
path to the workings of the modern FDA, and Jarrow doesn’t 
hesitate to point out ongoing limitations alongside advances. 
Maintaining a matter-of-fact, conversational tone throughout, 
she presents a tantalizing flood of anecdotes and facts, text pep-
pered with old magazine adverts, photographs, and gory details 
aplenty; extensive backmatter encourages further research into 
a subject more than fascinating enough to warrant it. Revolting 
and riveting in turns, Jarrow’s masterfully crafted narrative will 
fundamentally alter how readers view their food.

Though laced with toxins, this is anything but toxic. 
(Chemical descriptions, glossary, timeline, info links, 
author’s note, source notes, bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 
10-17)
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Jarrow’s masterfully crafted narrative will fundamentally 
alter how readers view their food.

the poison eaters



THE BIG BOOK 
OF MONSTERS 
The Creepiest 
Creatures From Classic 
Literature
Johnson, Hal
Illus. by Sievert, Tim
Workman (176 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5235-0711-5  

A thrilling gallery of boojums drawn from the pages, scrolls, 
and clay tablets of literary classics.

Staying in the public domain aside from a few brief excur-
sions, Johnson (Fearsome Creatures of the Lumberwoods, 2015) 
selects 25 monsters and arranges them alphabetically from 

“Apep” and “Beatrice Rappaccini” to “Zahhak” (a cursed king 
from Persian literature with brain-eating snakes growing on his 
shoulders, woohoo!). For each he supplies a two- or three-page 
plot summary that incorporates occasional quotes and a basic 
fact box. Each main entry gets a “Fear Factor” rating designated 
with screaming-skull symbols (Dracula and Guy de Maupas-
sant’s invisible Horla join Zahhak to lead the pack with five; 
the Jabberwock rates just two). In an often fascinating after-
section dubbed “Beyond the Book,” Johnson lays out literary 
or historical background, grants nods to similar tales (such as 
Rabelais’ Gargantua, “a philosophical work and a collection of 
toilet jokes”), or just takes up fascinating tangential topics. His 
range of interests and informal style (“ ‘Don’t worry, I got this,’ 
said Beowulf ”) make him a particularly engaging tour guide, 
and at the end he not only lists more monsters that did not 
make the cut, but also conscientiously cites and discusses his 
classic sources and translations. Sievert goes for lurid effects in 
his illustrations, depicting menacing figures with glowing eyes, 
half-rotten undead, and toothy, slavering monsters.

Readers on the lookout for something wicked this way 
coming will be terrified, grossed out, delighted. (timeline, 
further reading) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

SAUERKRAUT
Jones, Kelly
Illus. by Davey, Paul 
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5247-6595-8
978-1-5247-6596-5 PLB  

A spectral great-great-grandmother 
and a secret sauerkraut recipe trigger 
an exploration of family, identity, and 
community.

Hans Dieter “HD” Schenk is a maker, creating everything 
from a goat obstacle course to a computer of his own design 
to enter into a tech contest at the county fair. HD navigates 
the world as a biracial, bicultural black German American who 
loves Wakanda and who can converse in polite, formal German. 

When, one day, he comes across an old sauerkraut pickling 
crock inhabited by the ghost of his great-great-grandmother, he 
and his family find themselves enlisted in Oma’s project to win 
the fair’s pickle prize with her famous sauerkraut. While Oma 
and the ghost-story vehicle are an ingenious storytelling device, 
the adults seem to accept the ghost almost too readily. However, 
they also do so without shaming or infantilizing HD, his little 
brother, or his friend. The book foregrounds race, culture, and 
identity, but they are not the entirety of the plot. Being black 
and German American is an ongoing negotiation for HD, but 
Jones presents this as a feature and not a bug; as HD says, “I’ve 
had a lot of practice explaining why I don’t look like my dad.” 
Nuanced conversations about aging, disability, language, sexual 
orientation, mental health, race, and culture are hidden in the 
nooks and crannies of every chapter. Davey’s spot illustrations 
enliven the proceedings.

A ghost story full of nuance and depth. (Paranormal 
adventure. 8-12)

THE MANY COLORS OF 
HARPREET SINGH
Kelkar, Supriya
Illus. by Marley, Alea
Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4549-3184-3  

Indian American Harpreet Singh is a 
practicing Sikh and has a different color 

patka, or head covering, for every occasion.
He wears yellow when he feels sunny and cheerful, pink 

when he feels like celebrating, and red when he wants to feel 
brave. When his mother gets a job in a small snowy town across 
the country, Harpreet is apprehensive about the move despite 
his parents’ assurance that it will be an adventure. Harpreet 
begins to wear colors for not-so-happy occasions: He wears blue 
to the airport because he’s nervous and gray when he’s sad. Most 
often of all, however, Harpreet wears white, as he feels shy and 
doesn’t want to be seen. Will Harpreet ever feel like his cheer-
ful self in his new home? Kelkar’s telling of Harpreet’s story is 
crisp and straightforward, and Marley’s bright illustrations tact-
fully and subtly convey cultural differences that make Harpreet 
feel different from and invisible to his peers. In the lunchroom 
scene with all the other children, for example, Harpreet has in 
front of him a large plate of traditional Indian chapati (bread) 
and dal (lentils), whereas his peers are shown munching on 
more “American” dishes (like cake). An afterword by Simran 
Jeet Singh, a scholar and professor of Sikhism, helps contextual-
ize this story for readers who are not familiar with the religion.

This simple yet sensitive story about a child coming to 
terms with things beyond his control will resonate across 
cultures. (Picture book. 3-7)
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Readers on the lookout for something wicked this way 
coming will be terrified, grossed out, delighted.

the big book of monsters
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LALANI OF THE 
DISTANT SEA 
Kelly, Erin Entrada
Illus. by Cho, Lian 
Greenwillow (400 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-274727-3  

A young girl goes on an epic journey 
across the sea.

Twelve-year-old Lalani Sarita lives on 
the fictional island of Sanlagita, where 

people say benedictions to the foreboding Mount Kahna and 
dream of sailing to paradise on Mount Isa. But sailors who 
journey to Isa never return. When a strange creature on Mount 
Kahna grants Lalani a wish, she discovers magic comes with a 
price. After her mother falls ill, the villagers turn on her, and 
with everything in ruins, she runs away in search of Isa and the 
flower that might save everyone. Along the way, she encounters 
creatures and plants, some friendly and some deadly. Lalani 
must overcome many hardships and challenges to create her 
own path. Inspired by Filipino folktales, Newbery Medalist 
Kelly (Hello, Universe, 2017) writes a heroic fantasy about mak-
ing choices, going on a quest, and conquering evil. Though the 
tale is told primarily in the third person, characters develop 
deeply through revealed thoughts and actions. Each charac-
ter adds another layer to the story, all facing their own issues, 
such as finding courage, patriarchy, and gender roles. Scattered 
throughout the novel are short, beautifully illustrated second-
person vignettes allowing readers to imagine they are the myth-
ical creatures Lalani encounters, adding yet another layer of 
depth and fantasy to the story.

Fast-paced and full of wonder, this is a powerful, grip-
ping must-read. (Fantasy. 9-12)

MORE TO THE STORY
Khan, Hena
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster
(272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4814-9209-6  

Four sisters in a Muslim, Pakistani 
American family star in Khan’s (Amina’s 
Voice, 2017) 21st-century update to a 
beloved classic of American literature.

The narrator is Jam (short for 
Jameela), a seventh grader bent on becoming a journalist. Her 
family newsletter, Mirza Memos, is all hers, but on the school 
newspaper she fights to make her voice heard about publishing 
important subjects. Her older sister, Maryam, is in high school. 
Maryam’s beauty is what people notice, but she is also studious, 
responsible, and caring. The youngest, Aleeza, brings out the 
worst of Jam’s temper, while gentle Bisma brings out Jam’s pro-
tective, loving instincts. Exit Baba (their father) for an interna-
tional work contract; enter Ali, a cute British Pakistani boy who 

befriends all the girls, but especially Jam. Add money problems 
and the sudden discovery of a serious illness for Bisma, and you 
have a carbon copy of Little Women that feels comfortingly famil-
iar yet also entirely new, like an old friend given a makeover. The 
characters are believable and endearing, and their problems are 
emotionally weighty. The ways they find to support each other 
through difficulties, to fight, and to forgive highlight the rea-
sons why Little Women still finds adoring fans. Cultural content 
such as Jam’s article on microaggressions and the Mirza family’s 
no-dating rule (despite Ali’s flirtation) add interest as well.

A delightful concept well executed, this volume is sure 
to find many fans. (Fiction. 8-12)

RIGHT SIDE UP
Adventures in Chelm
Kimmel, Eric A.
Illus. by Brown, Steve
Apples & Honey Press (96 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-68115-548-7  

This book of folktales has a message, 
and it may not be inspirational: Anyone 
can be a Chelmite.

Many people know the origin story 
of Chelm. As Kimmel puts it: “God called the angels and said to 
them, ‘Take these sacks and spread the souls [inside] through-
out the world.’ ” But a sack of fools tore open in transit, and they 
all landed in the same village. Kimmel’s Chelmites are a very 
diverse group. He writes: “Some readers may be surprised to 
encounter a woman rabbi and people of color in a Chelm story. 
That would have been highly unusual in Eastern Europe of the 
time, and the original Chelm stories reflected their time. So 
should ours.” Brown’s drawings make the wide variety of char-
acters instantly lovable in just a few lines. The author embel-
lishes the stories in ways that might startle people familiar with 
more-traditional versions. These Chelmites tore the sack them-
selves, clamoring to see where they were going. Some passages 
appear to be brand new. The Chelmites say morning prayers at 
all times of day or night, in case they get snowed in at daybreak. 
This leads the rabbi to make a truly lovely speech: “God always 
hears our prayers, no matter when we say them. And the beauti-
ful snow is a blessing from Heaven, so why not enjoy it?” 

Purists may be puzzled at first, but readers will find 
themselves loving these Chelmites. (Folktales. 4-7)



5 middle grade books 
about world war ii

Encompassing soldiers, children, and saboteurs 
in Europe and the homefront, these books offer a 
variety of perspectives on the perils and heroism of 
World War II.

Torpedoed: The True Story of 
the World War II Sinking of 
“The Children’s Ship” by Deb-
orah Heligman (Henry Holt, 
Oct. 8): Heligman relates the 
captivating, harrowing tale of 
the SS City of Benares, which 
was ferrying a group of English 
children to Canada in Septem-
ber 1940 when it was sunk by 
a German U-boat. Using inter-
views with survivors and their 

families, Heligman delivers a you-are-there urgency 
and child’s perspective to the catastrophe.

Allies by Alan Gratz (Scho-
lastic, Oct. 15): D-Day is ap-
proaching, and a host of char-
acters are preparing for the 
war’s pivotal moment, includ-
ing a medic, a soldier, a para-
trooper, and a spy. Weaving 
in historical details and maps 
along with the novel’s story-
telling, Gratz captures “the 
horrors of war and the deci-
sions and emotions it entails,” 

Kirkus says in a starred review.

Infinite Hope by Ashley Bryan 
(Atheneum/Simon & Schuster, 
Oct. 15): Bryan was a 19-year-
old budding artist in 1943 when 
he was drafted into the Army. 
This touching memoir, lavish-
ly illustrated with drawings, 
paintings, letters, and diary en-

tries from his stint, evokes his sense of fear and won-

der while stationed in Europe. And his candid de-
scriptions of the racism he experienced as a black sol-
dier make this a valuable historical record.

Spies, Lies, and Disguise: The 
Daring Tricks and Deeds That 
Won World War II by Jenni-
fer Swanson; illus. by Kevin 
O’Malley (Bloomsbury, Nov. 
26): Swanson’s conversational, 
anecdote-rich book highlights 
some of the most intriguing 
and surprising undercover fig-
ures of the war, such as baseball 

player–turned-spy Moe Berg and the Navajo Code 
Talkers who helped conceal messages in the Pacific 
theater. Well-illustrated and stuffed with sidebars, 
the book provides plenty of entry points for the curi-
ous (and perhaps impatient) reader.

Nazi Saboteurs: Hitler’s Secret 
Attack on America by Saman-
tha Seiple (Scholastic, Dec. 3): 
Seiple’s lively novel follows a 
group of Nazis who posed as 
Americans while angling for 
strategic information about 
the country’s manufacturing 
and transportation system. 
From shabby New York apart-
ments to FBI offices, Seiple 
details the high-stakes conflict 

between the determined enemies and the authorities 
who need to stop them.

By Mark Athitakis
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ROAR LIKE 
A DANDELION 
Krauss, Ruth
Illus. by Ruzzier, Sergio
Harper/HarperCollins (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-268007-5  

Who says unpublished Sendaks get 
to have all the fun?

This unpublished manuscript from the creator of A Hole 
Is To Dig (which was illustrated by said Sendak in 1952) follows 
in very much the same vein as that classic. It’s ostensibly an 
alphabet book, and each letter is represented by a clear-cut 
command to child readers. They are urged in no uncertain 
terms to attempt short, simple acts (“Nod YES”), to make 
grand declarations (“Yell, ‘Good morning, big fat world!’ ”), 
and to attain moments of distilled poetry (“Open your eyes, 
see the sea / Shut them fast, lock it in”). Ruzzier’s ink-and-
watercolor illustrations meet, with great command, the chal-
lenge of making sense of Krauss’ more esoteric urgings. Thus, 

“Go like a road” is illustrated with a (possibly) benign python 
a trail of mice walk along, and “Eat all the locks off the doors” 
features a pig, with a door stretched before it, screwdriver and 
wrench gripped like a fork and knife. Where Krauss rejoiced 
in children’s irrepressible sense of self, Ruzzier’s art recapit-
ulates that feeling, and, with his cast of cats, rats, bugs, and 
birds, he is unafraid to bring a little surrealism into the mix. 
Ultimately, this work adroitly bridges the more-than-half-cen-
tury gap between two accomplished artists.

An abecedarian catalog of delights. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE PERFECT SEAT
Lê, Minh
Illus. by Gordon, Gus
Disney-Hyperion (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-1-368-02004-6  

Reading aloud is a wonderful shared 
activity for a father and child. But what or where is the best 
chair?

Dapper papa moose, dressed in a fedora and sweater, agrees 
to read a story to his young one. But then the quest begins for 
the best setting. Size, condition, texture, type, and location all 
present problems. They are about to give up when a picture-
perfect location is found under a tree in an urban park. Lê’s 
little story, a sort of metafictive prequel to the act children and 
caregivers are engaging in in reading this very book, is delight-
fully presented. Gordon’s watercolor, pencil, crayon, and col-
lage illustrations in soft shades of greens, browns, and grays 
illustrate each of the possibilities with gentle humor. Each 
opposing possibility is presented on a page or sometimes two, 
subtly controlling the pacing: “Too Funky. / Too Fancy” or “Too 
Old. / Too New.” Readers will find themselves lingering over the 
choices. Some of the options are familiar: “Too Big. / Too Small” 

(an imposing and far-from-cozy sofa; a fire hydrant). Some are 
less so: “Too Rough. // Too Slippery” (a bumpy bicycle ride; a 
slide in the park). A street map of the town on the endpapers, 
including its trees and lakes, along with a music-loving squirrel 
add to the fun.

There’s more to storytime between a parent and child 
than book selection. Closeness and comfort certainly 
count. (Picture book. 3-6)

EMMY IN THE KEY 
OF CODE 
Lucido, Aimee
Versify/HMH (416 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-358-04082-8  

A 12-year-old whose dreams of musi-
cianship are shattered discovers a pas-
sion for code.

Emmy’s lonely at her new San Fran-
cisco school. When her pianist dad got 

a dream job at the symphony, the family moved from Wiscon-
sin—her mom’s opera career is portable—but Emmy’s miser-
able. Devastated she doesn’t have the talent to follow in her 
parents’ footsteps, she ends up in computer club instead of 
choir. And it’s there, learning Java, that Emmy makes friends 
with Abigail—and discovers that coding gives her a joy she’d 
believed came only from music. Free-verse chapters are con-
ventional at first, drawing poetic structures from musical met-
aphors. But as Emmy learns Java, the language and structure of 
programming seep into her poems. Music and code interweave 
(one poem presents Emmy and Abigail’s pair-programming as 
a musical duet). Typeface changes have myriad effects: show-
casing software and musical terms, mirroring the way format-
ting helps programmers understand software, and reflecting 
Emmy’s emotional state. As she becomes more comfortable in 
her own skin, she grows aware of the many traumas that affect 
her family, classmates, and teachers, and readers will cheer to 
see them work collectively—like an orchestra or like software 
developers—to create something beautiful. Characters’ races 
are unspecified, but on the cover Emmy presents white and 
Abigail (whose braids are referred to repeatedly) as black.

Never didactic, these poems interweave music, pro-
gramming, family drama, and middle school as intercon-
nected parts of Emmy’s life. (glossary) (Verse fiction. 9-13)
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An abecedarian catalog of delights.
roar like a dandelion



CHARCOAL BOYS
Mello, Roger
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Hahn, Daniel
Elsewhere Editions (46 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-939810-19-9  

The lives of a hornet and a boy unexpectedly intertwine in 
this vividly illustrated, unusual glimpse of child labor at a coal 
yard.

Translated into English from its original Portuguese by 
Hahn, Brazilian Hans Christian Andersen Award–winning 
author/illustrator Mello’s enigmatic text addresses the humani-
tarian and environmental stakes of charcoal production. A pri-
marily black-and-white color palette sets a somber tone while 
die-cut pages shaped to resemble tongues of orange, pink, and 
red flame echo the collaged endpapers evoking clusters of 
embers and ashes. Told in distinct, titled fragments from the 
hornet’s perspective, the sometimes frustratingly abstruse 
text offers readers just enough visual and verbal information to 
construct meaning. The hornet, who guards a larva in its mud 
nest on a charcoal mound, addresses readers in deceptively 
plain language peppered with descriptive words and repeated 
phrases. Skin color is mentioned only in reference to an albino 
boy, depicted with bright white skin, who struggles to hide 
from the labor inspectors among the charcoal while the first boy, 
depicted with dark skin does not. The only named character is 
the albino boy, whom the hornet christens, unoriginally and 
somewhat insensitively, “Albi.” The book’s format and Mello’s 
professional background suggest children are its intended audi-
ence, but it’s difficult to envision any child engaging with this 
book without adult scaffolding. The text is more poetic than 
informational, and it does not include references for further 
reading. Still, for those readers who wrestle with it, it’s an unfor-
gettable experience.

An ambiguous ending makes this book truly haunting—
and vital. (Picture book. 8-12)

SATURDAY 
Mora, Oge
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-316-43127-9  

Caldecott Honoree Mora (Thank You, 
Omu!, 2018) returns in this sophomore offering about a mother 
and daughter’s special Saturday.

Young protagonist Ava and her mother love their Satur-
days together. Ava’s mother works, “Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, 
Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday,” so Saturday is their special 
day. The pairs’ smiles and Ava’s outflung hands convey excite-
ment, while realistic details such as Ava’s mother’s sleep scarf 
add authenticity. In vignettes, Mora’s collage art chronicles 
some of their past adventures and shows them performing 

various actions in a circle of repeated figures (clearly intended 
to convey the passage of time), preparing for their day. Discern-
ing readers may spy something left behind as they head out. 
Things start to go awry almost immediately, but Ava’s mother 
is full of reassurances, and they have a strategy for dealing with 
disappointment: pause, close their eyes, breathe deep, and 
move on. But after the biggest disappointment comes at the 
end of a daylong string of them, it’s Ava who brings comfort to 
her mother in a touching moment that may bring tears to read-
ers’ eyes. Though not a preachy book, it offers lessons that are 
both beautiful and useful. Ava and her mother are black, with 
skin of different hues of browns, while other characters are an 
array of skin tones. How wonderful: a book with both racial 
diversity and class diversity that feels authentic.

Special and splendid. (Picture book. 4-9)

MY SINGING NANA
Mora, Pat
Illus. by Bermudez, Alyssa
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-4338-3021-1  

Mora pens a story about a boy con-
cerned about Nana’s memory loss.

After dinner, Billy, his two young siblings, mom, dad, and 
grandmother make the final preparations on their patio for 
their annual neighborhood show, which will be staged the fol-
lowing evening. “Tomorrow will be our best show ever, right 
Nana?” asks Billy. But Nana, uncertain, says: “Remind me Billy, 
what are we doing this year?” After Billy and his siblings, Becky 
and Chris, remind Nana, they rehearse. Later, Nana tells him, 

“Billy, sometimes your Nana forgets things, but we help each 
other, don’t we?” That evening, Billy confides in his mom that 
he’s worried about Nana. The next morning, Becky, the singer 
in the show, wakes with a sore throat and cough, and Billy wor-
ries—but all goes well when Nana joins Billy for the grand finale. 
Set against a desertlike landscape, Bermudez’s colorful, vibrant 
scenes offer a window and a mirror to culture and custom, as 
when the brown-skinned Latinx family bow heads and hold 
hands around the table; cherry empanadas rest on decorated 
plates. After dinner, guests arrive, and the show commences. In 
Billy’s narration, simple Spanish phrases appear unapologeti-
cally and without translation. An author’s note delves into her 
grandparents’ experience with dementia and offers useful tips 
in talking to young children about Alzheimer’s.

A tender tribute to families who have loved ones suffer-
ing from dementia. (recipe) (Picture book. 4-8) 
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Though not a preachy book, it offers lessons 
that are both beautiful and useful.

saturday



HARVEY COMES HOME
Nelson, Colleen
Illus. by Anderson, Tara
Pajama Press (224 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 19, 2019
978-1-77278-097-0  

Harvey, a curious little white West 
Highland terrier, roams away when his 
dogsitter forgets to latch the gate.

Although his getting lost is frighten-
ing and heartbreaking for both Harvey 

and Maggie, his bereft young owner, it’s providential for Mr. 
Walter Pickering, a very elderly resident of a continuing-care 
facility, and for Austin, who volunteers there—kind of. His 
service is actually payback his grandfather is exacting for a big 
mistake involving firecrackers that the lonely 11-year-old made 
in school. Pickering has always been gruff and reclusive. But 
after friendly Harvey turns up at the facility (and remains there 
because Austin, desperately wanting the dog, fails to look for his 
owner), the man begins to tell Austin—and Harvey—his vividly 
realized, sometimes brutal tales of growing up on the Saskatch-
ewan prairie during the Dust Bowl. In these short episodes, 
readers learn how young Pickering befriended impoverished 
Bertie, who was abused, then abandoned by her drunken father 
but, being a young girl of rare spirit and determination, survived. 
Accompanied by his own beloved dog, Pickering and Bertie nav-
igated the immense challenges of the era, their woeful experi-
ences almost subsuming the primary plot in which Austin and 
Maggie both persevere in their own difficult situations. Affect-
ing, riveting, and evocative, this character-driven tale within a 
tale, with narrative perspective alternating among Harvey, Aus-
tin, and Maggie, believably reveals the best and sometimes the 
worst of human nature. The cast defaults to white.

Much more than a lost-dog story. (Fiction. 10-13)

SULWE 
Nyong’o, Lupita
Illus. by Harrison, Vashti
Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5344-2536-1  

With the help of a legend about Day 
and Night, a dark-skinned black child 
learns that she is beautiful inside and out.

Sulwe is “the color of midnight,” the darkest in her 
multihued family, and is teased in school. She tries everything 
to lighten her skin: an eraser, makeup, eating light foods, prayer. 
Her mother tells her she is beautiful and that her name, Sulwe, 
or “star,” refers to an inner brightness, but she can’t see it in 
herself. Then a shooting star comes to her window, sent by the 
night, and brings Sulwe out to tell her about Night and Day, two 
sisters who loved each other but were treated differently. When 
Night left after people called her names like “scary,” “bad,” and 

“ugly,” the people realized that they needed her. The stars added 

that “some light can only be seen in the dark.” After learning 
how Night and Day are both needed, Sulwe knows that she is 

“dark and beautiful, bright and strong.” Harrison’s glossy illus-
trations faithfully render the features of black people, allowing 
the beauty of different skin tones to shine, with deep purple 
tones in the darkness, reinforcing the story’s message. In an 
author’s note, Nyong’o shares her own past struggles with her 
complexion. 

 A thoughtfully layered text and powerful illustrations 
address this sensitive topic in a uniquely nurturing way. 
(Picture book. 4-9) (This review is printed here for the first time.)

THE BEST AT IT 
Pancholy, Maulik
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-286641-7  

An Indian American boy struggles 
with his sexuality and mental health 
while finding a place for himself in sev-
enth grade.

Rahul Kapoor may not be sure about 
his sexuality, but he is sure of one thing: 

This year, he wants to make an impression. Inspired by a story 
his grandfather tells him, Rahul decides that the best way to 
impress his classmates—and, in the process, to protect himself 
from bullies—is to pick something and be the best at it. With 
the help of his fiery best friend, Chelsea, a white girl who wisely, 
consistently steers Rahul toward being himself and doing what 
he loves, Rahul tries a number of activities before settling on 
Mathletes, where he soon becomes a star. But when Japanese 
American Jenny asks him to the Sadie Hawkins dance, and 
when his Mathletes career doesn’t go as planned, Rahul spirals 
into an anxious depression with symptoms of OCD that force 
him to confront and eventually accept exactly who he is. In his 
author’s note, Pancholy notes that Rahul’s story is semiautobio-
graphical, and it shows. Every character in the story is nuanced 
and sympathetically rendered, and the book does not shy away 
from racism, sexism, ableism, or homophobia. The protago-
nist’s devastatingly honest voice pulls readers deeply into a fast-
paced journey riddled with heartbreakingly authentic moments 
of anxiety, confusion, and triumph.

This coming-of-age story about diverse characters 
coming to grips with their layered identities rings true. 
(Fiction. 10-14)
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THE NIGHT OF 
HIS BIRTH 
Paterson, Katherine
Illus. by Aisato, Lisa
Flyaway Books (32 pp.) 
$18.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-947888-12-8  

A lyrical, moving account of Jesus’ 
birth, from his mother’s perspective.

In text adapted from a story that first appeared in The Pres-
byterian Survey (1985), Paterson channels the voice of the Virgin 
Mary, who marvels at the birth of her son after the shepherds 
have departed and while Joseph sleeps: “Can you believe it? 
God’s anointed one upon my breast, with milk, just there, at 
the corner of his tiny mouth.” These down-to-earth, oh-so-
human words are accompanied by a picture of the Madonna 
and Child, her face turned away as she sits, barefoot, cradling 
him, while he faces readers. Both have dark hair and olive 
complexions, as do others depicted in the stunning, full-color 
illustrations. Prominent, aquiline noses define many profiles, 
and the characters’ brown eyes radiate wonder and reverence 
throughout the book. Nowhere is this more apparent than in a 
spread with an extreme close-up of Mary’s eyes gazing at read-
ers from a full-bleed double-page spread with text that wonders 
about what the future holds for her baby and herself. Earlier, her 
parents gazed outward, too, as Mary recalled their worry about 
her pregnancy before also addressing Joseph’s concerns. But 

“tonight, I saw the gentle way he washed the son God gave into 
his care,” Mary later reflects in another moment emphasizing 
the humanity of this holy night.

Divine. (Picture book. 6-10) (This review is printed here for the 
first time.)

OSCAR SEEKS 
A FRIEND 
Pawlak, Pawel
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Lloyd-Jones, Antonia
Lantana (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-911373-79-7  

“It’s hard for a small, ugly skeleton to 
make friends.”

Skeleton Oscar is sad when he loses a tooth—he looks “so 
dreadful” without it—but at least he has his skeleton dog, Tag, 
to play with. One day, he sees a little girl burying a tooth; she 
seems to be a possible friend. When she sees Oscar’s missing 
tooth, she laughs out loud and offers him the tooth she is about 
to bury. A moment later, she takes him by the hand, and their 
adventure begins. The minimal text lets the collaged pictures 
tell the story. Oscar and the girl look at a rainbow and smell the 
scent of wet grass and visit her house, where they meet her ma. 
They also frolic at the seaside and share their biggest secrets. 
Oscar takes her by the hand to return the favor. He takes her to 

his favorite places: the park and the library and up a tree to look 
for sleeping butterflies. Readers will note that the backgrounds 
of her world are vivid and bright while his are black with hints 
of brown and warm reds. Both are richly textured and fanciful, 
the gutter serving as permeable demarcation between worlds. 
At day’s end, Oscar gives her back the tooth; what he’s found is 
much more valuable.

Color and composition combine to beautifully express 
friendship and the wonders of the world. (Picture book. 3-12) 

STRANGE BIRDS 
A Field Guide to 
Ruffling Feathers
Pérez, Celia C.
Kokila (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-425-29043-9  

A quartet of mismatched girls find 
themselves united for unforgettable 
summer adventures.

Lane DiSanti wants to avoid bore-
dom during her summer at Sabal Palms. Her grandmother, Mrs. 
DiSanti, wants her to join the Floras, a beauty pageant/girls 
club Mrs. DiSanti’s family helped found. Instead, Lane forms 
the Ostentation of Others and Outsiders, her own version of 
the Floras, by leaving secret messages for potential friends to 
find. At first, rebel/artist Lane, foodie Aster Douglas, aspiring-
journalist Ofelia Castillo, and bird-watcher Cat Garcia cannot 
seem to find common ground. However, Cat, a Floras defector, 
informs them the ancient hat used to crown the Miss Floras 
is made of real bird feathers. Finally united, the quartet of 
strange birds begins campaigning to get the Floras’ leader to 
stop using the hat. Their plans backfire one after the other as 
the Miss Floras pageant grows closer. Soon, the Ostentation 
must choose to either give up the fight or escalate their efforts. 
Shifting perspective girl by girl and writing with wry restraint 
that’s reminiscent of Kate DiCamillo, Pérez doesn’t shy away 
from acknowledging that the consequences might not be equal 
for each girl, as they differ in background—Lane presents white, 
Aster is Bahamian, and Ofelia and Cat are both Cuban—and 
socio-economic status. As their friendship develops, the secrets 
they hide from their families and each other might grow large 
enough to tear them apart.

A beautiful tale of the value of friendship against 
unconquerable odds. (Fiction. 9-12)
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MY FOOTPRINTS
Phi, Bao
Illus. by Tran, Basia
Capstone Editions (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-68446-000-7  

Thuy wants to overcome the bullies 
that taunt her. 

Graphite-and-digital color illustra-
tions show Thuy sadly walking home from menacing bullies 
at school. Thuy is Asian and wears an adorable cat hat over her 
straight, shoulder-length black hair. Tran’s bubbly cartoon style 
excels at Thuy’s many facial expressions. In “the crisp, white 
blanket of new snow,” Thuy’s footprints begin to embody ani-
mals that she admires: “V” shapes for a cardinal that can fly 
from danger, deep stomps for a towering grizzly bear, and others. 
When her two loving parents, Momma Ngoc and Momma Arti 
(the former likely Vietnamese, like Thuy, and the latter South 
Asian), join her in this therapeutic imaginary play, together all 
three become a phoenix, then the Hindu Sarabha, and then a 
whole new creature—complete with heart-shaped footprints. 
By including colorful double-page spreads of the phoenix and 
Sarabha and further information about these ancient creatures 
in the backmatter, the book sends a powerful message about 
the strength children can draw from their own cultural heritage. 
With this story about two moms joining their daughter through 
child-centered play to face adversity as one, Phi explains in his 
author’s note, he hopes to nurture the marginalized and chal-
lenge “systems of harm.” Even though Thuy’s repetition of the 
titular phrase stilts the story’s rhythm at times, this doesn’t 
overshadow the underlying message: It’s good to open up to the 
people who love you.

Both a meaningful effort toward inclusion and a solid 
conversation starter about bullying. (Picture book. 5-9)

ONE FOX 
A Counting 
Book Thriller
Read, Kate
Illus. by the author
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-131-7  

A hungry, sneaky fox silently approaches a henhouse and 
gets the surprise of its life.

A farmyard serves as the setting for a counting book, with 
each number—one per double-page spread—depicting how a 
ruddy, crimson fox with a long, flowing tail closes in on its prey. 

“1 / One famished fox.” The fox curls on recto, pupils directed at 
the page turn. “2 / Two sly eyes.” The fox’s face dominates the 
verso, eyes focused on a single feather on recto. “3 / Three plump 
hens.” The fearsome action builds and darkens as the fox’s prox-
imity increases until it is inside. “8 / Eight beady eyes” presents 
the shadowy outlines of three large hens with white worrying 

eyes looking at the fox’s head, also shadowed, with white men-
acing eyes and sharp fangs. “9 / Nine flying feathers // 10 / Ten 
sharp teeth” gives the impression of a fatal conclusion. But turn 
the page, and amid the scurry and scuffle of feathers flying and 
hens running, strength in numbers prevails. “100 / One hundred 
angry hens” startle and chase away “1…one frightened fox.” In 
a manner reminiscent of Pat Hutchins’ Rosie’s Walk (1967), the 
intrigue and story arc are communicated visually while the 
counting progresses. Lovely, potent, brightly colored illustra-
tions in a combination of textured collage and paint against 
white space transition to a dark, moonlit backdrop. Little ones 
will eagerly count in subsequent readings as they also learn new 
descriptive vocabulary and cheer for the brave hens.

A classic scenario flips the script in this engrossing 
adventure. (Picture book. 3-5)

CHILD OF THE DREAM 
A Memoir of 1963
Robinson, Sharon
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-28280-1  

“Sharon, I cannot promise you that 
the passage of any law will eliminate hate. 
But the laws will give Negroes full citi-
zenship and bring us closer to equality.”

Legendary baseball player Jackie 
Robinson—most famously known for breaking baseball’s racial 
barrier when he played with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947—
gave this nuanced benediction to his only daughter, 13-year-
old Sharon, as the family heard the disheartening news of the 
bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama. What the memoirist also beautifully and accessibly 
conveys is how her parents succeeded—and, by their admission, 
sometimes failed—in rooting her and her two brothers, 10-year-
old David and 16-year-old Jackie Jr., in the realities of pater 
Robinson’s renown, Connecticut’s 1960s-style racial microag-
gressions, and the seismic social and political shifts augured by 
the emerging civil rights movement. Thanks to the author’s deft 
and down-to-earth style, readers understand how the personal 
and political converge: When her brother runs away from home 
in order to get away from his father’s shadow, she muses on the 
social pressures of a school dance in the midst of midcentury 
U.S. racism; it is at a jazz fundraiser her parents coordinate for 
the Southern Christian Leadership conference that she finally 
meets Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

A lovingly honest memoir of a racial—and social activ-
ist—past that really hasn’t passed. (Memoir. 8-14)
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Lovely, potent, brightly colored illustrations
transition to a dark, moonlit backdrop.

one fox



GLACIER ON THE MOVE
Rusch, Elizabeth
Illus. by Brereton, Alice
West Margin Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5132-6230-7  

Flo, a talking glacier, narrates its 
journey to the ocean in this picture book.

Flo, whose voice is sociable and chirpy, is the perfect vehicle 
to inform readers about the hows and whys of glacial forma-
tion and movement in an accessible, often amusing way. The 
book’s ingenuity doesn’t stop there. Inhabiting the margins of 
the pages, as it would inhabit the interior of a glacier, the flat 
black silhouette of a knowledgeable ice worm gives succinct, 
clear facts about glaciers: “As snow piles on a glacier, the weight 
presses air out, compacting the snow into dense ice.” The ice 
worm’s facts are printed in a much smaller font than Flo’s nar-
ration and seem designed for adults to interpret to young read-
ers. The ice worm’s facts are just enough to intrigue but not 
overwhelm readers, just as anthropomorphizing Flo connects 
readers empathetically. Illustrator Brereton’s flat, stylized illus-
trations—some approaching abstract design—may not rein-
force this connection, but what they do achieve is to give an 
impression of hardness and solidity (as befits a glacier); warm 
and cool colors are used to advantage to create the effect of 
changing seasons. Backmatter offers additional facts about gla-
ciers, discusses climate change (a little proselytizing here about 
how readers can help), and, finally, since readers will be itching 
to know, explains what’s the deal with ice worms (yes, they are 
real).

Thoroughly engaging and filled with intriguing facts. 
(further reading) (Picture book. 3-6)

WHAT’S COOKING AT 10 
GARDEN STREET?
Recipes for Kids From 
Around the World
Sala, Felicita
Illus. by the author
Prestel (48 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-3-7913-7397-3  

A compendium for curious budding 
cooks of every stripe.

Multicultural residents living in an apartment block on 
Garden Street are cooking up a global smorgasbord. Mr. Ping 
(who appears Asian) stir-fries some broccoli, or “little trees” as 
his nephew Benjamin calls them. “Across the hall, Maria mashes 
avocados with a fork.” Maria and her mother (they have olive 
skin, black hair, dark eyes and appear to be Latinx) are making 
guacamole. Mr. Melville (who appears to be white) raises his 
knife to fillet a fish for sole meunière. Elsewhere in the building, 
Josef (a white boy with light brown hair) and Rafik (who pres-
ents black) together prepare meatballs with turkey, zucchini, 

and feta. Other neighbors are making coconut dal, miniquiches, 
and baba ganouj. For each spread, author/illustrator Sala ren-
ders delightful full-bleed pictures that showcase residents in 
action on the left and a visual recipe on the right. Each of these 
has detailed drawings of ingredients followed by easy-to-follow 
written instruction. With no more than six main ingredients 
each, the simple recipes feature global culinary traditions and 
fresh flavors. From kid favorites such as spaghetti al pomodoro 
and peanut-butter-and-chocolate-chip cookies to dishes with 
ingredients not as common in many North American kitchens 
(think tahini and fresh ginger), there are recipes for every palate. 
Finally, “everything is ready. It’s time to go downstairs.” In the 
final spread, the diverse community—of families, single parents, 
elderly folks, millennials, etc.—all gather in the garden for deli-
cious food and fun company.

Part cookbook, part picture book, 100% delicious. 
(Cook/picture book. 5-10)

ASTRONUTS 
MISSION ONE 
The Plant Planet
Scieszka, Jon
Illus. by Weinberg, Steven
Chronicle (220 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-14521-7119-7 
Series: AstroNuts, 1 

Science and silliness intersect when 
four animal friends research a planet.

The Not the National Aeronautics and Space Administra-
tion (also known as NNASA) has sent its four superpowered 
AstroNuts—bubblegum-pink fearless leader AlphaWolf, sunny 
tangerine SmartHawk, cool blue LaserShark, and lively lime-
green StinkBug—into outer space to explore faraway planets. In 
their top-secret ship, which doubles as Thomas Jefferson’s nose 
on Mount Rushmore, they snot-rocket their way 39 light-years 
to the Plant Planet. Brimming with verdant vegetation, it looks 
like an ideal place to relocate Earth’s population due to climate 
change. But upon further investigation, they discover that the 
sentient, vegetal inhabitants have their own nefarious plans for 
the AstroNuts. Narrated by Earth, the tale treats middle-grade 
readers to a hearty dose of science facts that blend seamlessly 
with a hilarious narrative propelled by booger and fart jokes, 
making this a fun read-alike for fans of Aaron Blabey’s Bad 
Guys series. Climate change is presented accessibly, as is infor-
mation about plant cell structure and basic chemistry, making 
this a must-have for those looking to boost STEM-related titles. 
The graphic-hybrid design is lively, blending varied typefaces 
and vivid colors alongside collage illustrations that incorporate 
images from the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.

A winning mix of fun and fact—readers will be eager for 
the next mission. (Graphic/science fiction hybrid. 7-11)
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The tale treats readers to a hearty dose of science facts 
that blend seamlessly with booger and fart jokes.

astronuts mission one



THE PHONE BOOTH IN 
MR. HIROTA’S GARDEN 
Smith, Heather
Illus. by Wada, Rachel
Orca (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-4598-2103-3  

When tragedy strikes a Japanese fish-
ing community, a young boy navigates 
grief with the help of a neighbor.

Every day, Makio and his elderly neighbor, Mr. Hirota, play 
a game spotting family members working on the shore clean-
ing the catch of the day. Suddenly an earthquake strikes, and 
the two watch in horror as their loved ones are caught in the 
ensuing tsunami. “Everyone lost someone the day the big wave 
came. / Silence hung over the village like a dark, heavy cloud.” 
Makio has not spoken since but curiously watches as Mr. Hirota 
builds a telephone booth in his garden to talk to his lost daugh-
ter, Fumika. Soon other members of the community use the 
booth to talk to their lost ones: “Hello, cousin. Today I fixed the 
boat. I will fish again soon.” Intrigued, Makio sneaks into the 
booth, finding a disconnected phone and the courage to finally 
say aloud, “I miss you, Dad.” Basing her story on the tsunami 
that struck Otsuchi, Japan, in 2011, Smith uses a reverent, poetic 
tone that is heightened by Wada’s mixed media illustrations. 
Wada uses a hybrid of Japanese art styles to mirror the grieving 
process, with the tragedy expressed in a dark gray palette, gradu-
ally underlined by pops of color and eventually giving way to a 
warmly colored pastel spread. 

A beautifully rendered tale of loss, love, grief, and gentle 
healing. (author’s note) (Picture book. 6-8)

I, COSMO 
Sorosiak, Carlie
Candlewick (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Dec. 24, 2019
978-1-5362-0769-9  

Cosmo has the soul of a dancer. 
There’s just one problem—dogs can’t 
dance…can they?

Ever since Mom and Dad picked 
him out of the litter 13 years ago, Cosmo 
has vowed to protect the Walker family, 

whom he loves more than anything, until his dying day. Trou-
ble lurks, however, behind the household’s closed doors. Mom 
and Dad are fighting more and more, leaving 12-year-old Max, 
his younger sister, Emmaline, and Cosmo scared and confused, 
wary of the dreaded d-word, divorce, hounding their heels. 
When Mom’s brother, Reggie, returns from Afghanistan and 
brings Max and Cosmo to a special club for dogs, the inseparable 
pair discovers that dancing may be the only way to try and hold 
the family together. Cosmo must battle shyness, the pains of age, 
and demonic neighborhood sheepdogs (both real and imagined) 
to try and save what he and Max love most. Cosmo’s narration 

combines wit, heart, stubbornness, and a grouchy dignity, all 
ably tugging at funny bones and heartstrings alike. Sorosiak’s 
author’s note is a joyful celebration of dogs’ hidden humanity, 
one that’s reflected in her joyfully and painfully realistic tale of 
a struggling family and doggedly persistent canine companion. 
The family itself is biracial (white dad, black mom), and both 
kids have brown skin and curly black hair.

Love might not last forever, but it can certainly teach an 
old dog new tricks. (Fiction. 8-12)

JUST ASK!
Be Different, Be Brave, 
Be You
Sotomayor, Sonia
Illus. by López, Rafael
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-525-51412-1  

Drawing on her experiences as a child 
with juvenile diabetes, the Supreme Court justice addresses kids’ 
curiosity about disability and illness.

“Each of us grows in our own way,” says Sonia, a Latina child 
based on the author, as she and her friends plant a garden. Just 
as each plant has a “different color, different shape, and different 
purpose,” kids are “all different too.” Encouraging curious read-
ers to “JUST ASK,” Sonia and 11 friends introduce their respec-
tive disabilities and chronic illnesses—ranging from blindness 
to nut allergies—by asking such questions as “How do you use 
your senses?” and “Are you really good at something?” The kids’ 
matter-of-fact explanations blend strengths and difficulties. 
Bianca, who has dyslexia, “love[s] learning by doing things”; 
Manuel, who has ADHD, “can get frustrated when [they] really 
feel the need to move around even though [they’re] supposed 
to sit still.” Though the number of conditions may tax younger 
readers’ attention spans, kids with those conditions who “don’t 
feel ready to explain” will appreciate the text’s inclusiveness; as 
Sonia acknowledges, “Not everyone is comfortable answering 
questions about themselves.” Enlivening the familiar theme, 
López’s bold figures, vibrant colors, and close perspective wel-
come readers into a garden bursting with assorted blossoms, 
insects, and birds. Refreshingly, most characters present as kids 
of color of various heritages, ranging from black and Latinx to 
South and Southeast Asian. One presents white.

An affirmative, delightfully diverse overview of disabil-
ities. (Informational picture book. 4-8)
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HOBGOBLIN AND THE 
SEVEN STINKERS OF 
RANCIDIA  
Sullivan, Kyle
Illus. by Sullivan, Derek
Hazy Dell Press (180 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-948931-04-5 
Series: Hazy Fables, 1 

A “Snow White” parody—substitut-
ing smelling grossest for fairest—about taking down a tyrant.

The seven districts of Rancidia once existed in harmony, the 
people enjoying the blend of everyone’s individual odors and 
governed by democracy. This putrid peace was shattered when 
ogre Fiddlefart conquered Rancidia and declared himself both 
king and Grossest Smelling in the Land. When Fiddlefart’s 
magical Burping Bullfrog sees a new challenger for stinkiest—
the humble Hobgoblin, a bean farmer from the neighboring 
Unincorporated Mucklands—the outraged ogre sends his top 
scent-assassin, Huntress, to scrub Hobgoblin so clean he’ll 
never stink again. Instead of de-odorizing Hobgoblin, Hunt-
ress whiffs him into hiding with the Seven Stinkers, the ousted 
elected former government of Rancidia, who invite him into 
the resistance. Amiable but essentially an isolationist who tries 

“to stay out of politics,” Hobgoblin initially takes action only for 
self-preservation (while Huntress warns: “Anytime a creature 
is treated unjustly—no matter who they are or where they’re 
from—it’s everyone’s business”), but the fairy-tale plot trajec-
tory pulls him in so he can join the effort to liberate Rancidia. 
The bodily functions and other stinky-things-based humor 
amp the kid-friendliness, frequently put the “pun” in pungent, 
and occasionally dip into parody musical numbers and sly self-
awareness. Happy, rounded, nonthreatening cartoon illustra-
tions make Hobgoblin’s delighted tooting downright charming. 
Some of the Seven Stinkers are female, and one has two mothers.

As the stench-loving Rancidians would say: It stinks! 
(Fantasy. 7-12)

ONE IS A LOT (EXCEPT 
WHEN IT’S NOT) 
Văn, Muon Thi
Illus. by Pratt, Pierre
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5253-0013-4  

This Canadian import creatively 
explores concepts of a lot and a little, 

enough and not enough, through a seemingly simple story set in 
a lush, green park in summertime.

Each page or spread of the story includes a brief, declarative 
sentence beginning with a numeral: 0, 1, or 2. For example, “1 
sun is a lot.” A frisky squirrel finds that one huge oak tree or 
one acorn is a lot. But two acorns can be too much to hold onto. 
For two children walking their dogs in the park, two leashes are 

too much when those leashes become tangled. This pair of chil-
dren meet and become friends, sharing one umbrella and play-
ing with a ball. One has brown skin and black, curly hair; the 
other has light skin and brown hair swept back in an unusual 
style. One acorn falls into a puddle as the children play, and over 
the concluding pages, that acorn sprouts and grows into an oak 
tree. In the final spread, the two children are now a grown-up 
couple with a child and dog of their own, having a family pic-
nic under the tree that grew from just one acorn. Other people 
in the park include children and adults of different races. The 
thoughtful, minimalist text offers subtle insights into percep-
tions from different viewpoints as well as opportunities for 
discussion and interpretation. Appealing illustrations with the 
look of watercolors capture the humor of the situations in the 
park and smoothly convey multiple secondary plotlines.

One unique picture book with much to say equals quite 
a lot. (Picture book. 4-9)

STARGAZING 
Wang, Jen
Illus. by the author
First Second (224 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-250-18387-3
978-1-250-18388-0 paper  

Friendships can be complicated—
sometimes in the best way possible.

Following The Prince and the Dressmaker 
(2018), Wang takes bits of inspiration from 

her own life in her new graphic novel. Christine is a Chinese 
American girl living in an Asian suburb who’s focused on her 
music and grade school work. Change comes when her parents 
offer the in-law apartment her grandpa used to live in to a strug-
gling Chinese American mother and child from church, encour-
aging Christine to befriend Moon, the daughter. The only thing 
is, they are complete opposites. Moon is vegetarian, rumored 
not afraid to use her fists, does not attend Chinese class, and 
certainly is “not Asian” according to Christine’s standards. 
Despite all that, the two become fast friends, stretching each 
other’s interests with K-pop, art, and the like. Moon later shares 
a deep secret with Christine: She receives visions from celestial 
beings that tell her she belongs with them. Trouble soon fol-
lows, with struggles with jealousy, social expectations, and dev-
astating medical news for Moon. Wang is a master storyteller, 
knowing when to quietly place panels between each moment to 
sharpen the emotional impact or to fill it with life. It is so very 
rare and refreshing to see diversity within the Asian American 
community authentically portrayed; Wang allows each charac-
ter complete ownership of their identity, freeing their truths 
and, in the process, allowing readers to do the same.

A shining gem of a book. (author’s note) (Graphic novel. 
8-12)



SOME PLACES MORE 
THAN OTHERS
Watson, Renée
Bloomsbury (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-68119-108-9  

On a birthday trip to New York City, 
a girl learns about her roots, Harlem, and 
how to stay true to herself. 

Eleven-year-old sneakerhead Amara 
is struggling to feel seen and heard. A 

new baby sister is on the way, her mom still wants to put her in 
dresses, and that birthday trip from the Portland, Oregon, sub-
urbs to New York City that she so desperately wants feels out 
of reach. When Amara gets a family-history assignment, she is 
finally able to convince her mom to say yes to the trip, since it 
will allow Amara to meet her dad’s side of the family in person. 
In addition to the school project, her mom gives Amara a secret 
mission: get her dad and grandpa to spend time alone together 
to repair old wounds. Harlem proves unlike any place Amara 
has ever been, and as she explores where her father grew up she 
experiences black history on every street. Watson is a master at 
character development, with New York City and especially Har-
lem playing central roles. Through her all-black cast she seam-
lessly explores issues of identity, self, and family acceptance. 
Although the ending feels rushed, with no resolution between 
Amara and her mom, Amara’s concluding poem is powerful.

A moving exploration of the places we come from and 
the people who shape us—not to be missed. (Fiction. 9-11)

A PLACE TO LAND 
Wittenstein, Barry
Illus. by Pinkney, Jerry
Neal Porter/Holiday House (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-8234-4331-4  

The backstory of a renowned address 
is revealed.

Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream Speech” is one of 
the most famous ever given, yet with this book, Wittenstein and 
Pinkney give young readers new insights into both the speech 
and the man behind it. When Dr. King arrived in Washington, 
D.C., for the 1963 March on Washington, the speech was not yet 
finished. He turned to his fellow civil rights leaders for advice, 
and after hours of listening, he returned to his room to compose, 
fine-tuning even the day of the march. He went on to deliver 
a powerful speech, but as he closed, he moved away from the 
prepared text and into a stirring sermon. “Martin was done cir-
cling. / The lecture was over. / He was going to church, / his place 
to land, / and taking a congregation / of two hundred and fifty 
thousand / along for the ride.” Although much hard work still 
lay ahead, the impact of Dr. King’s dramatic words and delivery 
elevated that important moment in the struggle for equal rights. 
Wittenstein’s free-verse narrative perfectly captures the tension 

leading up to the speech as each adviser urged his own ideas 
while remaining a supportive community. Pinkney’s trademark 
illustrations dramatize this and the speech, adding power and 
further illuminating the sense of historical importance.

Gives readers a fresh and thrilling sense of what it took 
to make history. (author’s note, lists of advisers and speak-
ers, bibliography, source notes) (Informational picture book. 7-10)

CAN YOU HEAR THE 
TREES TALKING? 
Discovering the Hidden 
Life of the Forest
Wohlleben, Peter
Greystone Kids (84 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-77164-434-1  

A child-friendly version of the popular 
adult title The Hidden Life of Trees (2016).

There is irony in the idea of revising for children an adult 
book that boldly challenges the conventional science that keeps 
humanity strongly detached from the plant kingdom. Indeed, 
many books for children already deliberately and effectively use 
terminology of human activities to introduce the vocabulary 
and rudiments of photosynthesis, and so does this text. The lat-
ter word never occurs here, although it states: “Leaves mix water 
with certain parts of the air to make sugar,” and notes the need 
for light to produce energy. It goes on to describe tree leaves as 
having thousands of tiny mouths for breathing and later notes 
that trees don’t drink in winter because “you can’t drink ice 
cubes.” Intense anthropomorphism continues throughout, with 
chapters discussing such topics as tree classrooms, mother trees, 
and how an “annoyed” birch tree will use the wind to whip its 
branches against an encroaching tree. Occasionally, readers will 
notice apparent contradictions, unlikely assumptions, and odd 
duplication, perhaps a result of the reduction. Nevertheless, the 
book is full of pertinent information, including the importance 
of fungi to roots and of trees to one another. The author trans-
mits both wonder and fun, even adding tree-themed activities 
for children to try with willing adults. A forest’s worth of appeal-
ing sidebars, pop-up quizzes with fascinating statistics, and col-
orful photographs add to a strong subtext: Forest preservation is 
not just important, but imperative.

A tree-treatise treat. (Nonfiction. 8-12)
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Pinkney’s trademark illustrations add power and further 
illuminate the sense of historical importance.

a place to land
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AMY WU AND THE 
PERFECT BAO 
Zhang, Kat
Illus. by Chua, Charlene
Aladdin (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5344-1133-3  

A little girl wants to make perfect bao, just like the ones her 
mom, dad, and grandma make.

Making bao is a multigenerational affair in the Wu family. 
Amy’s mom, dad, and grandma make perfect bao that come out 

“soft and fluffy, and so, so delicious.” Amy “could eat them all 
day.” However, the bao that Amy makes are always too small 
or too big, and sometimes they “fall apart before they reach 
her mouth.” One day, Amy is determined “to make the world’s 
most perfect bao.” (The typeface is determined too.) First, 
Amy’s dad mixes flour, water, and yeast to make dough for the 
bread (yay for dads in the kitchen!). Then “Amy’s mom seasons 
meat for the filling.” Finally, everyone gathers around the table 
to work. Everyone makes perfect bao…everyone except Amy. 
Amy is about to give up when she thinks of the perfect “Amy-
size” plan and gets to work! Zhang’s buoyant, bubbly text is 
complemented by Chua’s charming, animated characters, who 
include an equally expressive kitty as sidekick. In one scene, 
Amy slumps on the floor with flour-covered face and clothes, 
cradling a misshapen bao. Her forlorn face exemplifies despair, 
while kitty mirrors her. Step-by-step illustrations, combined 
with the author’s family recipe, provide readers with a guide to 
making bao. The Wus all appear to be East Asian.

An extra-tasty book for bao lovers everywhere. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

Chua’s charming, animated characters include an 
equally expressive kitty as sidekick.

amy wu and the perfect bao
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star: HIS HIDEOUS HEART 
Thirteen of Edgar Allan 
Poe’s Most Unsettling 
Tales Reimagined
Ed. by Adler, Dahlia
Flatiron Books (480 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-250-30277-9  

A genre-bending collection of 13 
twists on Edgar Allan Poe’s works.

Editor Adler (contributor: It’s a Whole 
Spiel, 2019, etc.) does Poe proud with this creepy and atmo-
spheric set of stories inspired by a handful of his most well-
known works. All are well worth reading, but there are quite a 
few standouts, including Rin Chupeco’s (contributor: Hungry 
Hearts, 2019, etc.) ebullient “The Murders in the Rue Apartelle, 
Boracay,” in which an effervescent Filipina trans woman joins 
up with her dashing new half-French, half-Filipino boyfriend 
to solve the baffling murders of two American tourists on the 
island of Boracay. Lamar Giles’ (The Last Last-Day-of-Summer, 
2019, etc.) unsettling “The Oval Filter” features African Ameri-
can football star Tariq, whose dead girlfriend’s distorted images 
appear on his phone—and they seem to be trying to tell him 
something. “The Fall of the Bank of Usher” by Fran Wilde (The 
Fire Opal Mechanism, 2019, etc.) is an adrenaline rush of a tale 
about assumed white orphans Rik and Mad, brother and sister 
twins, who must hack their way out of an intimidating Scot-
tish bank for a life-changing prize—a challenge many before 
them have failed. Strong feminist themes appear throughout, 
and genres run the gamut from futuristic to gothic and lots in 
between. Diversity in race, gender identity, and sexuality is well 
represented. As a bonus, all of the original stories and poems 
are included.

Poe’s ghost happily haunts this fresh, delightfully dark 
collection. (author bios) (Anthology. 14-adult)

THE DARK OF THE SEA
Baksh, Imam
Blouse & Skirt Books (216 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-976-8267-23-8  

Magic and mayhem meet adolescent 
angst in this gripping Caribbean tale set 
in Guyana.

Fifteen-year-old Danesh navigates 
life as a dyslexic student in a high school 

WHERE THE WORLD ENDS
McCaughrean, Geraldine
$18.99  |  Flatiron Books (336 pp.)
Dec. 3, 2019
978-1-250-22549-8
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The coming months will bring 
many original, thought-provoking, 
and simply diverting young adult 
books—and if you’re stuck trying 
to figure out where to begin, this 
overview of a few themes I noticed 
might help. They can be summed up 
in three words: creepy, history, and 
identity.

Fans of the eerie have reason to rejoice. A deli-
ciously spine-tingling collection spanning a range of 
genres, His Hideous Heart: Thirteen of Edgar Allan Poe’s 
Most Unsettling Tales Reimag-
ined edited by Dahlia Adler 
(Sept. 10), will appeal to lov-
ers of Poe and those new to his 
work. Also check out Dreams 
Come to Life by Adrienne Kress 
(Sept. 3), which our reviewer 
describes as “sinister,” “twist-
ed,” and “Faustian”; Now Enter-
ing Addamsville written and il-
lustrated by Francesca Zappia 
(Oct. 1), which serves up the 
supernatural with a dose of hu-
mor and social commentary; and Winterwood by Shea 
Ernshaw (Nov. 5), perfect for those who enjoy a scary 
walk in ominous woods.

History and historical fic-
tion are making a particularly 
strong showing this fall. The 
Dozier School for Boys: Forensics, 
Survivors, and a Painful Past by 
Elizabeth A. Murray (Sept. 3) 
and Spies: The Secret Showdown 
Between America and Russia by 
Marc Favreau (Oct. 1) cover 
very different topics, but both 
deal with subjects that are 
clearly relevant today, present-
ing impeccable research in a 

gripping way.
Several veteran authors have works of historical 

fiction coming out, titles that will transport readers 

to places as diverse as early 1980s Texas in Butterfly 
Yellow by Thanhha Lai (Sept. 3), World War II Chi-
cago in Thirteen Doorways, Wolves Behind Them All by 
Laura Ruby (Oct. 1), Franco’s Spain in The Fountains of 
Silence by Ruta Sepetys (Oct. 22), and a remote island 
in 18th-century Scotland in Where the World Ends by 
Geraldine McCaughrean (Dec. 3).

If there’s one topic of perennial interest to YA 
readers, it’s the question of identity: Where do I be-
long? Who will accept me and love me for myself 
when sometimes I’m not even sure who I am? How 
do I survive in a world that erases me and tries to pull 
me down? How do I connect meaningfully with oth-
ers? While the details may differ, these fundamental 
questions resonate across these upcoming releases 
that are particularly attuned to teens today: A black 
trans girl meets a being summoned from a painting 
and fights monsters of various kinds in Pet by Ak-
waeke Emezi (Sept. 10); girls in a conservative com-
munity (most of them white) 
negotiate sisterhood and their 
different feelings about abor-
tion in Rebel Girls by Elizabeth 
Keenan (Sept. 10); in Frankly in 
Love by David Yoon (Sept. 10), 
a Korean American boy navi-
gates love and family, explor-
ing the ties that buoy and bind 
us; and a Jewish and Domini-
can girl in the male-dominated 
sport of boxing figures out how 
to achieve her dreams in Grav-
ity by Sarah Deming (Nov. 12).

If there’s one thing all of the above have in com-
mon, it’s that they are both timely and timeless, and 
they will be welcome additions to teetering book 
piles everywhere. —L.S. 

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor.

fall ya titles to 
look out for
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where he receives little support and in a community overrun with 
alcoholism and hopelessness. Despite being raised Hindu, Danesh 
is disconnected from his parents’ religion thanks to his irreligious 
grandfather. Seen as a troublemaker, Danesh finds comfort in 
his relationships with his grandfather, best friend, and the ocean, 
where he once experienced a surreal moment that he is unsure 
even happened. While seeking solace in the company of the ocean, 
Danesh encounters an ethereal creature and discovers an entire 
underwater world that he traverses better than his real life. Thrilled 
and curious, Danesh finds he has a mission, one which may see him 
become the hero he’s always dreamed of being and which may help 
him uncover his life’s purpose. With writing that gives an authen-
tic voice to its Creolese-speaking protagonist, carefully describing 
internal struggles as well as physical landscapes, Baksh (Children of 
the Spider, 2016) creates a complex world with an inclusive cast of 
black and East Indian characters. The descriptions of authentic 
cultural symbols and practices of Guyanese people, some of whom 
are Hindu or Muslim, make Danesh’s exploration of a nearby—
yet unseen—mystical aquatic land shrouded in stories of Greco-
Roman mythology more believable.

Magical realism done well: a whirlpool of adventure 
that will suck readers right in. (Fantasy. 15-adult)

GRAVITY 
Deming, Sarah
Make Me a World (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-0-525-58103-1  

A 16-year-old boxer dreams of win-
ning Olympic gold.

Gravity Delgado (half Dominican 
and half Jewish) feels like she has been 
fighting and breaking things her whole 
life. However, since joining PLASMA-

Fuel Cops ’n Kids boxing gym in Brooklyn four years ago, she 
has channeled her fighting spirit toward a single goal: boxing 
in the 2016 Summer Olympics. As Gravity arduously trains 
for Rio, she grapples with different parts of her identity. On 
the one hand, her absent father’s Dominican family provides 
comfort and a safe haven from the abuse and neglect her drunk 
mother inflicts on Gravity and her younger brother, Tyler. On 
the other, praying a shema before every fight tethers her to her 
mother’s faith. A diverse set of characters populates the boxing 
world Gravity inhabits, including a Ukrainian brother and sister, 
wheelchair user Coach Thomas, Haitian American fellow boxer 
D-Minus, and Kimani, a kind, large, dark-skinned man who is 
painfully aware of the racism in people’s fearful responses to 
him. Deming’s (contributor: Viticulture & Vinification, 2013, etc.) 
own amateur boxing career and knowledge as a boxing corre-
spondent are clearly evident in her masterful descriptions of the 
grueling training process and intense bouts. Readers will imme-
diately stand in Gravity’s corner as she battles distractions and 
fights against the odds in pursuit of her dreams.

A riveting pugilistic must-read. (Fiction. 14-18) (This 
review is printed here for the first time.)

THE LAST TRUE POETS 
OF THE SEA 
Drake, Julia
Disney-Hyperion (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-368-04808-8  

Sixteen-year-old Violet is shuffled 
off to stay with her uncle in coastal 
Maine after her brother, Sam, tries to kill 
himself.

The near mythic family lore of Vio-
let’s mother, whose great-great-great-grandparents founded 
the fictional town of Lyric, is the thread that weaves together 
a host of interesting characters in this witty, surprising novel as 
it explores grief, mental illness, and both family and romantic 
dynamics. After a wild year of drinking and impersonal sex that 
ultimately results in Violet’s suspension from school for smok-
ing weed near campus, she arrives in Lyric with a freshly shaven 
head and a vow to keep to herself. Though she cares about her 
kind uncle, Toby, Violet’s avoidance of her painful and difficult 
emotions means that she holds him at arm’s length and speaks 
little to her parents back in New York City or her brother, who 
is at a treatment center in Vermont. Slowly, through the rela-
tionships she develops with her similarly musically talented 
co-worker Orion and his tightknit, eccentric group, Liv, Mariah, 
and Felix, Violet begins to contend with her own anxiety and 
her near paralyzing fear about her brother’s illness. Most of the 
characters are white; Mariah is Indian American, and several are 
queer.

A warm, wise, strange meditation on developing the 
strength to be vulnerable. (Fiction. 14-18)

PET 
Emezi, Akwaeke
Make Me a World (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-525-64707-2  

Teenager Jam unwittingly animates 
her mother’s painting, summoning a 
being through a cross-dimensional portal.

When Pet, giant and grotesque, 
bursts into her life one night, Jam learns 
it has emerged to hunt and needs the 

help of a human who can go places it cannot. Through their 
telekinetic connection, Jam learns that though all the mon-
sters were thought to have been purged by the angels, one still 
roams the house of her best friend, Redemption, and Jam must 
uncover it. There’s a curious vagueness as to the nature of the 
banished monsters’ crimes, and it takes a few chapters to settle 
into Emezi’s (Freshwater, 2018) YA debut, set in an unspecified 
American town where people are united under the creed: “We 
are each other’s harvest. We are each other’s business. We are each other’s 
magnitude and bond,” taken from Gwendolyn Brooks’ ode to Paul 
Robeson. However, their lush imagery and prose coupled with 
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nuanced inclusion of African diasporic languages and peoples 
creates space for individuals to broadly love and live. Jam’s 
parents strongly affirm and celebrate her trans identity, and 
Redemption’s three parents are dedicated and caring, giving 
Jam a second, albeit more chaotic, home. Still, Emezi’s timely 
and critical point, “monsters don’t look like anything,” encour-
ages our steady vigilance to recognize and identify them even in 
the most idyllic of settings.

This soaring novel shoots for the stars and explodes the 
sky with its bold brilliance. (Fantasy. 14-18)

WINTERWOOD
Ernshaw, Shea
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-5344-3941-2  

A girl descended from witches 
becomes entangled in a lethal mystery.

Taking place in a shared universe with 
Ernshaw’s The Wicked Deep (2018), this 
novel is set in a mountainous lakeside 
area in the Pacific Northwest. The few 

year-round residents include the Walker family—witches—and 
those living at the Jackjaw Camp for Wayward Boys. The night 
of a terrible winter storm, one boy goes missing and another 
dies. Two weeks later, in the dangerous Wicker Woods, Nora 
Walker miraculously finds Oliver Huntsman. Oliver remembers 
nothing of how he survived the winter conditions. Nora warms 
him up and returns him to the camp; unsettled and untrusting 
of his cabin mates, he keeps returning to her. When Nora learns 
of the other camper’s death, she follows a thread of suspicion 
that the missing and dead boys’ fates are related—though she 
wants to trust Oliver, she can’t be sure. She wishes she had a 
nightshade, like the Walkers before her—a special magical 
gift like those chronicled in chapter interludes from the fam-
ily spellbook that contain brief biographies capped by a spell. 
She knows enough to recognize that the bone moth she keeps 
seeing is an imminent death omen. The claustrophobic mystery 
unwinds at an accelerating pace for the undersupervised teens, 
and the malicious, haunting Wicker Woods are lovingly char-
acterized and as compelling as the formidable heroine. Most 
characters seem to default to white.

A delectably immersive, eerie experience. (Paranormal 
thriller. 12-adult) (This review is printed here for the first time.)

SPIES
The Secret Showdown 
Between America and Russia
Favreau, Marc
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-316-54592-1  

The facts behind the fantastic lives 
of spies born from Cold War friction.

A $20 million wire-tapping device, 
microfilm hidden in a pumpkin, crawl-

ing through sewers—it reads like fiction, but this isn’t James 
Bond. It’s the truth about some of the key players in obtain-
ing enemy information (be that proclaimed enemy the USSR or 
USA). Spanning the period from 1945 to 1985 (dubbed “Year of 
the Spy”), the book recounts the journeys, goals, and outcomes 
of several spies—loyal, defected, and double agent—in tandem 
with the wars and threats to ways of life that produced them. 
Supported by transcripts of testimony, quotations, and stories 
that could easily be material for a summer blockbuster, Favreau 
(Crash, 2018, etc.) ably dissects their individual impetuses for 
entree into spydom, reasons for deceit, and cause for allegiance. 
The spies’ personal depths of dedication to creating false iden-
tities and the stress of shouldering secrets—or selling them—
will inspire even reluctant historians to dig deeper and deeper. 
A breadth of supporting backmatter, including timelines, key 
KGB and CIA factoids, and glossaries for both the Cold War 
and espionage in general, is included, as is a list of suggested 
further reading for those whose interest has been exceptionally 
piqued.

Ian Fleming couldn’t have dreamt up anything bet-
ter. (historical notes, timeline, glossary, notes, primary 
sources, bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 14-adult)

STAGE DREAMS
Gillman, Melanie
Illus. by the author
Graphic Universe (104 pp.) 
$29.32  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5124-4000-3  

A runaway and a bandit in search of 
new lives team up to steal war plans from 
the Confederacy. 

When Grace, a white trans woman and aspiring actress, runs 
away from conscription into the Georgia Infantry, she finds her-
self caught in the talons of the Ghost Hawk, a half-woman, half-
hawk demon bandit—or so the rumors say. Despite the wild 
stories, the mysterious Ghost Hawk turns out to be a “short 
brown lady” named Flor who dreams of living out the rest of her 
life on her own patch of land with some goats as soon as she gets 
the money from one last, big heist. With the help of Grace’s 
acting skills and understanding of upper-class, white Georgian 
culture, they plot to steal secrets from a backroom meeting at 
a cotillion and sell them to the Union. Gillman (Steven Universe: 

The malicious, haunting Wicker Woods are 
as compelling as the formidable heroine.

winterwood
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Punching Up, 2018, etc.) captures the Southwestern atmosphere 
with a soft, dusty color palette. Panels full of movement and 
vivid character expression create an immersive reading expe-
rience. The narrative unites two women with different back-
grounds, depicting a relationship in which they support one 
another. Their romance develops naturally through moments of 
flirtation and fond glances. An open-ended but still satisfying 
resolution suggests a bright, hopeful future while leaving room 
to imagine more adventures for Grace and Flor.

An engrossing escapade with a heart-stealing queer 
romance. (annotations) (Graphic historical fiction. 12-adult)

REBEL GIRLS 
Keenan, Elizabeth
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-335-18500-6  

Word in Baton Rouge is that Athena 
Graves’ younger sister got an abortion 
over the summer.

Named after powerful women in 
Greek mythology, the Graves sisters 
could not be more different. Athena is 

a gifted student with dyed red hair and a love for punk-rock 
music. Helen, a blonde beauty, loves fashion and Pearl Jam—a 
band Athena deems so mainstream. Helen’s anti-abortion stance 
makes her a better fit for their Catholic high school than aspir-
ing riot grrrl Athena. But when a rumor spreads that Helen 
got an abortion after sleeping with a racist classmate, Athena, 
with the help of fellow abortion-rights advocate Melissa, works 
to save Helen from being expelled. Athena believes mean girl 
Leah started the rumor, but Leah’s football-star boyfriend, Sean, 
comes to her defense. And soon after Athena starts dating cute 
Kyle, Leah sets her sights on him too. Sympathetic Athena hon-
estly struggles to get justice for her sister while upholding her 
core beliefs in the face of a strongly conservative community. 
Beyond the abortion debate, this provides a necessary focus 
on the importance of young women supporting one another 
across differences. Echoing the punk-rock feminist movement 
of the early ’90s, debut author Keenan creates a timely narrative 
that will challenge teens to reflect on their personal values and 
engage in respectful discourse. Main characters are white apart 
from Melissa, who is half Vietnamese and half Cajun, and Sean, 
who is black.

A must-read. (Fiction. 12-18)

DREAMS COME TO LIFE
Kress, Adrienne
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-34394-6 
Series: Bendy and the Ink Machine, 1 

Kress (The Quest for the Kid, 2019, 
etc.) creates a hair-raising tale based on 
the popular survival horror video game 

“Bendy and the Ink Machine.”
She capitalizes on its survival-

ist plot and creepy ambience by setting her story—like the 
video game—largely on the premises of Joey Drew Studios, a 
New York City–based production house dedicated to creating 

“Bendy” cartoons. Emulating the shifting perspective of this 
genre, in which players have less control than in a typical action 
video game, the 16-year-old Jewish protagonist, Daniel “Buddy” 
Lewek, begins his story by ominously looking back to the sum-
mer of 1946, warning readers that while dreams may come true, 
nightmares do as well. Though somewhat cagey as a narrator, 
Buddy is an extremely likable character, having dropped out of 
school to help support his recently widowed mother. He’s now 
dealing with the unannounced arrival to their Lower East Side 
tenement of his Polish grandfather, who speaks little English, 
is pale and shockingly thin, and has strange numbers tattooed 
on his arm. Buddy thinks his dreams of financial solvency and 
becoming an artist are about to become a reality when Mister 
Drew hires him to be an errand boy and art apprentice, but he 
soon discovers something as dark as the ink that animates the 
Bendy figures lurks in the Drew Studios halls, forcing him to 
reexamine his entire worldview.

Sinister and twisted, this Faustian page-turner enlight-
ens as it frightens. (Horror. 12-18)

BUTTERFLY YELLOW 
Lai, Thanhha
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-222921-2  

The day after Hang arrives in Texas 
from a refugee camp, she heads toward 
Amarillo to find her little brother.

On that same day in 1981, an 18-year-
old aspiring cowboy named LeeRoy is 
traveling to Amarillo to pursue his rodeo 

dreams. After some helpful meddling from a couple at a rest stop, 
LeeRoy finds himself driving Hang on her search instead. They 
make an odd pair, a white boy from Austin and a determined 
Vietnamese refugee on a mission. But their chemistry works: 
Hang sees through LeeRoy’s cowboy airs, and LeeRoy under-
stands Hang’s clever English pronunciations, cobbled together 
from Vietnamese syllables. When they find Hang’s brother and 
he remembers nothing about Vietnam, Hang and LeeRoy settle 
in at the ranch next door. Hang’s heartbreaking memories of 
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In 2014, Nigerian President Goodluck Jonathan 
signed a bill that made homosexuality a crime pun-
ishable by 14 years in prison. In 2019, American Presi-
dent Donald Trump rolled back equal protections for 
LGBTQ Americans—barring trans individuals from 
serving in the military—and is now attempting to end 
health care protections for trans individuals. 

Nigerian-born author Akwaeke Emezi (they/them/
their) moved to the United States for school at age 16 
and now lives in Brooklyn; they straddle both worlds 
and know well the necessity of carving out a space 
of representation on the page. Emezi’s debut young 
adult novel, Pet, based in the fictional city of Lucille, 
where monsters supposedly have been eradicated, fol-

lows the journey of Jam, a young black trans girl, as she 
discovers that monsters are still very real and preying 
upon the children of the town.  

“It was important to me to make Jam a black trans 
girl,” says Emezi, “and I wanted her to be safe because 
that’s not what’s happening for a lot of trans teens. I 
wanted to create a world in which that safety is pos-
sible and also to show that the reason she was safe was 
because her parents kept her safe and cared for her.”

Although centered in the specific perspective of a 
black trans girl, the novel speaks to universal issues as 
well. Pet asks the question: How do you save the world 
from monsters when no one will admit they exist?

As the first person who understands the monsters 
are real and present in Lucille, Jam is in a situation 
where she has to decide on her own what’s actually 
happening—and not listen to the falsehoods that the 
adults, her teachers, and the media are telling her. “It 
takes a special kind of bravery, I think, to make that 
kind of decision to choose to trust yourself rather than 
what you are told,” says Emezi.

It is impossible to read Pet without drawing par-
allels to the current political moment in the United 
States—parallels which Emezi says were on their mind 
when they were writing the book. “What would it be 
like to be a young person now, where these horrific 
things are happening and a lot of them are targeting 
vulnerable people—and at the same time the people 
around you are in denial about it, with the media and 
politicians covering it up and making it seem like it’s 
not as bad as it is?”

Photo courtesy Beow
ulf Sheehan

THE AUTHOR OF THE ADULT NOVEL FRESHWATER WRITES A YA 
NOVEL ABOUT A BLACK TRANS GIRL WHO WANTS TO SAVE HER 
TOWN FROM MONSTERS
By Hope Wabuke

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Akwaeke emezi



the day her brother was mistakenly taken by Americans at the 
end of the war, her harrowing journey to America, and the fam-
ily she left behind are all tempered by LeeRoy’s quiet patience 
and exasperated affection. It is their warm and comic love/hate 
relationship, developing over the course of the summer into 
something more, that is the soul of award-winning Lai’s (Lis-
ten, Slowly, 2015, etc.) first young adult novel. Every sentence 
is infused with warmth, and Lai shows readers that countless 
moments of grace exist even in the darkest times.

Masterfully conjures grace, beauty, and humor out of 
the tragic wake of the Vietnam War. (author’s note) (His-
torical fiction. 13-18)

LOKI 
Where Mischief Lies
Lee, Mackenzi
Illus. by Hans, Stephanie
Marvel Press (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-368-02226-2  

Lee (The Lady’s Guide to Petticoats and 
Piracy, 2018, etc.) weaves a compelling 
origin story for Marvel villain Loki.

Can a young Loki discover the identity of a magical assas-
sin and avoid his own prophesied fate? The pale-skinned, 
black-haired Asgardian trickster has always lived in his blond, 
muscular brother Thor’s shadow. After their father, Odin, sees 
a vision of Loki leading an army of the dead against Asgard, he 
grows suspicious of his second son’s magical abilities. Years later, 
seeking to prove himself (and prove the prophecy wrong), Loki 
is sent to Earth to aid a London-based secret organization inves-
tigating a series of unusual magical deaths. To Loki, this is akin 
to being banished: Earth has no magic, and he must actually 
interact with humans. Yet before long, Loki’s distaste becomes 
curiosity, especially regarding pale, reddish-brown-haired Theo 
Bell, who walks with a cane. Loki learns that Theo is attracted 
to boys (but possibly not only boys), which in 19th-century Lon-
don is a crime. Although Loki uses he/him/his pronouns, he says 
he exists as both man and woman and that Asgardians don’t 
care about the sex or gender of others’ partners, to which Theo 
responds wistfully. Their romance barely blossoms before Loki 
must make a choice that will shape his life forever.

This deft, nuanced examination of identity, destiny, 
and agency is a surprisingly tender addition to the Marvel 
canon. (Historical fantasy. 13-18)
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One of the cover taglines of Pet is: “Are you brave 
enough to look?” “A lot of times what I find happens 
is that people don’t like to look directly at things, to 
call something directly what it is,” Emezi states, call-
ing up Toni Morrison’s idea of the necessity of look-
ing without flinching expressed in the documentary 
Pieces I Am. “How do you hold people accountable?” 
Emezi muses. “What does evil look like when you are 
normalizing and masking it? I think that these are 
questions a lot of people are asking now.” 

Like Emezi’s critically acclaimed 2018 adult debut 
novel, Freshwater, which is rooted in an Igbo mythos, 
Pet imagines a space that draws heavily from black 
cultures. In this case, Emezi’s inspiration draws from 
the diversity of both the African continent and the 
diaspora to center blackness.

“There are very distinct black realities that occur 
all over the continent and diaspora that only are read 
as strange when you take it out of our culture,” Emezi 
says. So in Pet we have a black reality set in the future 
in a community made up of black immigrants and 
black Americans, a reality in which a black trans girl 
is safe, cherished, and loved. “The first step to making 
a lived reality is to imagine it,” says Emezi, “and when 
you have stories like Pet you can start imagining it.”

Hope Wabuke is a writer and assistant professor of English at 
the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. Pet received a starred 
review in the July 15, 2019, issue.



THE GRACE YEAR 
Liggett, Kim
Wednesday Books (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-250-14544-4  

A rebellious 16-year-old is sent to an 
isolated island for her grace year, when 
she must release her seductive, poison-
ous magic into the wild before taking her 
proper place as a wife and child bearer.

In gaslit Garner County, women and 
girls are said to harbor diabolical magic capable of manipulat-
ing men. Dreaming, among other things, is forbidden, and 
before girls embark on their grace year, they hope to receive 
a veil, which promises marriage. Otherwise, it’s life in a labor 
house—or worse. Strong, outdoorsy, skeptical Tierney James 
doesn’t want to be married, but a shocking twist leaves her 
with a veil—and a dangerous enemy in the vindictive Kiersten. 
Thirty-three girls with red ribbons symbolizing sin woven 
into their braids set out to survive the island, but it won’t be 
easy. Poachers, who trade in the body parts of grace-year girls, 
surround the camp, and paranoia, superstition, and mistrust 
rule. Not everyone will make it home alive. The bones of 
Liggett’s (The Unfortunates, 2018, etc.) tale of female repression 
are familiar ones, but her immersive storytelling effortlessly 
weaves horror elements with a harrowing and surprising sur-
vival story. Profound moments lie in small details, and readers’ 
hearts will race and break right along with the brave, capable 
Tierney’s. The biggest changes often begin with the smallest 
rebellions, and the emotional conclusion will resonate. All 
characters are assumed white.

Chilling, poignant, haunting, and, unfortunately, all 
too timely. (Dystopian. 14-18)

BATMAN
Nightwalker 
Lu, Marie
Illus. by Wildgoose, Chris
DC Ink (208 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4012-8004-8  

A pre-Batman Bruce Wayne takes his 
first strides toward becoming the Caped 
Crusader.

In this graphic adaptation of the 
novel by the same name, 18-year-old newly minted billionaire 
Wayne wrestles with increasingly adult issues: how to control 
his newfound power in managing his deceased parents’ fortune, 
facing the unknown once high school ends, and an intense call 
to defend the city he loves. When a nefarious group known as 
the Nightwalkers descends upon Gotham City, reigning terror 
upon the rich, Bruce begins his first foray into vigilantism. Unim-
pressed by his attempts, he is reprimanded by the GCPD and 
sent to work at Arkham Asylum, where he befriends enigmatic 

inmate Madeleine, a Nightwalker with a dark past. Like most 
Batman tales, the lines between good and evil are nebulous, 
and as Bruce struggles with issues like economic inequality, he 
learns he must define those boundaries himself. With electric 
pacing and dynamic black-and-white illustrations punctuated 
with bright splashes of yellow, Moore’s (The Zodiac Legacy, 2017, 
etc.) adaptation of Lu’s (Wildcard, 2018, etc.) novel is a visual 
delight with all the cinematic panache one would expect from 
the superhero franchise. Focusing upon Wayne before he fully 
adopted his Batman persona, this makes for a fine jumping in 
point for both seasoned fans and newcomers alike. Wayne pres-
ents as white, but secondary characters are ethnically diverse.

A worthy addition to the expansive Batman corpus. 
(Graphic fiction. 12-adult)

LIGHT IT UP 
Magoon, Kekla
Henry Holt (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-250-12889-8  

The shooting of an unarmed African 
American teen by police serves as cata-
lyst for racial tension in a community 
still recovering from a previous tragedy.

This time, Shae Tatum, a 13-year-old 
girl, is shot by a white police officer. Two 

years have passed since the killing of Tariq Johnson, and the 
community organizations that arose in the aftermath are more 
active. Social media scrutiny has intensified, with the media 
and police focusing on public messaging. The officer’s family 
copes with being in the spotlight, and a minister who was in the 
limelight is now a senator. Tariq’s friend Tyrell is now focused on 
college and reluctant to dredge up bad memories, but his white 
roommate, Robb, is intrigued by the shooting and seems insen-
sitive to Tyrell’s silence. The engagement of white supremacists 
and white women who protest in support of the police at Shae’s 
funeral add new wrinkles. As tensions escalate, divisions harden 
while the police and community await the decision of the grand 
jury. This follow-up to the author’s acclaimed How It Went Down 
(2014) uses multiple distinctive narrators, transcripts, and social 
media posts to convey the charged atmosphere as people must 
carry on with their lives while turmoil brews around them. The 
wide range of personalities, rich details, and nuanced connec-
tions make this a stellar and important read.

This companion to a modern classic offers an even 
deeper, more layered depiction of the impact of a police 
shooting. (Fiction. 14-18) (This review is printed here for the first 
time.)
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A stellar and important read.
light it up



HOUSE OF RAGE 
AND SORROW 
Mandanna, Sangu
Sky Pony Press (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5107-3379-4 
Series: Celestial Trilogy, 2 

Princess Esmae started a war—but 
will she finish it?

Esmae always dreamed of reuniting 
with the family who abandoned her when 

she was a child. She originally wanted to return her brothers to 
their homeland after they were usurped by their Uncle Elvar. 
But when her twin, Alexi, tries to kill her—and instead kills 
her best friend—her trust is shaken. Esmae reluctantly plots 
to maintain the status quo in hopes that Elvar will allow her to 
inherit the throne. But when she learns the truth about the duel 
that was meant to end her life, her sense of self is completely 
shattered. Driven by ambition, jealousy, and a lifetime of pow-
erlessness, Esmae grows increasingly bloodthirsty and power 
hungry, abandoning her former quest for peace and her family’s 
love. The plot is fast-paced and full of surprises, its intricate 
world carefully rendered. Where it really shines, however, is in 
its characters, particularly Esmae, who, throughout the story, is 
forced to confront painful truths. Mandanna (A Spark of White 
Fire, 2018) is an astute observer of human nature and a master of 
suspense, deftly unraveling Esmae’s defenses until her complex 
feelings about her family turn her from peacenik to warmonger 
while simultaneously making her villain of a brother more sym-
pathetic. After substantial intermarrying, race does not exist in 
this fantasy world.

Extraordinarily drawn characters and plot twists will 
keep readers’ hearts racing. (Fantasy. 14-adult)

WHERE THE 
WORLD ENDS 
McCaughrean, Geraldine
$18.99  |  Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
Dec. 3, 2019
978-1-250-22549-8  

In this Carnegie-winning novel, 
McCaughrean (The Middle of Nowhere, 
2013, etc.) turns a small piece of history 
into an epic, nearly mythic, tale.

St. Kilda’s archipelago, far off the 
northwest corner of Scotland, is the most remote set of islands 
in Great Britain. In 1727, a boat set off from the sole occupied 
island, Hirta, dropping a small group of men and boys at War-
rior Stac, a giant rock, for a fowling expedition. Told from the 
point of view of Quilliam, one of the older boys, (precise ages 
are never given; the boys seem to range in age from around 10 
to about 16), the trip begins as a grand adventure: scaling cliffs 
via fingertip holds, making candles out of dead storm petrels, 
and cutting the stomachs out of gannets to use as bottles for 

oil. But then, inexplicably, the village boat does not return for 
them. As the weeks stretch to months and the birds begin to 
leave the rock, the party fears the end of the world. Cane, one of 
the men, sets himself up as a divine authority, praying for repen-
tance, while Quill attempts to soothe the younger boys through 
story—and himself through memories of a young woman he 
loves. McCaughrean takes the bones of a real event, wraps it in 
immersive, imaginative detail and thoroughly real emotion, and 
creates an unforgettable tale of human survival.

A masterpiece. (map, afterword, birds of St. Kilda, 
glossary) (Historical fiction. 12-18) (This review is printed here for 
the first time.)

SLAY
Morris, Brittney
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5344-4542-0  

A high school senior secretly creates 
a massively multiplayer online role-play-
ing game dedicated to black culture but 
is attacked in mainstream media after a 
player is murdered. 

Frustrated by the rampant racism in 
the online multiplayer game universe and exhausted by having 
to be the “voice of Blackness” at her majority white high school, 
honors student Kiera creates SLAY—a MMORPG for black 
gamers. SLAY promotes black excellence from across the Afri-
can diaspora as players go head-to-head in matches grounded in 
black culture. Although Kiera is proud of the game and the safe 
space it has become for hundreds of thousands of participants, 
she keeps her identity as lead developer a secret from everyone, 
including her black boyfriend, Malcolm, who believes video 
games are a tactic on the part of white people to undermine 
black men and hold them back from success. When a dispute 
in SLAY spills into the real world and a teen is murdered, the 
media discovers the underground game and cries racism. Kiera 
has to fight to protect not only her identity, but the online com-
munity she has developed. Despite some one-dimensional char-
acters, especially Kiera’s parents, debut author Morris does a 
fantastic job of showing diversity within the black community. 
Nongamers might get bogged down in the minutiae of the game 
play, but the effort is well worth it.

Gamers and black activists alike will be ready to SLAY 
all day. (Fiction. 13-18)
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ya novels about 
intergenerational relationships

Complicated family relationships have long been 
a source of conflict in YA novels, but this fall brings a 
bumper crop of books about teens navigating intergen-
erational relationships. These novels tackle a huge range 
of issues—addiction, abuse, mental illness, grief—but at 
their core, all five are about the ways in which the young 
protagonists allow (or don’t allow) who and where they 
came from to define them.  

The Liar’s Daughter by Megan 
Cooley Peterson (Holiday House, 
Sept. 10) takes on a challenging 
subject: escaping from a cult. Be-
fore, Piper just wants to look out 
for her siblings and prove to Moth-
er and Father that she’s ready for 
her initiation into the Communi-
ty. After, she is determined to es-
cape the government agents who 
forced her Outside and the wom-
an keeping her captive. As the two 

timelines unfold, Piper has to reckon with the lies she’s 
been told and learn how to trust her instincts in order to 
move forward. 

The Color of the Sun by David Al-
mond (Candlewick, Sept. 10) takes 
a lyrical approach to a boy pro-
cessing grief. One summer day a 
few weeks after his father’s death, 
Davie heads out for a wander and 
runs into a friend who informs 
him that Jimmy Killen is dead and 
Zorro Craig killed him. Davie de-
cides to look for the supposed 
murderer but is sidetracked by a 
series of odd, dreamlike encounters 

with the townsfolk.

The Liars of Mariposa Island by Jennifer Mathieu 
(Roaring Brook, Sept. 17) is a brutal look at two Texan 
siblings trying to survive their embittered and control-
ling mother, who still carries the trauma of her escape 
from Cuba as a teen. At 16, Elena has become a master 
liar, telling her mother whatever she wants to hear in 

order to escape the house. Mean-
while, her older brother Joaquin 
is determined to find their father 
and unearths some unexpected 
truths in the process.

Just Lucky by Melanie Florence 
(Second Story, Sept. 17) is the sto-
ry of one Cree teen’s attempts 
to build a new life out of the (lit-
eral) ashes of her old one. When 
Lucky’s grandfather dies, she tries 
to take over the household, but her grandmother’s de-

mentia only worsens, resulting in a 
fire that lands Lucky in foster care. 
Bouncing in and out of homes, 
Lucky faces sexual abuse, racism, 
and isolation but also finds kind-
ness, understanding, and love.

In Six Goodbyes We Never Said 
by Candace Ganger (Wednesday 
Books, Sept. 24), protagonists 
Naima and Dew have lost their 
parents and are trying to adjust 
to new homes (Dew with adop-

tive parents and Naima with her grandparents). Com-
plicating their grief even further 
are the two characters’ significant 
mental health challenges: Naima 
suffers from severe depression and 
OCD while Dew has debilitat-
ing panic attacks. And yet despite 
an inauspicious beginning—Dew 
is convinced Naima is his soul 
mate while she mostly thinks he’s 
weird—the two develop a friend-
ship that helps them start to move 
on from their losses.

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California.

Alex Heimbach
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THE DOZIER SCHOOL 
FOR BOYS 
Forensics, Survivors, 
and 
a Painful Past
Murray, Elizabeth A.
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (120 pp.) 
$37.32 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019  
978-1-5415-1978-7

The history of a reform school that 
abused and tortured the young people 

sent there. 
The Florida State Reform School, opened in 1900 and later 

named after former superintendent Arthur G. Dozier, was 
intended to be a place where youth could be educated and given 
the skills they’d need to become independent citizens. However, 
almost from the beginning the school was problematic for the 
boys: The work was dangerous, and strict discipline protocols 
involved severe beatings, deprivation, psychological torture, 
and, some claimed, outright murder. Until 1968 the facilities 
were racially segregated, with black youth receiving more haz-
ardous work assignments. In the early 21st century, survivors 
began telling their stories, and a 2007 case of physical abuse was 
caught on surveillance cameras. State-led investigations into 
the school cemetery and the survivors’ stories drew attention 
from media and activists. The author, herself a forensic scien-
tist, explores how the school operated without much oversight 
or reporting and the ways criminal science was used to piece 
together a picture of the horrors many endured. The testimo-
nies of the survivors and the forensic research into those who 
died at Dozier are the most compelling aspects of the book. 
The many photographs and sidebars will make this accessible 
for young readers.

A grim, harrowing, and important read with insights 
into the troubled juvenile justice system. (source notes, 
glossary, selected bibliography, further information, 
index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

ANGEL MAGE 
Nix, Garth
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(560 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-268322-9  

In Nix’s (Let Sleeping Dragons Lie, 
2018, etc.) latest, a cruel and power-hun-
gry angelic mage, set on reuniting with 
her Archangel lover, sets her sights on 
four very special teens.

In this fantasy world, humans use icons to call on angelic 
assistance for tasks ranging from trivial to life altering. Almost 
140 years ago, Liliath, a renowned icon maker and preternatu-
rally skilled angelic mage, unleashed the Ash Blood plague, 
which transformed its victims into horrific beastlings, upon 

Ystara. Now she has awakened and seeks to use four young men 
and women to meet her goal: Agnez Descaray, a cadet in the 
Queen’s Musketeers; budding doctor Simeon MacNeel; Car-
dinal’s clerk Henri Dupallidin; and Dorotea Imsel, a uniquely 
talented icon maker. The friendships they forge may be the 
key to stopping Liliath. Nix’s complex system of angelic magic, 
and the toll it takes, is fascinating, and he weaves an exciting 
adventure full of intrigue and action while portraying women 
in power in a refreshingly casual way. Agnez, full of swagger, bit-
ing wit, and an often troublesome eagerness to duel at every 
opportunity, is a joy, and the obsessed Liliath is heedless of the 
death and destruction she brings about. Liliath, Simon, Agnez, 
and Dorotea, along with many of the most powerful characters, 
have brown or black skin, Henri is pale, and there is a wide vari-
ety of skin tones throughout the cast.

An original and gripping adventure. (hierarchy of 
angels, maps) (Fantasy. 14-18)

ROGUE HEART
Oh, Axie
Tu Books (368 pp.)
$21.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-64379-037-4 
Series: Rebel Seoul, 2 

A telepathic 18-year-old in Neo 
Beijing in 2201 is haunted by troubling 
memories and assaulted by her exquisite 
sensitivity to others’ thoughts.

All Ama has wanted since escaping 
the Alliance government lab that turned her and two other teen 
orphans into experimental supersoldiers is to lie low, enjoy her 
newly found freedom, and forget the boy who betrayed her. 
All of that changes, though, when, two years after her escape, 
the Alliance tries to assassinate her while its opposing faction, 
PHNX, attempts to convince her to join their rebellion. How 
will Ama sort out her complex feelings for those close to her 
who remain loyal to the Alliance, those loyal to PHNX, and 
those loyal only to themselves? The novel is narrated in the first 
person by Ama, allowing readers to become acquainted with her 
personal history through her inner monologue. Oh deftly and 
seamlessly weaves fast-paced action, futuristic technology, the 
East Asian cultures and languages of the Neo Council, inclu-
sive relationships, and a new spin on K-drama romance into 
the Blade Runner–esque universe she first shared in her previous, 
companion novel Rebel Seoul (2017). However, Asian people, as 
well as their families, lovers, partners, friends, and cultural prac-
tices, are the main characters here instead of simply an exotic 
backdrop. 

A fantastic, fun, and fast read for fans of Stranger 
Things, The Hunger Games, Pacific Rim, and romantic 
Korean dramas. (Science fiction. 12-18) (This review is printed here 
for the first time.)
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WAR GIRLS
Onyebuchi, Tochi 
Razorbill/Penguin (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-451-48167-2 
Series: War Girls, 1 

In a world ravaged by nuclear war, cli-
mate change, and resource conflict, two 
sisters dare to dream of peace.

In his novel based on the Nigerian 
civil war and wars decades later in other 

parts of the African continent involving child soldiers, Onye-
buchi (Crown of Thunder, 2018, etc.) creates a richly detailed, 
post-apocalyptic Nigeria. Onyii, who comes to be known as 
the Demon of Biafra, has been caught in the thick of the war 
between the Biafrans and Nigerians over mining rights for 
Chukwu, a precious mineral. She has even become an Augment, 
one of those who have replaced missing limbs and organs with 
mechanical ones. Ify, Onyii’s sister, is ingenious and resource-
ful: Having been bullied for her lighter skin by the other girls 
in the Biafran war camp, she finds solace in exploring the world 
via her Accent, technology she created that grants her powers 
of perception and communication. When the Nigerians attack, 
Ify is kidnapped and the camp left in ruins. Believing her sis-
ter to be dead, Onyii agrees to fight for the Republic of Biafra. 
Meanwhile, Ify is discovering much about her true lineage. The 
intense plot is narrated in alternating third-person perspectives, 
and the author explores themes surrounding colonization, fam-
ily, and the injustices of war. The story culminates in an unex-
pected, heart-wrenching end.

An exhilarating series opener. (author’s note) (Science 
fiction. 14-adult) (This review is printed here for the first time.)

THIRTEEN DOORWAYS, 
WOLVES BEHIND THEM ALL
Ruby, Laura
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-231764-3  

A ghost girl’s narration weaves 
her own story with that of a tenacious 
orphan in World War II–era Chicago.

Teenage Frankie’s story is no more or 
less tragic than that of any other young 

person at her German Catholic orphanage: That is, it’s heart-
breaking. She and her two siblings have a father who brings 
them gifts but claims he can’t afford to take them home and 
who eventually abandons them for a new family. But Frankie’s 
tenacious grip on hope draws attention from both her fellow 
orphans, including a beautiful, gentle boy with whom she shares 
an illicit prewar romance, and Pearl, the book’s ghost narra-
tor, whose own tragic story slowly unfurls alongside Frankie’s. 
Pearl’s narration elevates an already-poignant story to a com-
plex, bittersweet examination of why “girls were punished so 

hard for their love, so hard, hard enough to break them.” There 
is no escape from pain or death in this narrative—from the wolf 
waiting behind every door—but there is the suggestion that it’s 
worth the risk to open them all wide anyway. Pearl and Frankie 
are white (Frankie’s parents were Italian immigrants), but many 
secondary characters, memorably an African American ghost 
named Marguerite and a Chinese love interest for Pearl, are 
racially diverse.

A layered, empathetic examination of the ghosts inside 
all girls’ lives, full of historical realism and timeless feel-
ing. (author’s note) (Historical fantasy. 14-adult) (This review is 
printed here for the first time.)

THE FOUNTAINS 
OF SILENCE 
Sepetys, Ruta
Philomel (512 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-399-16031-8  

The pitiless dictatorship of Francisco 
Franco examined through the voices of 
four teenagers: one American and three 
Spaniards.

The Spanish Civil War lasted from 
1936-1939, but Franco held Spain by its throat for 36 years. 
Sepetys (Salt to the Sea, 2016, etc.) begins her novel in 1957. 
Daniel is a white Texan who wants to be a photojournalist, not 
an oilman; Ana is trying to work her way to respectability as 
a hotel maid; her brother, Rafael, wants to erase memories of 
an oppressive boys’ home; and Puri is a loving caregiver for 
babies awaiting adoption—together they provide alternating 
third-person lenses for viewing Spain during one of its most 
brutally repressive periods. Their lives run parallel and inter-
sect as each tries to answer questions about truth and the path 
ahead within a regime that crushes any opposition, murders 
dissidents, and punishes their families while stealing babies to 
sell to parents with accepted political views. This formidable 
story will haunt those who ask hard questions about the past 
as it reveals the hopes and dreams of individuals in a nation 
trying to lie its way to the future. Meticulous research is pre-
sented through believable, complex characters on the brink of 
adulthood who personalize the questions we all must answer 
about our place in the world. 

A stunning novel that exposes modern fascism and 
elevates human resilience. (author’s note, research and 
sources, glossary, photographs) (Historical fiction. 15-adult) 
(This review is printed here for the first time.)
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THE INFINITE NOISE
Shippen, Lauren
Tor Teen (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-250-29751-8 
Series: Bright Sessions, 1 

High school football player Caleb 
is drawn to his sad, bookish classmate 
Adam, who is an island of calm in an 
ocean of other people’s emotions.

Caleb is the quintessential hand-
some, popular athlete, but he’s dealing with an unusual prob-
lem: He has the supernatural power of feeling others’ emotions. 
Sure enough, high school is a stressful place for someone with 
such a power, and Adam is the only person at school whose emo-
tional presence helps Caleb bear the onslaught of teenage feel-
ings. Adam, who is Jewish, has a huge crush on Caleb but doesn’t 
dare hope that Caleb feels the same way about him. Meanwhile, 
Caleb understands everyone’s feelings but his own. Shippen’s 
debut novel is a fluttery, insightful teen romance told in both 
boys’ voices, filled to the brim with feelings but sidestepping 
melodrama and coming-out angst. The author gives emotions 
form, texture, and color, taking readers along on Adam’s and 
Caleb’s journeys while remembering that a boyfriend is not 
an antidote to life’s supernatural—or mundane—problems. 
Though the author touches on several unresolved plotlines 
from her science-fiction podcast, The Bright Sessions, especially 
in the second half, the novel is strong enough to stand alone 
for those who have never listened to it. Caleb is white; dark-
skinned Adam’s father is Jewish.

A warm, satisfying love story with depth. (Science fiction. 
13-adult)

HOPE IS OUR 
ONLY WING 
Tavengerwei, Rutendo
Soho Teen (216 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-64129-072-2  

Following the tragic and mysterious 
death of her journalist father while on an 
investigative trip to the family’s home-
land of Zimbabwe, 15-year-old Shamiso 
and her mother leave England. 

Returning to the country she left at age 5 is disorienting 
for Shamiso—she doesn’t even remember her paternal grand-
mother. She unsuccessfully tries to keep her grief and anger 
under wraps, bound up in resentment over being in this place 
that is now home. At her new boarding school, Shamiso initially 
seeks to keep to herself, but Tanyaradzwa, another student, 
who has her own reasons for deep sadness, extends an offer 
of friendship that Shamiso initially rebuffs, although later the 
girls become close companions. Inspired by actual events from 
2008 Zimbabwe, debut author Tavengerwei masterfully knits 

together a literary quilt with prose that evokes heartbreaking 
and hopeful truths. Mainly portraying events from a teenager’s 
perspective, readers also learn about the political and economic 
downfall of a once prosperous country. Filled with tales of strug-
gle, sacrifice, corruption, and resilience, the novel showcases a 
cast of characters whose formidable spirits in the face of life-
threatening crises take readers on a roller-coaster ride of emo-
tions via a gripping page-turner.

A narrative of courage and optimism in the face of 
loss, this novel is brilliant storytelling. (glossary) (Fiction. 
14-adult)

THE LIBRARY OF LOST THINGS
Taylor Namey, Laura
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-335-92825-2  

A sweet romance from a debut author 
to watch.

Darcy Jane Wells works at a book-
store and likes to memorize lines from 
her favorite classics. Her friends are her 
beloved characters and her best friend, 

Mexican/Cuban American fashionista Marisol, who is the only 
one who knows Darcy’s secret—her mother is a hoarder. Bro-
kenhearted and traumatized by the abandonment of Darcy’s 
father, her mother is the image of perfection in public, but 
their small San Diego apartment is filled to the brim with her 
compulsive purchases. Darcy’s only refuge is her bookshelf-
covered room. With the help of Marisol, a used copy of Peter 
Pan, and an older boy struggling with his own trauma and ill-
ness, the linguistic savant begins to muddle through her senior 
year. Peppered with literary quotes and chapter headings, this 
novel will delight teen lit fans (mentions of YA faves abound). 
Taylor Namey’s portrayal of mental illness is thoughtful and 
well executed, and the characterizations of even background 
characters are fully developed. The friendship between Darcy 
and Marisol is well balanced and charming, and the happy end-
ing is swoony—but not overly so. The author sometimes relies 
too much on tropes (super self-aware teens, a mean-girl ex, a 
grumpy bookstore owner, and a boisterous Latinx family), but 
this doesn’t detract from the feel-good narrative. Darcy and 
most characters appear to be white.

A lovely tale for bookish readers that will give them all 
the feels. (Realistic fiction. 12-adult)
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A cast of characters whose formidable spirits take 
readers on a roller-coaster ride of emotions.

hope is our only wing



CITY OF BEASTS
Wang, Corrie
Freeform/Disney (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-368-02662-8  

The nuclear fallout that destroyed 
most of civilization left room for some-
thing new: a society of fees, finally free 
from inequality and hate, even if they are 
still surrounded by beasts.

Glori’s family has a secret: A beast 
lives with them, born after Glori’s mother was kidnapped 
from their island by beasts and brutalized. Despite the beast’s 
dark conception, to Glori it is just Twofer, and she knows it’s 
good—there’s no way it’s like other beasts. When Twofer is also 
kidnapped, Glori leaves the safety of her community to rescue 
him. There, she finds the beasts are violent and dangerous, but 
they are also intriguing and more varied than she could have 
imagined, just like fees. Which is good, because working with 
the beasts is the only way to save Twofer. Glori and most others 
her age are multiracial; there are also some explicitly Chinese 
characters. Though set in post-apocalyptic America, society 
has clearly been influenced by several cultures, especially East 
Asian. The treatment of gender and sexuality also avoids falling 
prey to overarching generalities: Glori, the beasts, and the read-
ers all have something to learn about gender, difference, and 
relationships, whether in the present or the apocalypse. Quirky 
characters offset darker themes, making this a brutal yet opti-
mistic portrayal of a possible future.

A post-apocalypse scenario combining ethics and 
action explores whether society can be taken apart and 
rebuilt for the better. (Science fiction. 14-18)

FRANKLY IN LOVE 
Yoon, David
Putnam (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-984812-20-9  

A senior contends with first love and 
heartache in this spectacular debut.

Sensitive, smart Frank Li is under a 
lot of pressure. His Korean immigrant 
parents have toiled ceaselessly, running a 
convenience store in a mostly black and 

Latinx Southern California neighborhood, for their children’s 
futures. Frank’s older sister fulfilled their parents’ dreams—
making it to Harvard—but when she married a black man, she 
was disowned. So when Frank falls in love with a white class-
mate, he concocts a scheme with Joy, the daughter of Korean 
American family friends, who is secretly seeing a Chinese 
American boy: Frank and Joy pretend to fall for each other while 
secretly sneaking around with their real dates. Through rich and 
complex characterization that rings completely true, the story 
highlights divisions within the Korean immigrant community 

and between communities of color in the U.S., cultural rifts 
separating immigrant parents and American-born teens, and 
the impact on high school peers of society’s entrenched biases. 
Yoon’s light hand with dialogue and deft use of illustrative anec-
dotes produce a story that illuminates weighty issues by putting 
a compassionate human face on struggles both universal and 
particular to certain identities. Frank’s best friend is black and 
his white girlfriend’s parents are vocal liberals; Yoon’s unpacking 
of the complexity of the racial dynamics at play is impressive—
and notably, the novel succeeds equally well as pure romance.

A deeply moving account of love in its many forms. 
(Fiction. 14-adult)

NOW ENTERING 
ADDAMSVILLE
Zappia, Francesca
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-293527-4  

Her family has been a target of 
slurs—“trailer dogs,” “rednecks”—but 
she may still save the town.

Eighteen-year-old Zora Novak is 
down two parents and two fingers, living in a trailer on the town 
outskirts with her sister, Sadie, because their mom’s missing and 
father’s in jail. Deceptively quaint Addamsville, Indiana, relies 
on a thriving ghost-tourism industry, although Zora’s the only 
person who can see the departed. But the ghosts (thankfully 
gloomy, not gruesome) are restless, and there’s a shape-shifting, 
ghost-eating firestarter on the loose, destroying property and 
possibly possessing people. Like a profane, brunette Buffy, Zora 
has a gift but needs a Scooby gang to help her save Addamsville. 
Reluctantly allying with reformed (maybe) firestarter Bach and 
insufferably perfect cousin Artemis, Zora attempts to dispatch 
the firestarter, sabotage a ghost-hunting TV crew, solve myster-
ies, survive high school…and avoid maiming, death, or serious 
jail time. Abrasive, defensive, and secretly sentimental, Zora 
doesn’t let social pariahdom stand in the way of fulfilling her 
paranormal duties. Zappia (Eliza and Her Monsters, 2017, etc.) 
both invokes and subverts poverty porn, dark tourism, and 
small-minded small-town life in this arch look at social inequali-
ties that doesn’t skimp on supernatural spookiness, slapstick, or 
teenage snark. Main characters follow a white default, but there 
is some ethnic diversity in secondary characters.

A darkly humorous, rapid-fire read in which the living 
are sometimes scarier than the dead. (Paranormal. 14-18)
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FIND ME
Aciman, André
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-374-15501-8  

Aciman (Eight White Nights, 2010, 
etc.) picks up the storyline of his best-
known novel to trace the lives of its 
actors 20 years on.

In Aciman’s breakthrough novel, 
Call Me By Your Name, the young pro-

tagonist, Elio, is reassured by his father that there’s no wrong 
or shame in loving another man—in this instance, a visiting 
American named Oliver. In this sequel, Sami, the father, is the 
man freshly in love, 20-odd years later. Southbound for Rome 
on a train that takes forever to arrive, he falls into easy, some-
times-teasing conversation with young Miranda, who cuts to 
the chase after a few dozen pages by saying, “When was the 
last time you were with a girl my age who’s not exactly ugly and 
who is desperately trying to tell you something that should 
have been quite obvious by now.” Indeed, and love blossoms, 
complete with intellectual repartee with Miranda’s bookish, 
sophisticated father. Fathers indeed loom large in Aciman’s 
tale: Though sometimes far from the scene, they reverber-
ate, as with the father of Michel, an older man to whom Elio 
becomes attached in the second part of the novel. Does he 
miss his late father, Elio asks, to which Michel replies, “Miss 
him? Not really. Maybe because, unlike my mother who died 
eight years ago, he never really died for me. He’s just absent.” 
Of a philosophical bent, Michel ponders wisely on the differ-
ences between his younger and older selves, prompting Elio to 
recall his one great love. Somehow, perhaps not entirely believ-
ably, Oliver, well established back home in the States, receives 
that brainwave (“It’s me, isn’t it, it’s me you’re looking for…”), for, 
with quiet regrets, he ends a long marriage and makes his way 
back into the past—the future, that is—to find Elio once again. 
Aciman blends assuredly mature themes with deep learning in 
which the likes of Bach and Cavafy and several languages grace 
the proceedings, and his story is touching without being senti-
mental even if some of it is too neatly inevitable.

An elegant, memorable story of enduring love across 
the generations.
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CELESTIAL BODIES 
Alharthi, Jokha
Trans. by Booth, Marilyn
Catapult (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-948226-94-3  

Omani author Alharthi’s novel, the 
first by a woman from that country to 
be translated into English, won the 2019 
International Man Booker Prize with its 
sweeping story of generational and soci-

etal change.
The book opens with a betrothal in a well-to-do Omani 

family. Mayya, a serious girl who excels at sewing, obediently 
marries the son of Merchant Sulayman although she’s secretly 
in love with a young student just returned from England. 
Later she surprises everyone by naming her firstborn daughter 
London. The story alternates between third-person chapters 
and ones narrated by Mayya’s husband, Abdallah, a business-
man whose childhood was marred by his father’s cruelty and 
mother’s mysterious death. Through the complex, interwoven 
histories of the two principal families and their households 
and their town of al-Awafi, we witness Oman’s shift from a 
slave-owning, rural, deeply patriarchal society to one in which 
a girl with the unlikely name of London can become a doc-
tor, marry for love, and obtain a divorce. The great strength of 
the novel lies in the ways this change is shown not as a steady 
progression from old to new but as a far more complicated 
series of small-scale transitions. Abdallah was largely raised by 
his father’s slave Zarifa, whose mother gave birth to her on 
the day slavery was supposedly abolished at the 1926 Slavery 
Convention in Geneva. Zarifa is sold as a teenager by Shaykh 
Said to Merchant Sulayman and later married off to a slave 
kidnapped from Africa who screams “from the depths of his 
sleep, We are free people, free!” Both her husband and son 
leave Oman, and although Zarifa eventually follows, her heart 
remains in al-Awafi. The narrative jumps among a large and 
clamorous cast of characters as well as back and forth in time, 
a technique that reinforces the sense of past and present over-
lapping. In an image that captures the tension between old 
and new, a family uses its satellite dish as a trough for livestock. 
Salima, Mayya’s mother, herself a kidnapped teenage bride, 
thinks sadly as she prepares the next of her daughters for her 
traditional arranged marriage, “We raise them so that strang-
ers can take them away.” But the daughter in question, Mayya’s 
sister Asma, welcomes wedlock, because “marriage was her 
identity document, her passport to a world wider than home.” 

A richly layered, ambitious work that teems with 
human struggles and contradictions, providing fascinat-
ing insight into Omani history and society.

SPIDER LOVE SONG 
AND OTHER STORIES  
Au, Nancy
Acre  (180 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-1-946724-20-5  

An original and delightfully off-kilter 
debut collection about searching for a 
sense of belonging.

Set mostly in Chinese American 
communities in California, some of Au’s 

stories explore the cost of immigration and its toll on families. 
In “The Richmond,” for example, Mei laments being singled 
out by the cafeteria lady, who speaks differently to her than to 
her white classmates. She can’t understand why her parents love 
their neighborhood, why her mother counsels her to accept 
that someone will always “label us as immigrants as if that were 
a bad thing.” But just 11, Mei also doesn’t yet understand the 
famine and genocide her parents fled, the haunting image of 

“Mama’s childhood friend on her knees...as a soldier towered 
over her.” Elsewhere, Au’s characters find themselves adrift 
because of age (“This Is Me”); ambition (“Little Harlot”); or 
sexual orientation (“Louise”). In the devastating “Spider Love 
Song,” Sophie is emotionally lost after her parents vanish. She 
carries on living with her grandmother, cooking as her mother 
taught her, still wearing an increasingly smelly elephant cos-
tume that she donned the day her parents disappeared. “We 
are waiting,” Sophie tells a woman who tries to lure her away, 
a sign of strength rather than weakness. Au writes with keen 
understanding of children’s need to see the good in their flawed 
parents; many stories turn on moments of children applying 
the balm of their imaginations to painful situations. In “Wear-
ing My Skin,” when Shelly inadvertently learns that her father 
didn’t die, that he abandoned them, she doesn’t lash out at her 
mother for lying. Instead, she imagines making a giant collage 
of her parents where they “stand next to each other...holding up 
each other’s glossy dime-store dreams.”

Only a writer who knows how closely bound are heart-
break and resilience could write stories as emotionally stir-
ring as these.

IF ONLY I COULD TELL YOU
Beckerman, Hannah
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-289054-2  

A mother and her two daughters’ bit-
tersweet journey through three decades 
is tinged by all-encompassing grief, 
steadfast love, and deeply held secrets.

Audrey Siskin is a 62-year-old mother 
and grandmother facing her own mortal-

ity who realizes that the life she is leaving behind is not what she 
wants it to be. Finding herself pregnant and married at 18 had 
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completely altered the life she expected to lead, and while she 
has never sung on stage, visited New York City, or even been the 
English professor she’d always dreamed of becoming, she has 
had a fulfilling life as a wife, school librarian, mother, and grand-
mother. But now, an aggressive form of cancer has her facing 
her own approaching death while her daughters, Lily and Jess, 
continue their 30-year estrangement from one another. Audrey 
dedicates the last months she has left to doing some of the 
things that her 16-year-old self aspired to do and trying to figure 
out a way to reconcile her children. The story unfolds in chap-
ters written from three points of view: those of Audrey, Lily (the 
wealthy older sister, with a seemingly fabulous husband, house, 
job, and life, who yearns to reconnect with her younger sister), 
and Jess (the younger sister, scraping by, consumed with hatred 
for Lily because of the events of a devastating summer when she 
was 10 and her sister, 16). Author Beckerman (The Dead Wife’s 
Handbook, 2015) is masterful in her storytelling. The narrative 
is fractured through time and viewpoint into large, weighty 
chunks and small, sharp shards, and she joins these together 
seamlessly into a tense tale that is much stronger for its delivery. 

While the male characters are, perhaps, one-dimensional, the 
female characters—even secondary ones such as teenage grand-
daughters Phoebe and Mia—hold the limelight in turn and are 
fully wrought.

A gripping story about love and loss.

THE TROJAN WAR MUSEUM
And Other Stories
Bucak, Ayse Papatya 
Norton (192 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-324-00297-0  

If these 10 short stories took a DNA 
test, they’d find out they were part myth, 
part postmodern tale, part encyclopedia 
entry, part Donald Barthelme.

Repeated elements of Bucak’s debut 
collection include sideshows and exhibitions; survivors of 
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bombings and genocide; characters known as the Turk, the Ter-
rible Turk, and the Turkish Girl; fourth-wall–breaking addresses 
to the reader—“I know what she said. But I will not tell you. 
This is your story, not mine.” There are real people you might 
not have known about as well as other people who seem real 
but are made up. Khalil Bey, a diplomat who helped end the 
Crimean War, also “the world’s most notorious collector of the 
world’s most notorious collection of erotic art,” is the main 
character of “An Ottoman’s Arabesque.” Both he and the mas-
terpieces by Courbet and Ingres that he owned are real. A story 
called “The Dead,” set in Key West, about the annual birth-
day party thrown by his wife for Edward J. Arapian “a.k.a. The 
Sponge King”—real people—features an invented character 
named Anahid Restrepian, a young woman who wrote a book 
and starred in a popular movie about surviving the Armenian 
Atrocities. The Starving Girl, a college student from Turkey 
who stages a hunger strike in a story called “Iconography,” is 
so fictional that her story offers about a dozen different pos-
sible endings. “What do we need to do to make you eat?” the 
university president and her roommates beg to know. “Change 

everything,” she says. A favorite is “Mysteries of the Mountain 
South,” in which a recent college graduate detours to “Appa-
latch-ia” to take care of her dying grandmother. She ends up fall-
ing in love with a young black mortician, a blogger like her, and 
learning that her own DNA includes Melungeon, a part-black 
and part-white racial designation which does in fact have a 
Wikipedia entry. “Edie and Michael would marry one day. They 
have to, don’t you think?” 

Cerebral yet high-spirited.

SO LONG AS WE’RE 
TOGETHER
Burgess, Glenda
Black Opal (324 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2019
978-1-64437-135-0  

A middle-aged songwriter reconsid-
ers her life in Burgess’ tender, sharply 
observed novel.

Marley Stone, who has been writ-
ing hit songs for her twin sister, Andi, a 

country music star, for more than 20 years, is beginning to won-
der whether she can do it any longer. After breaking up with 
her boyfriend of six years, she heads north from Seattle to the 
cabin in the woods where she and Andi lived with their flighty, 
determined mother, Donna, and where Donna has recently, and 
mysteriously, killed herself by stepping into the nearby lake 
with rocks sewn into her pockets. Intending to clear out both 
the cabin and her mind, Marley finds her life complicated by 
her old high school boyfriend, recently and possibly only tem-
porarily separated from his wife, and by an abusive man from 
her past who has begun stalking her. At the same time, she tries 
to solve the mystery of a letter her uncle claims Donna received 
from the father Marley and Andi never knew. Burgess crams 
more action and characters into a weekend than it can comfort-
ably handle—particularly by the time Andi and the majority of 
her high school class show up at a bar—and the male characters 
tend to be one-dimensionally good or evil, but the relationship 
between the twins is believably complex. Even Donna, who 
could easily have become the stereotypically unhinged mom, 
is intriguingly complicated, unknowable to the end. Burgess 
evokes both Seattle and the Idaho countryside in sensuous 
detail and effortlessly weaves the process of music-making into 
the story.

A touching exploration of two sisters pulled by the past.
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THE HOUSE OF BRIDES
Cockram, Jane
Harper/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-06-293929-6  

A disgraced Australian wellness guru 
heads up the cast of a du Maurier–inspired 
thriller.

“Yesterday I found an article about 
Barnsley House in an old magazine.” Just 
as this doesn’t quite have the resonance 

of “Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again,” Cockram’s 
debut—containing characters named Daphne and Max Sum-
mer (not de Winter), an evil housekeeper, a house fire, etc.—
does not benefit by comparison to its model. So let’s forget that 
for now. “ ‘Promise me, Miranda. Promise me not to be ordi-
nary.’ Her lip curled slightly at the word. ‘Promise me you’ll be 
an amazing woman too.’ ” The late Tessa Summer’s exhortation 
to her daughter, Miranda, may have inspired the ambition that 
led to Miranda’s claims that her Instagram-famous healthy reci-
pes could cure infertility, but the only amazing things about her 
moment in the spotlight are a) that it ever happened, and b) the 
public humiliation that followed. Now Miranda’s appropriated 
Daddy’s credit card and is headed to the English country estate 
where her mother was raised, currently a destination restaurant 
and hotel, whose history Tessa wrote about in an international 
bestseller called The House of Brides. Apparently a compulsive 
liar, Miranda pretends she’s answering an ad looking for a nanny 
rather than reveal her blood relationship to the Summer family. 
The littlest child is in a wheelchair, there’s a cracked-up car in 
the driveway, the hotel and restaurant are closed, the kids’ unin-
volved mother vanishes within days of Miranda’s arrival, and on 
top of all this tsuris, the accidental nanny develops obsessional 

“cravings for food devoid of any nutritional value.” When she 
tears up upon hearing someone finally say something nice about 
Tessa, she attributes it to “all the processed food I was eating.” 
One hopes this is supposed to be funny. Parody would have 
been the best bet for this novel, with its two-dimensional char-
acters, passion for clichés, and bewilderingly overcomplicated 
plot which relies on novelistic diary passages and closed-circuit 
security videos to make any sense at all.

Amateurish and often laughable—but at least it’s not 
ordinary.

A BOOK OF BONES
Connolly, John
Emily Bestler/Atria (688 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-9821-2751-0  

Investigator Charlie Parker’s pursuit 
of his nemesis peaks in this 17th install-
ment of Connolly’s series, a seamless, 
expansive, and chilling blend of police 
procedural and gothic horror tale.

Parker returns to track an elusive murderer, a man named 
Quayle last seen in The Woman in the Woods (2018). The book 
begins with a scene in Tempe, Arizona. In a junkyard, Parker 
examines a female corpse that’s been stashed in a freezer. He 
thinks—and hopes—the body may be that of Pallida Mors, 
Quayle’s companion and a mass murderer Parker has relent-
lessly pursued. The corpse, alas, is a decoy planted to throw 
Parker off the scent. The gruesome, straightforward exami-
nation that yields this information is the epitome of a police 
procedural, in great contrast to intervening scenes with Quayle 
in London. These latter, which Connolly deftly integrates, take 
on a supernatural, ghostly quality as Connolly suggests Quayle 
is a force of evil who has lived for centuries. Quayle seeks pos-
session of something called The Fractured Atlas, a “work that 
would…bring this world to an end.” Connolly freshens what 
could be another too-familiar doomsday tale with a series of dis-
tinctively written—and harrowing—gothic set pieces. Men at 
an archaeological dig in a place called Hexhamshire, in England, 
for example, observe dark, tuberous roots that make scratching 
sounds as they slither out of a well and gag one of the explorers 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   8 5

Perfect for fireside reading late on cold, rainy nights.
a book of bones

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



to death. Meanwhile, in New York, Parker meets with two long-
time cohorts, Louis and Angel, a pair of gay sometime criminals, 
and Bob Johnston, an antiquarian book dealer from Portland, 
Maine. In a long evening, Parker learns more about the Frac-
tured Atlas. Realizing he must stop Quayle, Parker and friends 
embark on a junket that takes them first to Amsterdam and 
then to the U.K. for a final confrontation with their nemesis.

Essentially a series of darkly entertaining yarns perfect 
for fireside reading late on cold, rainy nights.

THE INQUIRER
Dawn, Jaclyn
NeWest Press (248 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-988732-67-1  

A college student returns to her small 
hometown and must confront various 
ghosts from her past and present.

Amiah Williams left Kingsley, Alberta, 
for college in Vancouver after her disas-
trous four-year relationship with Mike, 

the small town’s golden boy, ended. When her father suffers a 
catastrophic leg injury, she returns home to work on her family’s 
ranch and support her parents but immediately comes face to 
face with her ex as well as her former best friend and a potential 
new suitor, Alek. To complicate matters even further, Amiah 
walks into the grocery store to find herself on the front page 
of the Inquirer, Kingsley’s anonymously written gossip tabloid, 
with the headline: “Miah the Man-Eater: Miah makes out with 
her former BF’s younger brother in front of Mike!” Amiah 
immediately calls Nathan, her best friend from Vancouver, and 
it’s cleverly revealed that the two are actually the co-writers and 

-publishers of the paper, which primarily bases its stories on tips 
and photos shared via email by townspeople. Amiah is shocked 
Nathan chose to write the story about her, but he points out 
that the Inquirer couldn’t ignore multiple tips or it would raises 
suspicions about who was behind it. With Nathan’s support, 
Amiah begins to slowly reckon with her relationship with Mike, 
and reform relationships with everyone else, even as she and 
Nathan continue to write and produce issues of the Inquirer, but 
when her parents discover what she’s doing, the tabloid no lon-
ger seems like a harmless way to pay student loans. A bildung-
sroman that never drags, Dawn’s debut novel is appealing both 
in its innovation—it intersperses newspaper articles from the 
Inquirer throughout—and its unexpected insights from Amiah, 
its well-drawn narrator. Though at times there are too many 
minor characters and backstories, the novel captures both the 
intimacy and, at times, suffocating nature of a small town with-
out lapsing into derision of Kingsley or its residents. Dawn sets 
a brisk, engaging pace while tactfully dealing with the nuances 
of coercive relationships, the strain of living up to appearances 
and expectations, and the costs of finding one’s voice.

A fresh, enticingly told coming-of-age story.

THE DESERTER
DeMille, Nelson & DeMille, Alex
Simon & Schuster (560 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-5011-0175-5  

Army investigators track a deserter 
into the Venezuelan jungle.

DeMille’s last thriller (The Cuban 
Affair, 2017) successfully incorporated 
Cuba’s precarious internal politics into 
the plot, and this one—the first he’s 

written with his son Alex—attempts to do the same with Ven-
ezuela’s faltering existence. Kyle Mercer, a high-value Delta 
Force soldier, deserted his unit in Afghanistan, was captured 
by the Taliban, and then escaped his captors. He has been 
spotted in Venezuela, and Scott Brodie and Maggie Taylor, 
investigators for the Army’s Criminal Investigation Division, 
are dispatched to bring him back to stand trial. This seems 
straightforward, but there are questions: Why did Mercer 
desert? Is the U.S. government wholly determined to have 
him brought back alive? And more immediately and practi-
cally, how can the CID team function in the failed state of 
Venezuela? The situation in Venezuela is painstakingly delin-
eated, but it remains an element of the setting, never rising 
to the level of a plot device as Cuban political tensions did in 
the earlier novel; the result is a dreary repetition of the facts 
of life in Caracas: bribery and violence, violence and bribery. 
Brodie and Taylor are fortunate to secure the services of Luis, 
a Venezuelan driver who is a likable but somewhat predictable 
character, and with his help they are able to discover that Mer-
cer has left Caracas and is now in the jungle in the south. The 
doughty investigators track him there, learn the ugly truth 
about his defection and about the real nature of Brendan 
Worley, the purported attaché in Caracas. There is much to 
like about this story: Brodie’s and Taylor’s attempts to avoid a 
growing attraction; a useful discussion of the legal definition 
of “desertion”; some of the descriptions of the geography of 
southern Venezuela; and the reminder of what those in power 
will do to avoid embarrassment. But the story is too long and 
lacks dramatic variety, asking over and over the same ques-
tions: Where is Mercer? Why did he do it? Who wants him 
dead rather than alive?

Too much and too little.

TWENTY-ONE TRUTHS 
ABOUT LOVE
Dicks, Matthew
St. Martin’s (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-250-10348-2  

Dan Mayrock is in a bind: He has not 
yet told his wife, Jill, that his business is 
failing and they are almost out of money. 
He’s kept this secret for 13 months now.
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A former teacher who left his job to open a bookshop, Dan 
struggles daily with not only the slings and arrows of economic 
instability, but also the existential questions of what it means 
to be a man in the 21st century. What if he can’t provide for his 
family? How can he measure up to Peter, Jill’s deceased first hus-
band? Is robbery a viable, not to mention moral, supplementary 
career path? Meanwhile, Dan’s father, who left home when Dan 
was only 9 years old, is trying to reconcile. Too angry to even 
open his father’s letters, Dan turns to Bill, a 72-year-old wid-
ower he met while scouting a bingo hall for theft potential. A 
Vietnam veteran who lost his wife to a carjacking and his son to 
cancer, Bill may be the friend Dan needs. Told entirely through 
the series of lists comprising Dan’s journal, Dicks’ (The Perfect 
Comeback of Caroline Jacobs, 2015, etc.) latest novel sketches sur-
prisingly complex characters. Much like the famous six-word 
story often erroneously ascribed to Hemingway (“For sale: baby 
shoes, never worn”), these lists—and the silences they outline—
conjure a tense world in which, no matter how hard Dan tries 
to gain control of his finances, his life, or his emotions, he con-
tinually gets stuck in simply recording the absurdities of life and 

making futile plans to become a hero to Jill. As the days pass, 
Dan’s lists reflect his increasing desperation, ratcheting up the 
tension until life throws a potentially devastating curveball at 
him that pushes him to reassess everything he had thought to 
be true.

A clever, genre-bending portrait of a man under 
pressure.

THE BEST AMERICAN SHORT 
STORIES 2019 
Ed. by Doerr, Anthony & Pitlor, Heidi
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-328-48424-6  

Latest installment of the long-run-
ning (since 1915, in fact) story anthology.

Helmed by a different editor each 
year (in 2018, it was Roxane Gay, and in 
2017, Meg Wolitzer), the series now falls 

to fiction/memoir writer Doerr (All the Light We Cannot See, 2014, 
etc.) along with series editor Pitlor. A highlight is the opener, an 
assured work of post-apocalyptic fiction by young writer Nana 
Kwame Adjei-Brenyah that’s full of surprises for something in 
such a convention-governed genre: The apocalypse in question 
is rather vaguely environmental, and it makes Kazuo Ishiguro’s 
Never Let Me Go seem light and cheerful by contrast: “Jimmy 
was a shoelooker who cooked his head in a food zapper,” writes 
Adjei-Brenyah, each word carrying meaning in the mind of the 
15-year-old narrator, who’s pretty clearly doomed. In Kathleen 
Alcott’s “Natural Light,” which follows, a young woman discov-
ers a photograph of her mother in a “museum crowded with 
tourists.” Just what her mother is doing is something for the 
reader to wonder at, even as Alcott calmly goes on to reveal the 
fact that the mother is five years dead and the narrator lonely 
in the wake of a collapsed marriage, suggesting along the way 
that no one can ever really know another’s struggles; as the nar-
rator’s father says of a secret enshrined in the image, “She never 
told you about that time in her life, and I believed that was her 
choice and her right.” In Nicole Krauss’ “Seeing Ershadi,” an 
Iranian movie actor means very different things to different 
dreamers, while Maria Reva’s lyrical “Letter of Apology” is a 
flawless distillation of life under totalitarianism that packs all 
the punch of a Kundera novel in the space of just a dozen-odd 
pages. If the collection has a theme, it might be mutual incom-
prehension, a theme ably worked by Weike Wang in her stand-
out closing story, “Omakase,” centering on “one out of a billion 
or so Asian girl–white guy couples walking around on this earth.”

A fine celebration of the many guises a short story can 
take while still doing its essential work. 
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VIATICUM
Fitzgerald, Natelle
Now or Never Publishing Company 
(244 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-988098-87-6  

An exploration of the unlikely con-
nection between two restless people.

Annika Torrey has had a fascinat-
ing life. She was born into a devoutly 
religious community, broke with them 
to work as a firefighter, and eventu-

ally left that life behind to move to Seattle with the man she 
loved. When that relationship ended, it left her emotionally 
devastated; years later, as the novel opens, she discovers that 
she’s terminally ill and cashes in on her life insurance through 
a “viatical settlement,” in which a third party purchases her 
policy and receives the full amount once she dies—which sets 
the plot in motion. Her cancer goes into remission, and she 
moves to a small coastal community and opens a cafe there, still 
seeking her place in the world. Unfortunately, Annika isn’t the 
only central character in this novel: There’s also Matt Camp-
bell, a realtor and family man in desperate financial straits. (It’s 
never stated explicitly, but between references to the real estate 
market collapsing and the rise of fracking in North Dakota, the 
novel seems to be set during the 2008 financial crisis.) It’s Matt 
who purchases Annika’s insurance policy, and he finds himself 
in an even worse fiscal position after she recovers. He seeks her 
out using a false identity, and the two find themselves romanti-
cally drawn toward each other. The whole thing is more than a 
little melodramatic, and a prologue in which Matt weeps while 
repeating Annika’s name after comforting a terminally ill man 
suggests where all of this is headed from early on. That lack of 
surprise, along with an overly padded denouement, keeps the 
novel from ever taking off.

Fitzgerald deals with grand themes of mortality and 
redemption, but her book is undermined by a predictable 
plot.

LETHAL AGENT 
Flynn, Vince & Mills, Kyle
Emily Bestler/Atria (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5011-9062-9  

This latest offering from the late 
Flynn by way of Mills (Red War, 2018, 
etc.) shows that as long as bad guys run 
amok or crazy women run for president, 
America will need Mitch Rapp.

The terrorist Mullah Sayid Halabi 
barely survives an attack by Mitch Rapp, who is ex–CIA and a 
private contractor and the bane of all who hate America. Then 
Halabi concocts an attack he believes no one would ever antici-
pate: to weaponize anthrax, slip it through the Mexican border, 

and target politicians who support Middle East intervention. 
He will follow up with a new disease called YARS that will 
kill Westerners by the tens of millions and spark “a pandemic 
that would fundamentally change human existence for gen-
erations.” Why he doesn’t skip the anthrax and go straight to 
YARS is unclear. One person Halabi doesn’t want to hurt is the 
godless Sen. Christine Barnett, the probable successor to Presi-
dent Josh Alexander. Americans don’t care about God, health 
care, or the environment, she muses privately. They just want 

“to hurt the people they hate.” As president, she will “get the 
hell out of the Middle East” (leaving poor Rapp without much 
killing to do). Meanwhile, Halabi “relished the thought” of Bar-
nett exploiting his attacks for political gain. She’s too useful to 
attack because he knows she’s a traitor to America. Their big-
gest obstacle is Rapp, the killing machine. “There were white 
hats and there were black hats,” Rapp muses. “When you killed 
all the people in the black hats, the job was done.” It’s too bad 
the contrasts are so stark, especially with liberal Barnett being 
an irredeemable nut job. Author Mills is a terrific storyteller, of 
that there is no doubt. But it’s so damn easy to read “white hats” 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   8 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



9 0   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

 

as “MAGA hats,” and implying that half the country is unpatri-
otic gets old after a while.

Mills does a great job carrying on Vince Flynn’s legacy; 
fans won’t be disappointed.

THE O. HENRY PRIZE 
STORIES 2019
Ed. by Furman, Laura
Anchor (496 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-525-56553-6  

Centenary volume of the esteemed 
short fiction annual, filled with standouts.

As the publisher writes, with wel-
come transparency, in an opening note, 
the choices in this volume are made by 

series editor and novelist/memoirist Furman (Ordinary Paradise, 
1998, etc.); the jurors—in this case, Lara Vapnyar, Lynn Freed, 
and Elizabeth Strout—pick and comment on their favorite 
submission among the 20 Furman proffers. That understood, 
Furman appears to have broad tastes and no fear of sudden 
violence, something many of the stories exhibit. Perhaps the 
best—as with most prize volumes, especially those of limited 
scope, there’s not really a bad story in the bunch, but some 
are naturally enough better than others—is Canadian author 
Alexander MacLeod’s searing “Lagomorph,” whose title com-
memorates an unusually long-lived rabbit whose days are nearly 
ended by an unwonted visit outdoors and an encounter there 
with a hungry snake. The metaphor could be obvious in a story 
whose guiding arc is the deterioration of a long marriage, but 
MacLeod keeps his eye on the rabbit and firm control over a 
story packed with meaning: “I couldn’t feel anything out of 
place, and couldn’t tell if there was something else wrong, some-
thing broken deeper inside of him.” Speaking of control, Sou-
vankham Thammavongsa turns the tables nicely with her story 

“Slingshot,” depicting a 70-year-old woman whose relationship 
with a 32-year-old man is sexual and sensual but whose terms 
she sets, quietly rebuking the noisy and nosy: “Old is a thing 
that happened outside,” thinks her narrator when one bore 
reminds her of the age difference. The violence returns in John 
Edgar Wideman’s self-assured “Maps and Ledgers,” concerning 
a rising African American academic whose daily burden is by no 
means lessened when his father kills a man, while Rachel Kon-
do’s “Girl of Few Seasons” lays a memorable foundation for the 
reasons why a Vietnam-bound Hawaiian man must kill his flock 
of homing pigeons, “a steady heartbeat in his hands.”

Essential, as always, for buffs and students of the mod-
ern short story.

THE CROSSED-OUT 
NOTEBOOK
Giacobone, Nicolás
Trans. by McDowell, Megan
Scribner (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5011-9874-8  

A screenwriter is held captive by a 
director demanding a brilliant script in 
this film-world satire.

“Auteur theory, schmauteur theory” 
is the prevailing sentiment of the debut novel by Argentine 
writer Giacobone, who co-wrote the 2014 Oscar-winning film 
Birdman. Pablo, the narrator, has written two uncredited scripts 
for acclaimed director Santiago in his ill-lit basement; Pablo is 

“not imprisoned; basemented,” he says, but Santiago won’t let him 
loose and enjoys making threats with a gun to keep him work-
ing. The stakes are higher for the third script, which Santiago 
insists must be a world-beating classic; Jack Nicholson, Meryl 
Streep, and Sean Penn are attached. But Pablo’s writer’s block 
is acute, and he’s increasingly resentful of Santiago, who won’t 
give him a writing credit and delivers lame critiques of the 
script in progress. (“The greatest Latin American director of 
all time is addicted to platitudes and cheese,” Pablo confides in 
his notebook. “Maybe that’s why he’s the greatest.”) It’s a good 
setup for a moody thriller: Will Pablo deliver a masterpiece? 
Can he escape Santiago’s clutches? Of course, that one’s already 
been made (Stephen King’s Misery), so Giacobone’s story takes 
a more meandering, philosophical approach. The novel com-
prises the notebooks and encrypted Word files Pablo fills when 
he’s not working on the script, stuffed with meditations on 
music (especially the Beatles), literature (especially Borges and 
Beckett), and great scripts (Peter Shaffer’s Amadeus in particu-
lar). Via Pablo, Giacobone eagerly explores the nature of inspi-
ration and film’s essence as a collaborative art. But he also keeps 
the prose breezy; much of the novel is delivered in snappy, witty 
one-sentence paragraphs. And he assuredly ratchets up the 
tension as Pablo’s deadline approaches, making the final act a 
twisty revenge fantasy against formulaic art-making of all sorts.

A clever meditation on the joys and agonies of creativity, 
enlivened by its pressure-cooker plot. 

CURIOUS TOYS
Hand, Elizabeth
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown
(384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-316-48588-3  

Chicago, 1915: In the midst of a 
steamy summer, a rash of child murders 
terrifies the city in Hand’s (Hard Light, 
2016, etc.) latest.

After her younger sister went miss-
ing, 14-year-old Pin’s mother, the carnival fortuneteller, told 



The Wisdom of the 
Covenants and Their 
Relevance to Our Times
John Watt

This book offers ethical guidance 
for dealing with today’s problems. 
It addresses this subject from the 
perspective of biblical covenants 
and is for individuals born into 
Judeo-Christian spiritual traditions.

$28.99 paperback

978-1-5462-7396-7
also available in hardcover & ebook
www.authorhouse.com

Scattered Petals
  Shibani Ghose Chotani

Meet women who have navigated 
through challenging circumstances, 
diverse cultural situations and 
lived through revealing moments, 
displaying meticulous human spirit 
within various cultural boundaries 
and time.

$14.99 paperback

978-1-5437-0509-6
also available in hardcover & ebook
www.partridgepublishing.com

A Teacher’s Tale
A Memoir
Joe Gilliland

This is a tale of a young man’s
love of learning from his school 
days in Texas to his university 
teaching in Japan and university 
teaching in Texas.

$33.95 paperback

978-1-4917-4583-0
also available in hardcover & ebook
www.iuniverse.com

Connaître Sacral olo
The Meaning of a Metaphorical Life 
Companion: the Censored Edition
in Periculus AudAx

The goal of this book is to directly 
or indirectly repair America’s 
relationship with sex and prevent 
the social ills of sexual crimes, 
divorce, suicide, gender inequality, 
and the sex recession.

$31.99 paperback

978-1-5462-6612-9
also available in ebook
www.authorhouse.com

The Early Years
A Memoir
  Rachel G. Carrington

Rachel G. Carrington lays no claim 
to grand accomplishments except 
for a love-filled, multifaceted, 
family-oriented, poverty-to-plenty 
life. In The Early Years, the first in a 
series, she shares her story.

$18.95 paperback

978-1-4917-6567-8
also available in hardcover,
ebook & audio book
www.iuniverse.com

Infertility Caused
by Decreased
Oxygen Utilization
and Jinn (Demon)
Dr. Mira Bajirova

Filled with insights from the
Quran and medicine, this is an 
informative guide for anyone 
seeking to improve their health 
and expand their family.

$13.77 paperback

978-1-5437-4908-3
also available in hardcover & ebook
www.partridgepublishing.com
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her to dress like a boy, so now she runs free through the park, 
delivering drugs, sneaking into rides, and hoping for a chance 
to see Glory, a local movie actress. But most of all she enjoys 
the chance to observe the chaotic scene of the carnival. One 
day, she notices a man and a young girl in line for the Hell Gate, 
a notorious “love boat” ride—only the man emerges alone from 
the other side of the tunnel. Girls go missing all the time in Chi-
cago, but Pin’s suspicions are piqued, and when she discovers 
the girl’s naked body floating in the waters of the ride, all hell 
breaks loose. As the carnival policeman, Francis Bacon, con-
ducts an investigation along with the local cops, Pin encounters 
help of her own in the form of Henry Darger, clearly a fiction-
alized version of the real reclusive artist. Here, he is a strange 
and troubled man who lives at the hospital and calls himself a 

“general of the Gemini,” purporting to protect and rescue girls 
in trouble. To call the novel and its characters “colorful” is a ter-
rific understatement. A carnival setting immediately allows for 
a higher threshold of the bizarre, but Hand skillfully develops 
each character beyond mere oddity or empty sensation. Even 
Charlie Chaplin gets a cameo, though it’s far from flattering. Dr. 

H.H. Holmes is a ghostly presence within the novel, invoked 
by several characters; this comparison to another Chicago mur-
derer serves to deepen context. While Henry and his occasional 
moments of narration take a little getting used to, the word-
play and imagination that qualify his chapters become more 
and more appealing. Most of all, Pin is an engaging, courageous 
heroine, and her musings on gender identity are both poignant 
and relevant.

Richly imaginative and psychologically complex.

BOTTLE GROVE
Handler, Daniel
Bloomsbury (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-63286-427-7  

Consumed by their baser natures, 
two San Francisco couples struggle to 
find happiness within the confines of 
marriage and immense wealth.

Martin Icke, a down-on-his-luck 
barman, mixes bespoke cocktails at the 

wedding of Rachel, an anxious socialite about to marry Ben 
Nickels, a kindly tech underling. Midswizzle, Martin falls for 
Padgett, a poor-little-rich-girl with an ill-concealed substance 
abuse problem moonlighting as a waitress. The wedding is dis-
rupted by the trickster wiles of Reynard, a hedonistic spirit 
that haunts the would-be monogamists of the book, reminding 
them of their animalistic desires. Affairs, animal experiments, 
potential kidnappings, and thefts ensue. In particular, Padgett 
and Martin concoct a scheme to put Padgett in the way of the 
Vic, a tech scion à la Zuckerberg and Jobs who has invented 
software that tracks your every move and stores it in “the Trail.” 
If only Padgett can capture the Vic’s interest, perhaps she can 
redistribute the immense wealth of Silicon Valley back into the 
pockets of a man like Martin. Handler (All the Dirty Parts, 2017, 
etc.) draws on fables like “Reynard the Fox” to comment on the 
inhumanity of his characters and tips his hat to noir films like 
Rebecca to pluck at the threads of the marriage plot. Instead 
of giving readers new ways to think about marriage or cruelty, 
however, these literary allusions only muddy the waters in a 
novel overly interested in solipsistic caricature and jagged, cyni-
cal pronouncements. Marriage is both a “big con” and “a civiliz-
ing influence.” Gentrification is the “prowling,” beastly instinct 
of the tech bro. Characters quip endlessly, repeating the same 
tiresome steps in Handler’s wordplay shuffles. “You’re icky, Icke,” 
Padgett tells Martin at some point. Reynard’s appearance is 

“not ghastly, just ghostly.” A drunkard watches a bar “shimmer as 
if in a breezy breeze.” While the brutal inhumanities of startup 
culture are ripe for satire and criticism, this novel fails to deliver 
even a glancing blow.

A clunky, garbled novel about marriage, greed, and 
deception in Silicon Valley at the height of the tech boom.



FISHNET
Innes, Kirstin
Scout Press/Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-9821-1615-6  

A judgmental single mother’s search 
for her impetuous younger sibling leads 
to unexpected self-discovery in Scottish 
journalist Innes’ searing debut.

Six years ago, 20-year-old Rona 
Leonard paid a surprise visit to her older 

sister, Fiona; during the night, she snuck out of Fiona’s flat and 
vanished. Six years later, her family has largely abandoned their 
search when one of Fiona’s friends books a “hen weekend” in 
the Scottish Highland village that served as Rona’s last known 
address. A frank conversation with Rona’s former roommate, 
Christina, reveals that the women parted ways after Christina 
discovered Rona turning tricks in their flat. At her job at a 
construction company the following Monday, Fiona is told by 
her boss to call the police on a group of women protesting the 
replacement of a shelter for homeless sex workers with a lei-
sure complex. She complies, but not before warning the dem-
onstrators and bringing them tea. Fiona begins trolling online 
listings, forums, and websites, ostensibly looking for Rona but 
also because she can’t stop thinking about the picketers and 
how little they resembled her preconceived notions about pros-
titutes. As salacious curiosity becomes single-minded obsession, 
Fiona starts neglecting her job and young daughter. But the 
deeper down the rabbit hole Fiona falls, the closer she comes to 
understanding Rona and her decisions. The mystery of Rona’s 
disappearance takes a back seat to Innes’ efforts to pull back the 
curtain on, reduce stigma for, and promote legalization of sex 
work. Nuanced characters from all walks of life subvert stereo-
types and challenge misconceptions regarding exploitation and 
agency, and although the plot holds few surprises, Innes’ bold, 
evocative prose never fails to enthrall.

An edgy, illuminating march toward an inexorable 
conclusion.

THE GIRL WITH THE LEICA
Janeczek, Helena
Trans. by Goldstein, Ann
Europa Editions (297 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-60945-547-7  

A charismatic martyr of the Spanish 
Civil War lives on in the memories of 
three erstwhile pals who have an axe to 
grind.

In 2018, Janeczek won Italy’s presti-
gious annual Strega prize, the first woman to have done so in 
15 years. Gerda Pohorylle, working pseudonymously as Gerda 
Taro, was also a first in the 1930s, a female photojournalist on the 
front lines as leftist troops waged their ultimately unsuccessful 

battle against the Franco coup. A German Jew who fled Leipzig 
for Paris, Gerda and her 20-something friends enjoy a brief idyll 
of cafe society. A typist, she becomes obsessed with photogra-
phy and heads for Spain with her mentor and lover, André Fried-
mann, a Hungarian refugee, who takes on the name Robert 
Capa. (Together they concocted both aliases.) The two separate 
to cover the rebellion, intending to reunite, but shortly before 
her 27th birthday, Gerda is killed in a collision with a tank. 
Janeczek, as an epilogue confirms, hews closely to the known 
facts about her characters, all real people. The pre–World War 
II upheaval is very much in the background. Instead we have 
mostly retrospective musings, half-realized scenes of young 
love and its attendant angst as recounted by Gerda’s surviving 
contemporaries, all, like her, German exiles. Dr. Willy Char-
dack lives in Buffalo, New York, where his routine of the New 
York Times and pastries is disrupted by a phone call from an old 
friend that prompts him to ruefully recall his mostly unrequited 
crush on Gerda. Ruth Cerf, Gerda’s best girlfriend, seems to 
view Gerda mainly as a rival for male attention. Georg Kuritz-
kes, a neurologist in Italy, still rankles over being displaced by 
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Capa as Gerda’s love interest. For long stretches, little happens. 
Gerda is seen only through a glass darkened by resentment. But 
the chief hurdle for readers of English is the prose. Surprisingly, 
Goldstein’s translation fails to unknot frequent syntactic snarls, 
in contrast to her limpid renderings of Elena Ferrante’s work. 
The text is replete with head-scratcher sentences like this: “The 
ladies of high society were already competing to see who could 
gorge Hitler, in the face of the workers reduced to poverty by 
their consorts.”

Flirts dangerously with unreadability.

CALL DOWN THE THUNDER
Kalteis, Dietrich
ECW Press (328 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-77041-479-2  

With an enemies list including 
bankers, loan sharks, and the Ku Klux 
Klan—not to mention ferocious dust 
storms—farmer Sonny Myers takes 
drastic measures to survive in late-1930s 
Kansas.

So dire are the conditions and so broken are Sonny’s prom-
ises of better days that his wife, Clara, has headed west to Cali-
fornia. Equally struggling friends convince him the only way to 
save his parched land—and stick it to the bank that just repos-
sessed his stove and sewing machine—is to rob that bank. The 
odds of pulling that off certainly seem better than inducing 
precipitation, as a traveling rainmaker promises to do by fir-
ing a few blasts of mortar at the sky. Surviving the Klan, which 
torches the outspokenly opposed Sonny’s barn with a burning 
cross, is another thing entirely. Sonny is cheered, in his stoic 
way, by the return of the spirited, sharp-tongued Clara, who 
becomes part of the rainmaker’s show. But the promise of a 
fruitful life is all but gone. Canadian novelist Kalteis (Triggerfish, 
2016, etc.) does a brilliant job of planting us in this particular 
time and place with details such as “hinges creaking like all Kan-
sas hinges creaked” and a continuous soundtrack of songs by the 
likes of Woody Guthrie, Woody Herman, Jimmie Rodgers, and 
Tex Ritter. Kalteis is more interested in existential issues than 
McCoy and Hatfield–type encounters. With the exception of 
a shattering scene involving a mule, whose braying was like a 
scream,” the violence is restrained. Even at its darkest, the story 
is lifted by a light, engaging touch.

A sharp-witted, affecting noir, Dust Bowl–style. 

THERE HAS TO BE A KNIFE
Khan, Adnan
Arsenal Pulp Press (224 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-55152-785-7  

The debut from Canadian writer 
Khan offers a sharp, often disturbing 
primer on toxic masculinity.

Omar Ali is a 27-year-old line cook in 
Toronto. He gets a call from the father of 
his on-again, off-again girlfriend, Anna, 

from whom he’s been estranged. Anna has killed herself...and 
has, her father insists, left no note for Omar. The rest of the 
book depicts in often agonizing, sometimes darkly humorous 
detail the emotional disfigurements Omar suffers—or inflicts 
on himself—in the aftermath of her death. Omar’s grief gets 
sublimated into violence (he’s fired for brutally slapping a co-
worker), sex (we get a blow-by-blow of his affair with Kali, a 
young woman who comes from a Hare Krishna family); crime 
(mainly petty theft); and rage-posting on the internet (he blows 
off steam by threatening terrorist violence on Reddit). Omar 
also reconnects with Hussain, an old neighborhood pal who’s 
farther along the path to self-immolation—a little crueler, more 
unhinged, more alienated, and more reckless. After they break 
into a house, two members of the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police call on Omar. He’s been under surveillance, so they have 
him over a barrel, but if he’ll go visit local mosques and provide 
information, or if he’ll help entrap his friend Hussain, they can 
keep him out of jail and provide cash. The portrait of Omar that 
emerges is hard to look at, and that’s to Khan’s credit; the inner 
lives of snarling, stunted, solipsistic man-boys aren’t pleasant to 
see. Most fascinating are the ways Omar’s status as a Canadian 
Muslim figure in. As he’s well aware, for him there can be no 
such thing as a personal crisis, because the personal is always 
also political; there can be no alienation that doesn’t also exac-
erbate his status as an alien in his own country and city, even his 
own skin.

A raw, gritty, shiver-inducing—but very read-
able—account of a young man in a spiral of grief and 
self-destruction.

OF VENGEANCE
Kurtness, J.D.
Trans. by Strauss, Pablo
Dundurn (152 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-4597-4375-5  

A young female psychopath lives 
a life of escalating crimes, including 
murder.

“Let’s be honest,” muses the narrator 
of this voice-driven novella by Kurtness, 

a French-language author who’s a member of Canada’s Indig-
enous Innu Nation. “Who hasn’t fantasized about shooting 
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Because a novel is worth a thousand tweets.

How to be a Legendary 
Teacher  
Adam Prociv

Educators inspire students. 
In How to be a Legendary 
Teacher, longtime teacher Adam 
Prociv explores how educators 
can motivate students and help 
them learn, starting with the way 
they approach each day.

$14.99 paperback

978-1-5043-1720-7
also available in ebook

www.balboapress.com.au

Hard Drive Backup  
David Shipley

Earth cannot go on forever. 
Resources will run out. But one 
group of individuals is about 
to find out if there is a way to 
change the tragic course of 
mankind’s demise.

$13.99 paperback

978-1-5320-4088-7
also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com

An Exhibition of 
Existence
  Dr. Waleed Addas

This book is an attempt to exhibit 
evidence on Existence and a 
guide to the perplexed in this 
world for the good life Now and 
in the Next.

$8.57 paperback

978-1-5437-5028-7
also available in ebook

www.partridgesingapore.com

A Harvest of 
Thorns  
Mario Carini

The populations of two planets 
must find a way to embrace an 
economic system that works for 
justice and prosperity to avoid 
total annihilation in this science 
fiction novel.

$28.99 paperback

978-1-5320-5474-7
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.iuniverse.com

Light of the 
Desert
Lucette Walters

Light of the Desert shares the 
moving tale of a young woman’s 
remarkable journey of survival, 
courage and the ultimate act 
of humanity.

$26.49 paperback

978-1-4259-7748-1
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Whisper of Hope, 
Cry of Despair
Vicky Bedi

Beginning more than fifty years 
ago, this memoir shares one 
woman’s story of triumph over 
childhood adversity while offering 
a look at her family history.

$9.99 paperback

978-1-5320-5790-8
also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com
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someone in the face with a hunting rifle?” Each morning she 
looks into the mirror and affirms her prowess as a murderer. In 
chapters alternating between the killer’s past as a spying, calcu-
lating teen and her present as a reclusive, perturbed criminal, 
we observe her increasing craving for justice and vengeance. 

“Death is cleansing,” she tells us. “It makes us better people than 
we actually were.” Though her first kill—as a girl—is almost 
accidental, it’s the “euphoria” it gives her that leads her toward a 
life of revenge crimes: Setting free the dogs of cruel owners and 
stuffing the tailpipes of unsafe drivers with expandable foam. 
She says “the art of vengeance requires both energy and risk,” 
so she keeps herself fit and observant, planning for the perfect 
crime, when she’ll get to see the face of the dying as he knows 
he is about to die. She speaks with a detached coldness reminis-
cent of Camus’ Meursault, saying, “My theory [is] that all good 
and evil are relative, that the world has its own distinct meaning 
for each and every one of us,” yet her crimes are less a reaction 
to the world around her and more the result of patient, care-
ful planning and execution. “Like a magician,” she says, “I focus 
people’s attention away from where the sleight of hand occurs.” 

A chilling justification of a life of violence, as noncha-
lant as it is grim.

BESIDE HERSELF
LaBan, Elizabeth 
Lake Union Publishing (272 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-5420-9372-9  

After her husband cheats on her, a 
woman attempts her own affair to settle 
the score.

Hannah thinks she and her husband, 
Joel, have a happy marriage. That is, until 
she snoops on his phone to find out if 

he’s planning a surprise birthday party for her and discovers the 
unthinkable—he’s cheated on her. Joel swears it was a one-time 
thing and urges Hannah into couples counseling, but Hannah 
can’t put it behind her. So she proposes a radical solution: She’ll 
have an affair of her own, just to make things even. Joel, desper-
ate to convince Hannah that he’s sorry, agrees to her preposter-
ous plan. Hannah’s problem? She doesn’t really want to have an 
affair, but her anger and unquenchable desire for revenge push 
her to sign up for dating apps and suffer through some abys-
mal first dates. Hannah’s frustration also stems from the fact 
that she’s the de facto contact person for Joel’s father, who’s in 
a nursing home. When Hannah learns that Joel’s parents went 
through relationship difficulties but remained married, she 
starts to think that perhaps she should give Joel another chance. 
Hannah’s best friend, who’s going through her own miserable 
divorce, encourages Hannah to work things out with Joel. Han-
nah isn’t sure what to do—despite all her bad dates, she does 
feel some chemistry with Reuben, the kind, charming social 
worker at her father-in-law’s nursing home. But eventually, Han-
nah has to do what’s best for her family—and, most importantly, 
for her. It’s difficult to invoke sympathy for a man who cheats 

on his wife and a woman attempting to cheat on her husband, 
but LaBan (Not Perfect, 2018, etc.) pulls it off. Given the situa-
tion, Hannah’s rage makes complete sense, and LaBan provides 
enough details about Hannah and Joel’s past to help readers 
see why Hannah would struggle with the idea of leaving him. 
Refreshingly, LaBan resists making any of her characters into 
stereotypical villains, instead painting them as complex, flawed 
human beings.

A moving look at the heartbreaks and high points of a 
long relationship.

TWICE IN A BLUE MOON
Lauren, Christina
Gallery (368 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-5011-9742-0  

A movie star gets a rewrite for her 
disastrous first love story in the latest 
from Lauren (The Unhoneymooners, 2019, 
etc.).

Tate Butler is on a trip to London 
with her grandmother when she meets 

Sam Brandis and his adoptive father. Luther, Sam explains, and 
his wife, Roberta, who is Sam’s biological grandmother, raised 
him as their own to salvage a family scandal. Tate can relate. Her 
father, Ian Butler, is a movie star, and ever since her parents 
split up, she, her mother, and her grandmother have been hid-
ing from the spotlight under a different last name. Just between 
them, Tate adds, she loves her mom, but she longs to be an actor 
like her dad. With that, Sam becomes Tate’s confidant and her 
first love. But when she returns from London, her life is turned 
upside down—Sam has leaked her story to the press, and now 
she can never go back to normal. Fast-forward to a few years 
later, when the bulk of the story takes place, and Tate has landed 
the starring role in a new film—about a white woman and a 
black man who fall in love and fight for civil rights in the 1960s—
and her famous father will be playing her father on screen. The 
problem is, Sam wrote the screenplay under a pen name. And 
by the time Tate finds this out, it’s too late to back out. Stuck 
together on a remote set location for the duration of the shoot, 
the two rarely see each other through the fog of Tate’s many 
handlers and co-stars. Tate’s frosty relationship with her father 
also chills the air. But the story of how Sam came up with the 
script idea and why he sold her out so many years ago is worth 
the wait, and the rich family backstories add sweetness to the 
superficial Hollywood setting.

Less snarky and broader in scope than the usual Lau-
ren romance—a twist that offers readers something unex-
pected and new.
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THE MAN WHO SAW 
EVERYTHING 
Levy, Deborah
Bloomsbury (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-63286-984-5  

Multiple versions of history collide—
literally—in a superbly crafted, enig-
matic new story from an author of note.

“I’ve mixed now and then all up,” says 
Saul Adler, the central figure in Levy’s 

(The Cost of Living, 2018, etc.) tantalizing new novel, which 
interconnects place, subject, and time as intricately as lace-
making. As the book opens, Saul is crossing Abbey Road in 
London in 1988, mimicking John Lennon on the cover of the 
Beatles’ eponymous album, for the sake of a photograph being 
taken by his girlfriend, Jennifer Moreau. But Saul is knocked 
down by a car and lightly injured. Later, that same event is 
presented again with a different outcome, the repetition sand-
wiching the space in which Jennifer rejects Saul’s proposal of 
marriage and ends their relationship, and he travels to East 
Berlin on a research trip. There, he falls in love with translator 
Walter Müller and also, separately, becomes sexually involved 
with Müller’s sister. These, however, are merely the broad brush 
strokes of a story layered with detail and import, spanning many 
themes, from sexual identity to fatherhood, memory to mortal-
ity. In a relatively short book, Levy spins an extraordinary web 
of connection, a dreamscape in which plangent images like a 
pearl necklace, a spilled drink, or the petals of a tree recur like 
soft chimes. What is past, what is to come, and what is real are 
all for the reader to discover alongside the character of Saul 
himself, “a man in pieces.” At times he’s a young figure of freak-
ish beauty, at others, older and disappointing, someone who 
wounds or treats cruelly those whom he loves. Head-spinning 
and playful yet translucent, Levy’s writing offers sophistication 
and delightful artistry.

Levy defies gravity in a daring, time-bending new novel.

LAST OF HER NAME
Lok, Mimi
Kaya Press (192 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-885030-61-0  

This intelligent debut collection of 
short stories features Chinese people 
around the globe struggling to connect 
with those closest to them.

Many of Lok’s stories unfold in a 
series of juxtapositions; it’s up to the 

reader to make connections between the different lives por-
trayed. For example, in “Last of Her Name,” a Chinese girl 
in England dreams of living heroically like the martial art-
ist protagonist of her favorite TV show while, in a series of 
flashbacks, the reader sees her mother struggling to survive 

in Hong Kong under Japanese assault during World War II. 
In “The Wrong Dave,” a Chinese man in London strikes up a 
heartfelt email correspondence with a young woman in Hong 
Kong. He met her several years ago at a wedding, and when he 
gets an email from her out of the blue, seeming to pick up a 
conversation in the middle, he doesn’t tell her he thinks she’s 
sent her email to the wrong person named Dave. As he pre-
pares for his wedding, he feels more emotionally open with her 
than with his own fiancee. A young woman in California can-
not fathom her globe-trotting brother’s joyful rootlessness in 

“Bad Influence.” And in the novella The Woman in the Closet, an 
elderly homeless woman in Hong Kong moves into the closet 
of a busy, lonely young man and secretly insinuates herself into 
his life, taking over for his negligent housekeeper and his emo-
tionally distant girlfriend. A few stories are more experimental 
in form: For example, one moody story, “Accident,” lasts only 
two pages, and “Wedding Night” unfolds for stretches in a 
series of single paragraphs, one per page, relaying images and 
poetrylike moments in the characters’ lives. Are disconnec-
tion and loneliness inevitable side effects of modern life or of 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   9 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

Levy defies gravity in a daring, time-bending new novel.
the man who saw everything



living in diaspora? These stories raise intriguing questions but 
do not attempt any simple answers.

These eight stories highlight the lives of lonely people 
with empathy.

WAKE, SIREN 
Ovid Resung
MacLaughlin, Nina
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 19, 2019
978-0-374-53858-3  

Provocative reinterpretations of some 
very old stories.

MacLaughlin was a classics major 
before she began a career working with 
wood, so anyone who read her memoir, 

Hammer Head: The Making of a Carpenter (2015), may remember 
the occasional quotation from Ovid. In this collection of stories, 
she finds her main subjects in the Roman poet’s Metamorphoses. 
MacLaughlin has set herself a considerable challenge. Ovid was 
writing about 2,000 years ago, and people have been translat-
ing and riffing on his poems—which were, themselves, based on 
well-known myths—ever since. Of course, the fact that artists 
continue to find inspiration in Daedalus and Icarus and Hercu-
les and the Fall of Troy is testament to their power and muta-
bility, but this means that MacLaughlin is inviting comparison 
to everyone from Homer to Walt Disney Studios. One way she 
sets herself apart is by focusing on female characters, many of 
them less well known to a contemporary audience. This choice 
creates its own challenge, though, in that so many of these 
stories are about rape. MacLaughlin succeeds in making these 
stories fresh and distinct by allowing her protagonists to speak 
in their own voices. This creates stylistic variety across stories, 
but it also makes a powerful point. In so many of these tales, 
a human woman or wood nymph or other female who attracts 
the attention of a lustful god or an angry goddess is turned into 
an inanimate object or dumb beast. She literally loses her voice. 
Indeed, even when these heroines can speak, the patriarchal 
culture in which they live robs their words of meaning. Io says 

“No” to Jove, but she finds that the language she knows no lon-
ger has any power. The sounds she makes are no more meaning-
ful than the lowing of the white cow she will become. Some of 
these stories have distinctly modern touches—Galatea faints at 
a 7-Eleven because she’s been on a fasting cleanse—but these 
moments only reinforce a sense of timelessness. There have 
always been men who will not hear when women speak.

Vital, vivid, and angry.

STRANGERS AT THE GATE
McPherson, Catriona
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-250-07001-2  

Sometimes, some things really are 
too good to be true.

It’s the fulfillment of a dream when 
Paddy Lamb is offered a full partnership 
at a law firm in the tidy little Scottish 
town of Simmerton and Finn, his wife 

of about a year, scores a full-time deaconship at Simmerton 
Parish Church. They also get to live rent-free in the two-room 
gate lodge on the grounds of Widdershins, a crumbling old pile 
in the middle of a very dark and slightly foreboding pine tree 

“planting” owned by Tuft Dudgeon and her husband, Lovatt, 
Paddy’s new law partner, who specializes in the adoption of spe-
cial needs children, which is perfect, since Paddy is an adoptee 
himself. Finn gets a bad feeling when she first lays eyes on their 
new digs, but dinner with the utterly charming Dudgeons goes 
a long way toward dispelling her worries. Alas, the relief doesn’t 
last long. After realizing they’ve left important papers at the 
Dudgeons’ place, Finn and Paddy return to Widdershins only to 
find their recent hosts dead on the kitchen floor in what appears 
to be a very bloody murder/suicide. Finn and Paddy harbor a few 
secrets that preclude calling the police, but surely someone else 
will find the bodies soon. Paddy and Finn start their new jobs 
and try to act normal, and Finn even makes friends with their 
eccentric neighbor Shannon Mack. But when Paddy receives a 
fax supposedly from Lovatt, sent after the deaths, announcing a 
sudden trip to Brazil, the possibility of a murder/suicide begins 
to seem unlikely. McPherson (Go to My Grave, 2018, etc.) is a 
master of atmosphere, delivering a few nifty twists while weav-
ing a creepy slow burner of a mystery that takes full advantage 
of its isolated setting. Narrator Finn is a pragmatic but quirky 
delight who will turn most folks’ ideas of what a church deacon 
should be upside down, and readers will be enthralled as she 
unearths some shockingly dark deeds. 

Another unsettling and cleverly plotted winner from 
the enormously talented McPherson. 

AFTER THE FLOOD
Montag, Kassandra
Morrow/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-288936-2  

A woman braves a waterlogged world 
to find her daughter in this dystopian 
adventure novel.

More than a century in the future, 
when the coasts and the cities along 
them have been completely flooded 

and countries have been “cut to half their size” by the ocean, 
raider ships prowl the seas creating new colonies by separating 
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families, seizing property, and brutally murdering anyone who 
resists. Myra and her younger daughter, Pearl, however, are just 
trying to get by: They live on a boat and barter their fishing 
hauls at trading posts for valuable supplies. “I don’t join groups 
and I don’t care about resistance,” Myra tells a friend. She learns 
that her older daughter, Row, who was taken by Myra’s husband 
seven years prior when Nebraska finally flooded, might still be 
alive—but to reach her, she must make a treacherous voyage 
north to a raider colony known as the Valley near what used to 
be Greenland, an iceberg-dotted journey impossible in her too-
small boat. But when Myra and Pearl join a ship called the Sedna, 
led by a charismatic but troubled man named Abran whose 
goal is to found a new settlement untouched by the violence of 
raiders, Myra suddenly faces a new set of problems she’s unac-
customed to handling. How can she justify changing the Sedna’s 
course for her own ends as the bonds she forms with the crew 
deepen? How can she fulfill her responsibilities to both her miss-
ing daughter and the daughter she still has? And can she manage 
to lay down her fundamental distrust in a world where every-
one has his or her own objective? Debut novelist Montag man-
ages to marry page-turning drama and emotional depth, vividly 
imagining a world where society rebuilds itself from scratch and 
history repeats, where bubonic plague flares up again and rope 
and sailcloth and antibiotics are all coveted goods, and where 
everyone is moving on in some way from insurmountable loss. 

“I keep thinking it feels like climbing a staircase while looking 
down,” one woman tells Myra about losing her children. “You 
won’t forget where you’ve been, but you’ve got to keep rising. It 
all gets further away, but it’s all still there”.

A fortifying affirmation of human endurance in the 
face of our dire climate prognosis.

WHY, WHY, WHY?
Monzó, Quim
Trans. by Bush, Peter
Open Letter (119 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-948830-04-1  

A Catalan writer’s stories abound with 
unexpected allusions to fables, celebrities, 
and the absurdities of existence.

What happens when fate develops 
a strange—and possibly cruel—sense 

of humor? Several of the characters in Monzó’s (A Thousand 
Morons, 2013, etc.) collection discover the results for good 
and for ill. Notable among them is the protagonist of “Trojan 
Euphoria,” who, over the course of the tale, loses his arm, his 
job, and his home, eventually dying while attempting a heroic 
act that ends on a bleak punchline. Trujillo, the protagonist 
of “Instability,” makes a series of decisions to prevent his car 
stereo from being stolen, setting in motion events that lead to 
the death of his neighbor and his unexpected marriage. And the 
protagonist of “Half-Twelvish” descends into a philosophical 
quandary when he learns that the woman he’s been dating has 
been dead for months—maybe. Monzó also displays a fondness 

for alluding to myths and fables. The group of stories that closes 
the collection includes a reimagining of “Cinderella” and the 
tale of a prince searching for a frog to kiss. Early on in the book, 
Monzó satirizes the notion of the awful male genius in “Pyg-
malion,” revisiting both mythology and misogyny along the way. 
Most of these stories are complete in a handful of pages, and 
Monzó neatly blends concision with a penchant for absurdity. 
The original Catalan version of this collection was published in 
the 1990s, and a handful of its celebrity references could feel 
dated for some readers—but that’s hardly overwhelming. And 
grand themes of fate, existence, and human connection are 
never far from the action.

Monzó blends verve and precision in these stories while 
also posing bold philosophical questions.

SOON
Murphy, Lois
Titan Books (352 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-78909-235-6  

A tiny Australian town is beset by a 
nightly horror-filled mist in Murphy’s 
debut.

The town of Nebulah was a small 
but bustling town until nine months 
ago, on the winter solstice, when the 

mist appeared. Now the population has dwindled to six, the last 
remaining stragglers who have nowhere to go coming together 
in the evenings to keep each other safe. Pete was once a police 
officer and relies on that experience to help keep everyone 
together and in contact with the nearest town as his group 
slowly whittles itself to nothing. When a young girl and self-pro-
claimed psychic shows up at his door one night, sheltering with 
him from the storm of nightmares outside, she implores him to 
leave town before the coming solstice, or it will be the end. Her 
words ring in his ears as he spends the coming months trying to 
figure out how to convince the last remaining townspeople to 
leave with him. With a similar energy and frantic dread as that 
found in Josh Malerman’s Bird Box, Murphy has constructed a 
world in which the idea of a town plagued by an actual calam-
ity that is somehow ignored by the outside world is completely 
believable. To complicate the question of why the residents 
don’t just leave, Murphy subtly builds a secondary monster in 
the state benefits system that traps these lower-income towns-
people in place without the money to rescue themselves. The 
juxtaposition of the legitimate terror in the town and the resi-
dents’ cool treatment from the rest of the country, emphasized 
by a scene of Pete visiting his estranged daughter, only adds to 
the uneasiness of the book. The seductive monsters are almost 
more inviting than the outside world.

A solid new entry into the horror scene filled with anxi-
ety and dread.

A Catalan writer’s stories abound with unexpected allusions to 
fables, celebrities, and the absurdities of existence.

why, why, why?
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THE CHEFFE
NDiaye, Marie
Trans. by Stump, Jordan
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-525-52047-4  

A saint in the kitchen: the legend of 
a culinary genius recounted by her most 
devoted disciple.

“Every day I get something from 
what my love made of me, and if I can 

live my life on good terms with myself it’s only because my 
exclusive, absolute, imperishable love transformed the boy I 
was, conventionally eager to succeed, ordinary, pragmatic, into 
a young man capable of marveling and sacrificing.” To present 
the story of a renowned restaurateur known only as the Cheffe, 
NDiaye (Ladivine, 2016, etc.) has created a uniquely unreliable 
(and unnamed) narrator, the chef ’s former apprentice and No. 
1 fan, now living in boozy retirement on the Spanish Mediter-
ranean. In his hands, the life of the Cheffe is a hagiographic 
fairy tale, complete with an ugly witch—the Cheffe’s daugh-
ter, whom the narrator is still furiously fighting for favor even 
long after his mentor’s death. “I have my own opinion, you’ve 
met her, you’ve seen that unpleasant, sterile woman, arrogant 
and vain and now trying to peddle specious anecdotes about 
the Cheffe to the whole wide world.” The preferred version of 
the story—the narrator’s version—begins once upon a time in 
the village of Sainte-Bazeille, where a sweet little girl was born 
to destitute farm laborers. They put her to work in the fields, 
then sent her away as a teenager to work for some wealthy 
weirdos in a neighboring town. Obsessed with food, the Cla-
peaus install the girl in their kitchen, where she discovers her 
vocation: “Now, moved and joyous, she realized her body was 
made up of many little animals who’d learned to work flaw-
lessly all on their own, and who, that afternoon, happy, mod-
est, at once obediently and quietly enterprising, showed her all 
their savoir faire, working as a tight-knit team that in a sense 
excluded the Cheffe for her own good.” My, my. The mice and 
bluebirds that sewed Cinderella’s ball gown take a backseat to 
these industrious creatures. What specious anecdotes could 
that awful daughter possibly come up with to match these?

So eccentric, long-winded, and overblown, it’s almost 
endearing.

HISTORY. A MESS.
Pálsdóttir, Sigrún
Trans. by Smith, Lytton
Open Letter (158 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-940953-98-4  

The excitement of breaking a major 
discovery about 17th-century art turns 
to terror when an academic rechecks her 
primary source material.

In a strange coincidence, the publica-
tion of Pálsdóttir’s U.S. debut comes close on the heels of a simi-
lar situation in real life, as Naomi Wolf ’s misinterpretation of 
a key term in historical documents has led to her forthcoming 
book’s being delayed and possibly withdrawn. Though not much 
is straightforward in this difficult novel, translated from the Ice-
landic, it is clear that the narrator has screwed up big time. After 
six years of slogging along on her dissertation, she realizes in an 
epiphanic moment that the diary she’s been studying belongs 
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to what is surely Britain’s very first professional female artist. 
She’s on the brink of publication when she realizes two pages 
were stuck together, and the entry she failed to read disproves 
her theory. When she realizes what she’s done—and what it 
means for her future—her tenuous grasp on sanity is loosened. 

“I no longer know if I’m watching or imagining what’s in front of 
me,” she writes. She begins to have hallucinations and terrifying 
daydreams, and these are mixed in with events of her real life 
in such a way that the reader is similarly hard-pressed to know 
which is which. We meet her parents (her mother is an impor-
tant character, the person who knows the most about her proj-
ect, to whom she planned to dedicate the published book), her 
lackluster dope of a husband, and her vibrant circle of female 
friends. We hear about various sad events in her past, including 
a miscarriage. The ending, though far from happy, is clever and 
a nice reward for making it through the book. Fans of the nou-
veau roman—Marguerite Duras, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Nathalie 
Sarraute, etc.—will be right at home here.

For people who like very complicated books that you 
have to read slowly and possibly twice.

MOTHER KNOWS BEST
Peikoff, Kira
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-64385-040-5  

A renowned fertility doctor and 
a brilliant researcher skirt the law to 
attempt a groundbreaking feat of genetic 
engineering.

Claire and Ethan Abrams were devas-
tated when they lost their 8-year-old son, 

Colton, to mitochondrial disease, and Claire’s grief took her to 
some very dark places. Three years after his death, Ethan con-
vinced Claire to try in vitro fertilization, but Claire is hesitant 
since it was her genetics that caused Colton’s condition. Enter 
Dr. Robert Nash. Claire has heard rumors of a breakthrough 
that replaces damaged mitochondrial DNA in an embryo, 
resulting in a (presumably) healthy child, but testing the pro-
cedure on a human would be illegal because it would result in 
a baby with three genetic parents. This doesn’t stop Claire, 
and she sets up a meeting with Dr. Nash, who reluctantly con-
sents to use her as his test subject, with a donation of healthy 
mitochondrial DNA from Jillian Hendricks, a cunning up-and-
coming scientist. Claire is thrilled to get pregnant, but her joy 
is short lived when Ethan finds out what they’ve done and noti-
fies the authorities, sending Claire and Nash on the run while 
leaving Jillian to pay the price. But that was then. Now Abigail, 
Claire’s daughter, is in fifth grade, and Robert and Claire, who 
have since fallen in love, are living under assumed names, ter-
rified that their secret will come out. After an incident on an 
outing with Abby, their quiet lives take an alarming turn. Claire 
keeps seeing a child that looks just like Colton, someone tries 
to break into their isolated home, and the inquisitive Abby, who 
has been researching her own genetic ties for a school project, 

is about to find how special she really is. Peikoff (Living Proof, 
2012, etc.) deftly juggles past and present and multiple voices 
in short, punchy chapters that create a sense of urgency while 
exploring grief, motherhood, the bonds of family, and the com-
plicated implications of genetic modification with a sure hand. 
Readers should also expect a few nifty twists along the way.

An engaging and timely thriller that offers lots of food 
for thought.

THE BEADWORKERS
Piatote, Beth
Counterpoint (208 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-64009-268-6  

Hope and heartbreak abound in 
this debut collection set among Native 
Americans in the northwest.

There is a moment early in the story 
“Katydid” where the narrator and her 
best friend are joking about what an 

Indian version of The Cosby Show might have looked like—the 
patriarch would have “a huge collection of loud ribbon shirts,” 
they decide—when the narrator thinks to herself, “It’s surpris-
ing how much material can be mined from making Indian ver-
sions of things.” Piatote, who is Nez Perce and teaches Native 
American studies at UC Berkeley, has some of her most satis-
fying moments in this collection by doing just that. The narra-
tor of “wIndin!” is an artist creating a Monopoly-esque board 
game based on contemporary Indian life (“Indian tokens or 
token Indians?” she wonders) while simultaneously navigating 
the loneliness of being single and the tangled love life of her 
gay best friend. The book’s longest piece is a verse play called 

“Antíkoni” that revisits Sophocles’ tragedy Antigone by setting it 
against the backdrop of museum treatment of Indian artifacts 
and remains in the age of the Native American Graves Pro-
tection and Repatriation Act: Piatote’s Antigone, rather than 
burying her brother illicitly, steals his remains back from an 
unscrupulous museum director. All of Piatote’s pieces, in fact, 
draw heavily on political and historical issues, from the Battle 
at Wounded Knee (“The News of the Day”) to the Fish Wars of 
the 1960s and ’70s (“Fish Wars”). Though some of the slighter 
pieces feel like mere vehicles for ideas, at her best Piatote bal-
ances the emotional complexities of her characters’ lives with 
the political complexity of their relationship with an America 
all too eager to look away.

A poignant and challenging look at the way the past and 
present collide.
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HOW FIRES END
Rafalà, Marco
Little A (398 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5420-4297-0  

A curse and a vendetta follow two 
families from Sicily to Connecticut.

Rafalà’s debut comprises a triptych 
of novella-length sections, each narrated 
by a resident of Middletown, Connecti-
cut’s Sicilian community. Overshadow-

ing each story is the village of Melilli, Sicily, and its ancestral 
worship of the martyr St. Sebastian. Two families, the Vassallos 
and the Morellos, are descended from the original bearers who, 
centuries before, transported the statue of St. Sebastian to Mel-
illi. David Marconi, a 13-year-old preparing for his confirmation 
in 1980s Middletown, does not learn that his true surname is 
Vassallo until he discovers a cache of mementos. He’s been bul-
lied by classmate Tony Morello, and there are dark hints of a 
long-standing grudge between Rocco, Tony’s father, and David’s 
father, Salvatore. As David seeks to explain and perhaps end the 
feud, a tragedy ensues. Salvatore takes up the tale, revealing 
the cluster of incidents during World War II that caused the 
Vassallos to become personae non gratae in Melilli. The curse 
began with the accidental death of Salvatore’s twin brothers, 
who stumbled on unexploded American ordnance. Vincenzo, a 
Roman who fought for Mussolini, narrates the final section. His 
fate becomes intertwined with the Vassallos when he happens 
upon the family’s mountain hiding place and, later, when he 
rescues the orphaned Salvatore and his sister, Nella, and moves 
with them to America. The flowery prose of David’s section, 
replete with complex imagery, is more distracting than descrip-
tive. Salvatore’s section as well as Vincenzo’s are told in more 
urgent and telegraphic language, perhaps in keeping with the 
more fraught times they are living through. David’s story, for all 
that it expresses his puzzlement over some generational strife 
to which he is not privy—by design, it would appear—never 
transcends the trite bullying plotline. As the Morello/Vassallo 
hostilities extend almost 50 years beyond the original provoca-
tion, we wonder why the combatants continue to inhabit the 
same Connecticut town. It’s a big country.

A sensitive account of all-too-human characters 
who fled one oppressive island only to create another for 
themselves.

MOON TREES AND 
OTHER ORPHANS 
Rourks, Leigh Camacho 
Black Lawrence Press (180 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Oct. 31, 2019
978-1-62557-013-0  

With an honest voice and abundant 
imagination, Rourks’ Southern gothic 
debut explores human kinship, violence, 
and isolation in rural Louisiana.

 “There really isn’t anything astonish-
ing about the moon trees,” says the narrator of the title story in 
this mighty debut. “As a matter of fact, some of them are lost. 
No one bothered to keep track of where they’d been planted, 
had never even made the plaques.” Much like these trees—their 
once-valued seeds taken into space to orbit the Earth—the 
characters in Rourks’ 15 inventive stories have been forgotten 
by society; on the surface, they’ve been left simply to grow, work, 
fight the elements, then die along the swamplands of Louisiana. 

“Everything Shining,” for example, describes the life of a laid-off, 
injured oil rig laborer. As he struggles to make sense of his new 
life, he begrudgingly lets his cousin store stolen scrap metal in 
his backyard, unaware of the disastrous consequences that will 
follow. In “Ghosts,” a woman fixates on the events leading up 
to her mother’s suicide as she prepares to meet her wife’s fam-
ily and to give birth to a child of her own. While in “Pinched 
Magnolias,” a parish sheriff helps her sister cover up a violent 
crime, in “El Feo,” an ex-con works to build a new life for his 
family, even when he suspects he might have been framed for 
murder. With these stories, Rourks creates literary “plaques” 
for her characters—carving out space for and drawing atten-
tion to their experiences whether they are Pizza Hut employees, 
lawbreakers, or those too afraid to leave the house. Through her 
dynamic prose—graceful even as it propels each piece forward—
she realizes the humanity of each individual. Themes of poverty, 
anguish, violence, and family loyalty—for better or worse—tie 
together these short tales. Still, amid such bleakness, Rourks 
infuses a sort of magic into each one. These worlds, alive with 
both the nature of Louisiana and the empathy the author brings 
to each character, will leave you eager for more.

 An astonishing—often suspenseful, always compas-
sionate—depiction of humanity and the ties that bind us.



IT WOULD BE NIGHT 
IN CARACAS 
Sainz Borgo, Karina
Trans. by Bryer, Elizabeth
HarperVia/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-293686-8  

Former Venezuelan journalist Sainz 
Borgo’s fictional debut shows a woman 
caught in the violent disintegration of 
her city and homeland at a time of acute 

personal loss.
Adelaida Falcón’s beloved mother has just died of cancer, 

leaving her alone in the world, and Caracas is going to the dogs. 
“Everything was disappearing as fast as my mother faded....
Everything was ending: our life, our money, our strength. Even 
the days were now abbreviated. Being in the street at six in the 
evening was asking to cut your life short.” Through a haze of 
grief, Adelaida watches protesters clashing with the Sons of the 
Revolution in the streets below. (“Bastards of the Revolution,” 
she thinks.) The air reeks of tear gas and pepper spray. The story 
alternates between the violent, increasingly desperate present 
and a happier time when Caracas drew people from all over the 
globe. (“I was born and raised in a country that took in men and 
women from other lands. Tailors, bakers, builders, plumbers, 
shopkeepers, traders.”) She remembers visits to an Italian shop-
keeper, vacations in the countryside with her mother, songs 
sung by women hulling maize by hand. Now Venezuelan paper 
money is worthless, foreign currency outlawed, and rationing 
so severe that sanitary napkins are “more valuable than toilet 
paper.” Adelaida returns from a failed attempt to buy bread to 
find she can’t open her door. A menacing crew of women black 
marketeers has taken possession of her apartment. The ring-
leader, wearing her mother’s favorite blouse, laughs when she 
threatens to call the authorities. Adelaida’s subsequent attempts 
to find safety involve, among other things, a corpse that needs 
to be disposed of, a friend’s brother who was kidnapped by the 
Sons of the Revolution and is now in hiding, and a brazen, high-
stakes gamble with a stolen identity. Sainz Borgo renders the 
psychological and emotional toll of government collapse with 
both nuance and authority, thrusting the reader into Adelaida’s 
struggle for existence and the stark choices before her. “We 
found ourselves wishing ill on the innocent and the executioner 
alike. We were incapable of differentiating between them.”

A propulsively written, harrowing story, as desperate 
as it is timely.

LIFE WENT ON ANYWAY
Sentsov, Oleg
Trans. by Blacker, Uilleam
Deep Vellum (96 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-941920-87-9  

One writer’s early days in Crimea.
Arrested in May 2014, Ukrainian 

filmmaker and activist Sentsov now is 
serving a 20-year sentence in a Russian 
prison after his conviction on dubious 

terrorism charges in 2015. Oscar-winning filmmakers and PEN 
International have rallied to his cause, and the publication in 
the West of this debut collection is part of the campaign to 
bring attention to his unjust incarceration. In eight brief stories 
that read like slices of a memoir in progress, Sentsov revisits 
his early life in a Crimean village, a world that for him “had lim-
its, but it wasn’t limited.” Though his ostensible subjects don’t 
rise above the mundane—his dog, his childhood illnesses, and 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   1 0 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

A propulsively written, harrowing story, as desperate as it is timely.
it would be night in caracas



1 0 6   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

his years as a victim of relentless school bullies—Sentsov con-
sistently manages to see the world through the eyes of a child 
while writing, in a disarmingly unaffected style, with the wis-
dom and sardonic wit of a sometimes-disillusioned adult. He 
displays that talent in “Dog,” the story of the German shepherd 
he received as a 12th birthday gift. In a few paragraphs he effort-
lessly navigates the transition from their pleasant walks “on a 
damp autumn day, in the long, bright twilight” to days when 

“walking the dog turned into a tiresome obligation” as his once 
cherished pet “faded into the background, like a wife that you 
continue to live with but stop noticing.” The story concludes 
on a bitter note, as Sentsov hints at his mother’s affair with a 
neighbor and confesses he “would never have thought it would 
be harder to bury my dog than my father.” “Childhood” breezily 
surveys his life from ages 5 to 14, a time when “ten years feel like 
nothing compared to that bell that will never ring!” And looking 
back on his beloved village from the vantage point of 15 years 
of city life, he understands that “the places are the same and 
the people are supposedly the same, but everything is different.” 
Through these brief glimpses he’s managed to arrest that inevi-
table process, at least on the page.

An imprisoned Ukrainian dissident artfully unearths 
his past in stories.

RED OBLIVION
Shimotakahara, Leslie
Dundurn (304 pp.) 
$21.99 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-4597-4521-6  

An architect returns home during a 
family crisis and uncovers devastating 
secrets about the father she thought she 
knew.

 Novelist Shimotakahara (After the 
Bloom, 2017, etc.) tells a heartbreaking 

story in which the past haunts the present and bleeds into the 
future. Jill Lau, an architect living in Toronto, returns to Hong 
Kong with her sister, Celeste, to hold vigil at the bedside of 
their dying father. Ba, an iron-willed but distant patriarch, is 
a wealthy man with impoverished beginnings in Guangzhou, 
China. He never revealed how he found his way to Hong Kong 
after the Cultural Revolution or what he had to do to climb out 
of poverty. His hidden past invades his hospital room just when 
he is becoming too weak to fight the old battles. “The past, or 
his memory of the past, is largely absent, drained of emotion. 
All that remains are a few cold images. Where one expects to 
find yearning, one confronts instead a desire not to look at any-
thing too closely.” Celeste returns to Canada, but Jill stays on in 
the family apartment. She becomes curious about her father’s 
background when a mysterious package arrives. Jill eventually 
returns to the distant village where everything changed when 
her father made desperate choices and settled long-simmering 
grudges. Shimotakahara is adept at portraying the otherness 
of living in two worlds while belonging to neither. She deftly 
articulates the many ways human beings can justify wrongdoing 

if it leads to a good outcome, describing the inconceivable with 
nuance while conveying both shock and banality.

Shimotakahara displays virtuosity in this subtle decon-
struction of one family’s tainted origins.

FROM HELL TO BREAKFAST
Tifft, Meghan
Unnamed Press (272 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-944700-62-1  

A fledgling playwright and a pur-
ported vampire muddle through life’s 
absurdities.

Tifft’s follow-up to The Long Fire 
(2015) follows smoothie-shop employee 
Lucinda Linde and her live-in boyfriend, 
Dracula, who works nights for UPS 

and maintains that he’s a legendary monster. Lucinda initially 
doubted Dracula’s claims given his square teeth, “stale brown” 
skin, and refusal to drink from “dewy-eyed young professionals” 
for fear of making her jealous; she’s come to believe him, though—
and not just because the alternative means that she’s dating “a 
deranged moron who sleeps in a coffin by day and hunts pigeons 
all night in a show of unsolicited loyalty.” Since Dracula is noctur-
nal, Lucinda spends her free time focusing on her acting class’s 
upcoming production of From Hell to Breakfast—a play that she 
anonymously co-wrote with her teacher about “celebrities dying 
young and turning into angels, and fallen angels coming to earth 
from hell to become pop celebrities.” Meanwhile, Dracula suffers 
memory lapses, triggering self-doubt and prompting readers to 
suspect his connection to a recent rash of disappearances. Tifft 
delivers the literary equivalent of a fever dream, complete with 
baroque prose, stream-of-consciousness storytelling, and alter-
nating first-person, present-tense narratives that don’t quite sync 
up. An eccentric parade of bizarrely interconnected and osten-
sibly interchangeable characters adds to the surreal atmosphere 
and makes the tale feel a bit like a play, itself—something on the 
order of Our Town meets Waiting for Godot as imagined by David 
Lynch. Questions go unanswered and mysteries go unsolved, but 
then, that rather seems Tifft’s point.

An entertaining if inscrutable meditation on identity 
and the performative nature of existence.

THE SCENT OF BUENOS AIRES
Uhart, Hebe 
Trans. by Shaughnessy, Maureen
Archipelago (392 pp.) 
$24.00 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-939810-34-2  

The first collection in English from 
the acclaimed Argentine short story 
writer (1936-2018) who possessed a well-

trained eye for life’s idiosyncrasies.
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Uhart’s stories often turn on the simplest of everyday set-
tings: baking a cake at home, a trip to a hair salon, a day at an 
elementary school, a homeowners’ association meeting. Yet 
the delivery is just a touch off-center, as if her prose were 
microdosed: The narrator of “At the Hair Salon” imagines the 
woman washing her hair “rations out the assault like a cat” and 
figures the pedicurist “was destined for heroic deeds, like driv-
ing a tank in the steppe”; the homeowners’ meeting escalates 
from complaints about mail delivery to climate change. The 
offbeat observations are fitting for characters who tend to see 
the absurdity of existence: “Human beings are radically alone,” 
says one character; “the world was just one big prison,” thinks 
another. Sometimes Uhart’s stories take a fablelike form, as in 

“The Wandering Dutchman,” about a foreigner’s bemused trav-
els through the Argentine countryside (“the whole world was a 
concert of cows, doves, and frogs”), or “Mister Ludo,” about a 
man who hikes his family from town to town with six children in 
a line behind him, as if they were ducklings. But the stories are 
unified by Uhart’s interest in families, especially women’s roles 
within them. The opening “Guiding the Ivy” follows the narra-
tor, who is going about her day while fearing becoming a woman 
whose “life was in a perpetual state of disaster”; in “The Light of 
a New Day,” an elderly woman fears for the neglect of her neigh-
bor, who’s broken her hip. These stories rarely adhere to con-
ventional plots, but as mood pieces they’re effective glimpses 
into the peculiarities of Uhart’s characters, who crave order but 
usually concede that the world’s default mode is disarray.

A welcome (if, alas, posthumous) introduction to a sui 
generis writer.

DIVIDE ME BY ZERO
Vapnyar, Lara
Tin House (360 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-947793-42-2  

Katya Geller thinks back on her life, 
loves, and a few stray math concepts.

At the center of Vapnyar’s (Still 
Here, 2016, etc.) latest novel is some-
thing unexpected: math. The narrator’s 
mother, a writer of Soviet math text-

books, has died before completing her latest work, which would 
have been the first she’d written since emigrating. Her notes for 
that book underpin this one. The narrator, Katya, is a middle-
aged writer with two children and a husband she hasn’t loved 
in about 15 years. As Katya thinks back on her life—her child-
hood, first in Sevastopol, then in Moscow; her obsessive love 
for a schoolteacher; her immigration to New York as a young 
woman—she finds that her mother’s notes (“Encourage kids to 
do math in their heads ALWAYS, no matter what,” for exam-
ple) provide a strong scaffolding for her thoughts. As a whole, 
the novel is witty and honest and unflinchingly unsentimental. 
Katya’s voice is perfectly calibrated. But not all the characters 
are as vividly formed. Katya’s mother, in particular, remains a 
shadowy figure, which is unfortunate since she’s so crucial to 

Katya’s development. Katya’s husband, Len, comes into focus 
later in the book, but early on, especially when they first meet 
and fall in love, it’s not immediately clear what she sees in him. 
Then again, these are minor quibbles. Vapnyar is an enormously 
engaging writer with a wealth of material to draw from: the 
absurdities of modern life, of marriage and motherhood, the 
Soviet Union and the United States—the list seems endless. It’s 
almost impossible to put the book down without devouring it 
in one sitting.

A poignant, vivid, and frequently funny novel.

STEALTH 
Woods, Stuart
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-593-08316-1  

“Looks like you’re in the spy business,” 
Secretary of State Holly Barker tells 
Stone Barrington, for the papers he’s just 
signed extend as well as formalize his 
work for the CIA.

Since the recent adventures of the 
New York ex-cop/attorney/playboy/mega-consumer (Contra
band, 2019, etc.) have involved more and more consulting work 
for the Agency, it’s only natural that Director Lance Cabot 
would seek to cement their relationship by reaching out to 
Stone at Windward Hall, in the south of England, and offering 
him an appointment as Deputy Director for Special Operations, 
or maybe Senior Adviser to the Director. And the plain truth is 
that the change in Stone’s status couldn’t come at a better time. 
After accepting British Foreign Minister Sir Oswald Towne’s 
spur-of-the-moment invitation to join the forces training at 
MI6’s Station Two in the Scottish Highlands so he can get in 
shape and then drive Dame Felicity Devonshire’s Aston Martin 
back to England, Stone’s totaled the car and narrowly escaped 
death when a sniper shoots out one of its high-priced tires. This 
little episode hasn’t really gone anywhere, but it has introduced 
Stone to Lt. Rose McGill, whose medical attentions after the 
incident he repays carnally, and Station Two commander Col. 
Roger Fife-Simpson, who’s shortly promoted to Brigadier and 
made Felicity’s second-in-command at MI6. The Brigadier, it 
turns out, has a long history of blackmail, and when Stone and 
Felicity discover what he’s been up to and force him out of the 
Service, he vows revenge—another timely development, since 
the Russians who instantly swoop down on him and press him 
into turning against his old mates would like nothing better 
than for him to use his remaining, albeit frayed, insider creden-
tials to arrange the assassinations of Felicity and Stone. Since 
the Brigadier is so well provisioned by his Russian handlers with 
everything from a new handgun to a new lover, it’s nice that 
Stone is equally well supported by both MI6 and the CIA.

Just in case you’re worried: Three attempts on the 
hero’s life leave not a hair out of place.
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At the center of Vapnyar’s latest novel 
is something unexpected: math.

divide me by zero
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OWL BE HOME FOR 
CHRISTMAS
Andrews, Donna
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-250-30531-2  

A freak storm buries Caerphilly, Vir-
ginia, in snow, knocking out all lines of 
transportation and communication, just 
in time for the holidays and the annual 
Owl Fest convention.

Meg Langslow (Terns of Endearment, 2019, etc.) has agreed 
to help her grandfather Dr. J. Montgomery Blake with the 
logistics for this year’s conference. The highlight, or lowlight, 
is a fierce battle between members of SPOOR, Stop Poison-
ing Our Owls and Raptors, who want to save the spotted owls 
threatened with extinction, and the champions of the barred 
owls who are muscling in on their turf. The leading partisan of 
the latter camp, Dr. Oliver Frogmore of Oregon’s Buckthorn 
College, is whiny, selfish, and racist, and it’s an unmitigated 
pleasure to watch him drop dead in the middle of a particu-
larly self-serving public speech. Despite the awkwardly con-
tinued adulation of his lackey, Dr. Edward Czerny, Frogmore’s 
death spotlights a wide range of old grievances against him, 
from African American graduate student volunteer Melissa 
McKendick’s tale of her rejection to Buckthorn’s program to 
Dr. Vera Craine’s story of the hostility that drove her from 
Buckthorn to lowly Cornell. But nosing around for clues to 
the manner and author of Frogmore’s death has to compete 
for Meg’s time and energy with such mundane but suddenly 
urgent questions as what unflappable Caerphilly Inn manager 
Ekaterina Vorobyaninova should serve the snowbound guests 
for Christmas, Hanukkah, and Pancha Ganapati. The laughs 
come more slowly than usual, especially after hateful Frog-
more’s death, but the payoff is the climactic revelation of an 
unusually clever and deep-laid motive for this best of all pos-
sible murders.

One of Andrews’ most successful balancing acts 
between creating a brand-new whodunit and showcasing 
her zany regulars.

A LEGACY OF MURDER
Berry, Connie
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-64385-154-9  

An American antiques dealer visiting 
England to see her daughter, an Oxford 
student, becomes involved in a murder 
investigation.

While her daughter, Christine, is 
interning at Finchley Hall, Kate Ham-

ilton has snagged a small room in a stable block used by the 
interns while her own mother runs her shop back in Ohio and 
her son does research in Italy. Kate plans to spend time with 
DI Thomas Mallory, whom she met over a murder on an earlier 
trip (A Dream of Death, 2019). On a tour of the property with 
stunning guide Alex Devereux, she and the other tour members 
learn fascinating facts about the estate and the famous Hoard, 
a sack of valuables buried in 1549 and later recovered. When a 
young boy accompanying his mother on the tour finds a body 
in Blackwater Lake, Alex identifies it as that of Tabitha King, 
an intern who was designing an exhibit of the Hoard. Mallory’s 
put in charge of the case, and Kate can’t help but be interested, 
especially after she agrees to take over Tabitha’s job helping 
Lady Barbara, a nearly blind widow whose son has long been 
gone to South America, leaving her in the care of the butler 
and a woman who cooks and cleans. Christine, who has a bad 
habit of falling for the wrong man, has become involved with 
fellow intern Tristan Sorel, who’s easily enticed by Alex. Mal-
lory’s mother doesn’t hide her dislike of Kate, who she fears 
will encourage her son to move to the United States. As Kate 
becomes more closely involved with Lady Barbara and the 
interns’ problems, she tries to leave the detecting to Mallory. 
But she’s a divvy, an antiques whisperer, whose extraordinary 
powers to distinguish real antiques from fake will be instrumen-
tal in catching a killer.

Historic settings, antiquing tips, and a surprising 
motive in an angst-filled mystery/romance.

DREAD OF WINTER
Bickford, Susan Alice
Kensington Books (320 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4967-0596-9  

The death of her long-estranged 
mother drags a Silicon Valley techie back 
to upstate New York and reminds her 
forcefully of all the reasons she left in the 
first place.

Sydney Lucerno ran away from home 
as a teenager after Randy Jaquith, the longtime lover of her 
mother, Leslie Graham, got her hooked on drugs and pressed 
her into helping him sell them. Now Leslie’s death has brought 
Sydney back to Oriska (population 208), where she’s promptly 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   1 0 9

mistaken for a drug dealer by two ruffians who leave her with 
their product and remind her that they expect prompt payment. 
No sooner has she taken the opportunity to tell Randy, the ship-
ment’s presumed target, how completely he’s ruined the lives of 
her mother and himself than he’s visited by condign punishment, 
shot to death by the returning duo, whom he takes out with him. 
No mystery here and no loose ends—except for all the unre-
solved issues from Sydney’s past. And there are plenty of those: 
the vanishing of Caleb Elway, Sydney’s first love, a drug-money 
collector she’s convinced has been dead for 13 years; the death of 
Homer Carver, the sheriff Caleb was suspected of killing, whose 
son, Michael, is now chief of the Hartwell police; the contin-
ued bad blood between Sydney and Zile Jaquith, Randy’s scary 
father, whose stash Sydney ransacked on her way out of Oriska 
all those years ago; and mainly Randy’s demand, hours before 
his death, that Sydney take care of Maude Jaquith, a 19-year-
old wild child who turns out to be not Randy’s kid sister but a 
daughter he had with Leslie, and therefore a half sister Sydney 
never knew about or wanted. Felonies will continue to multiply, 
but the big story here is the knotty relationship between the 
two sisters bound together by blood and uncomfortable per-
sonal similarities they’d both prefer to deny.

Hearts thaw slowly but rewardingly amid subzero tem-
peratures and hard-won bromides about drug abuse.

OUTFOX
Brown, Sandra
Grand Central Publishing (448 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4555-7219-9  

An FBI agent is determined to catch 
a man who bilks and murders wealthy 
women, but the chase goes slowly.

Brown (Tailspin, 2018, etc.) has pub-
lished 70 bestsellers, and this one employs 
her usual template of thriller spiked with 

romance. Its main character, Drex Easton, is an FBI agent in 
pursuit of a serial killer, but for him it’s personal. When he was a 
boy, his mother left him and his father for another man, Weston 
Graham. Drex believes Graham murdered her and that he has 
killed at least seven more women after emptying their bank 
accounts. Now he thinks he has the clever Graham—current 
alias Jasper Ford—in his sights, and he’s willing to put his career 
at risk to catch him. The women Ford targets are wealthy, and 
his new prey is no exception—except that, uncharacteristically, 
he has married her. Talia Ford proves to be a complication for 
Drex, who instantly falls in lust with her even though he’s not 
at all sure she isn’t her husband’s accomplice. Posing as a would-
be novelist, Drex moves into an apartment next door to the 
Fords’ posh home and tries to ingratiate himself, but tensions 
rise immediately—Jasper is suspicious, and Talia has mixed feel-
ings about Drex’s flirtatious behavior. When Talia’s fun-loving 
friend Elaine Conner turns up dead after a cruise on her yacht 
and Jasper disappears, Drex and Talia become allies. There are 
a few action sequences and fewer sex scenes, but the novel’s 

pace bogs down repeatedly in long, mundane conversations. 
Drex’s two FBI agent sidekicks are more interesting charac-
ters than he is; Drex himself is such a caricature of a macho 
man, so heedless of ethics, and so aggressive toward women 
that it’s tough to see him as a good guy. Brown adds a couple of 
implausible twists at the very end that make him seem almost 
as untrustworthy as Graham.

This thriller about the pursuit of a serial killer suffers 
from an unpleasant hero and a glacial pace.

DEPARTING SHADOWS
Charles, Paul
Dufour (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-8023-1363-8  

Camden Town DI Christy Kennedy 
(A Pleasure To Do Death With You, 2012, 
etc.), who’s had to wait in the shadows 
while his creator launched two other 
franchise heroes, returns to solve the 
case of the exotic dancer killed outside 

the foreign embassy.
As her flatmate, Klowie Kim, tells Kennedy, Gabriella 

Byrne was both more and less than a dancer. Less, because she 
never slept with any of the patrons, not even when she and her 
pal Angela Convery formed a unique partnership as the Buddy 
Holly Sisters to entertain gentlemen clients in their own homes; 
more, because once a brief and disillusioning relationship with 
porn director Sean Moyola persuaded her that she had seri-
ous filmmaking chops of her own, she launched a partnership 
with her boss, dance-club owner Benjamin McKnight, and an 
unnamed third party to make a series of on-demand videos 
whose viewership would finance her first feature. Those dreams 
came to an end when Gabby was run down by a Mercedes-Benz 
that had just dropped her off outside the Gomorrahian Embassy. 
A hit-and-run? Not ruddy likely, sniffs eyewitness Harry Kava-
nagh, who recorded the whole incident on his iPhone instead 
of making a move to help Gabby when the Mercedes struck 
her, backed up, then struck her twice more. Who would have 
hated beautiful, charming Gabby enough to run over her three 
times? The discovery of the death car quickly leads to a sus-
pect—good-time party boy Tor Sheeran—who just happens to 
be the son of the Gomorrahian ambassador, a cold fish of a dip-
lomat whose claims of extra-British sovereignty and diplomatic 
immunity would send even mild-mannered Christy around the 
bend if he weren’t discovering a new romance in the person of 
actress Nealey Dean, nee Harriet Webb.

Well-crafted, sensitive, literate, sharply observed, a 
wee bit predictable, but still deeply enjoyable.
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An FBI agent is determined to catch a man who bilks and 
murders wealthy women, but the chase goes slowly.

outfox



1 1 0   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

MURDER CUTS THE MUSTARD 
Ellicott, Jessica
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4967-1054-3  

Murder in yet another quaint English 
village.

Although the Great War is over, good 
times have not yet returned to Walmsley 
Parva. Edwina Davenport’s family once 
employed a staff of half a dozen; now 

she has to make do with Simpkins, an indifferent gardener she 
can sometimes cajole into digging up dahlias for wintering-over. 
Sharing the Beeches, her family estate, with American adven-
turess Beryl Helliwell has somewhat improved her financial 
situation, and the private enquiry agency that the two women 
operate does get an occasional case (Murder Flies the Coop, 2018, 
etc.). But their latest client, young Jack Prentice, seems unlikely 
to be able to pay much out of the pittance he earns hawking 
newspapers on the street. Still, the ladies want very much to 
help the lad clear his father, Frank, whom Constable Doris 
Gibbs has arrested for the murder of Simpkins’ brother-in-law, 
Hector Lomax. Pretty much everyone in the village has a grudge 
against Lomax, including Simpkins himself, who further com-
plicates the ladies’ investigation because he’s been left a control-
ling interest in Colonel Kimberly’s Condiment Company by the 
recently deceased Colonel Kimberly himself. How a humble 
gardener came to inherit one of England’s premier purveyors 
of chutneys, along with the truth about Lomax’s unlamented 
demise, is revealed only at the tail end of this heaping helping of 
period English country charm.

Pass the sriracha, please.

READ AND BURIED
Gates, Eva
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-64385-233-1  

The Outer Banks of North Carolina 
offer stunning beaches, historical sites, 
and murderers.

Librarian Lucy Richardson is delighted 
that her community has raised the large 
sum of money needed to save the light-

house that houses the library and her apartment (Some thing Read, 
Something Dead, 2019). But a metal box found buried near the 
wall proves to be a harbinger of trouble. The box contains a 
small leather-bound notebook, a hand-drawn map with some 
numbers, and what appears to be a cypher that proves diffi-
cult to crack. Although the journal records nothing more grip-
ping than notes on the daily weather, the whole trove draws 
the interest of many people with their own nefarious reasons, 
and a tale of buried treasure quickly spreads. Members of the 
library board and two ambitious college professors fight over 

the find, whose notebook was written by a Mrs. Crawbingham, 
a name unknown to even the island’s keenest historians. When 
Lucy returns from dinner with her boyfriend, mayor and den-
tist Connor McNeil, they find the library door smashed and his-
torical society member Jeremy Hughes dead in the room where 
the box was locked away. The notebook is still there, but the 
map and code page are gone, though not the photographs of 
them Lucy had the wit to take. Police detective Sam Watson, 
no stranger to Lucy’s skills as a sleuth, is willing to cut her some 
slack while she investigates while warning her of possible dan-
ger. Jeremy, who had a bad reputation with women, was having 
yet another affair and claiming he was about to get a divorce 
from a wife he’s left less than brokenhearted. He was also 
involved in enough dubious business deals to create plenty of 
motives for his death. Cracking the tricky code looks to be the 
key to the case.

Historical injustices combine with a touch of romance 
and code-breaking in a neatly packaged cozy.

GOOD MAN GONE BAD
Haywood, Gar Anthony
Prospect Park Books (240 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-945551-66-6  

South Central shamus Aaron Gunner 
(All the Lucky Ones Are Dead, 2000, etc.) 
emerges from two decades of hiberna-
tion to solve a pair of unrelated murders.

One of Gunner’s two investigations 
is routine, albeit hopeless. Retired engi-

neer Harper Stowe Jr. has engaged attorney Kelly DeCharme, 
the occasional client who’s been drifting into a romance with 
Gunner, to clear his son, Harper Stowe III, of killing Darlene 
Evans, who until a few hours before her fatal shooting had 
been his boss at Empire Auto Parts. Since the Afghan War vet 
can’t provide an alibi, and since he suffers from PTSD and was 
overheard by his childhood friend and co-worker Eric Woods 
threatening Darlene Evans while she was firing him for cause, 
and since his fingerprints were found on the murder weapon, 
the LAPD sees no reason to look further. But Gunner doesn’t 
like the neat way the evidence all seems stacked against Stowe 
or the fact that all the witnesses who might help him, from 
his sometime girlfriend Tyrecee Abbott to Empire manager 
Johnny Rivera, seem determined to stonewall Gunner instead. 
And Gunner, rarely a patient man, has even less tolerance for 
stonewalling than usual because that second case has cut to his 
heart. Shortly after phoning Gunner to tell him, “They’re gone, 
cuz. My girls. They’re both gone and it’s my fault,” Gunner’s 
cousin, electrician Del Curry, is found shot along with his wife, 
Noelle, and their daughter, Zina, 22. Although Zina miracu-
lously survives, the crime is immediately classified by Detective 
Jeff Luckman as a murder/attempted murder/suicide, and there 
doesn’t seem to be any evidence to vindicate Del, whose situa-
tion would look worse than that of Harper Stowe III even if he 
weren’t dead.
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Memorable mainly for the portrait of the hero’s trou-
bled family within the larger universe of LA’s African 
American community.

FIRE TRAP
Kroll, Bob
ECW Press (296 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-77041-489-1  

A Halifax ex-cop enters the twisted 
world of the dark web in search of a 
missing journalist and his own estranged 
daughter.

T.J. Peterson (The Hell of It All, 2017, 
etc.) and his girlfriend, Patty, have hit a 

bad patch. Even worse, he has minimal contact with his run-
away daughter, Katy, just occasional taunting photos of the rat-
holes she calls temporary homes. Their estrangement has been 
a major factor contributing to his recent breakdown; he’s also 
been booted from the police force. But his detective instincts 
come alive again when street preacher Ziggy sells him the 
cellphone of journalist Britney Comer, who’d recently called 
Peterson with news of Katy. As teenagers, Britney and Katy had 
lived on the edge: sex and drugs and staying out all night. Brit-
ney cleaned up her act; Katy, not so much. Then Jeremy Mains, 
Britney’s live-in boyfriend, reports that she hasn’t been home in 
two days. Could Katy have been the focus of a story Britney was 
working on about prostitutes? The search for Britney becomes 
inextricably entangled with Peterson’s urgent quest to find and 
save his daughter. Flashbacks fill in details of his sad childhood, 
his time on the force, and his wife’s death in a car accident. 
With help from former colleague Detective Grace “Bernie” 
Bernard, Peterson begins tracking down leads. His many inter-
views become a painful reminder of all his past mistakes, goad-
ing him to make amends. The trail leads through a plethora of 
sleazy characters involved in online porn and “gore sites.”

Kroll’s hard-boiled prose feels satisfyingly retro. The 
final volume in his trilogy wraps up loose ends without 
pulling punches.

COACHED TO DEATH
Laurie, Victoria
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4967-2033-7  

The Hamptons heat up when a life 
coach has to turn detective to exonerate 
herself in the death of a frenemy.

Now that she’s proven herself a 
successful businesswoman, Catherine 
Cooper, sister to Laurie’s Psychic Eye 

series heroine Abby Cooper (A Panicked Premonition, 2017, etc.), 
is interested in helping others in her role as a life coach. Even 

though her first client, Erma, is a hot mess, Cat’s sure she can 
help Erma turn things around. It’s not for nothing that Cat has 
earned her new East Hampton home, so maybe Erma can fol-
low her lead, though Cat isn’t successful in all ventures. Take 
her relationship with neighbor Heather Holland, which is luke-
warm at best. Cat thinks things may be warming when Heather 
invites her to a luncheon, but Heather clearly has other plans, 
arranging things so that Cat’s mistaken for the help. Cat sim-
ply leaves, thinking she’s seized the upper hand by opting out, 
but Heather once again one-ups Cat by getting killed at the 
luncheon and leaving Cat as the No. 1 suspect. Not only that: 
Cat is arrested publicly while on a date with handsome, albeit 
mysterious, Maks Grinkov, who may just be one of the most 
perfect men she’s ever met. Heather would have been thrilled. 
To recoup her freedom and perhaps her love life, Cat teams 
up with Gilley, her housemate and sassy friend extraordinaire, 
to figure out who would want to kill Heather and would have 
the guts to pull it off. The clueless but resourceful pair are up 
against Detective Steve Shepherd, who seems to have picked 
Cat as his one and only suspect. If Cat and Gilley can stay out of 
trouble long enough, they just might solve the crime.

Laurie’s new series focus pays off in her hallmark flairs 
of fun without the baggage of long-term character-building.

THE BEST AMERICAN 
MYSTERY STORIES 2019 
Ed. by Lethem, Jonathan & Penzler, Otto
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-328-63609-6  

This year’s look at what Penzler calls 
the “extremes of human behavior caused 
by despair, hate, greed, fear, envy, insan-
ity, or love—sometimes in combination.”

Although their behavior may be 
extreme, most of the stories’ characters are pretty ordinary 
folk. A museum worker forms an attachment to a prisoner in 
Rebecca McKanna’s “Interpreting American Gothic.” Teachers 
behave badly in Joyce Carol Oates’ “The Archivist” and Rob-
ert Hinderliter’s “Coach O.” A real estate agent has evil inten-
tions in Mark Mayer’s “The Clown.” A dog walker learns the 
consequences of punching above his weight in Suzanne Proulx’s 

“If You Say So.” One runaway bride flees to Ireland in Anne 
Therese Macdonald’s “That Donnelly Crowd,” and a second is 
shaken by finding an abducted child in Amanda Rea’s “Faint of 
Heart.” Family conflict remains popular. A father and daughter 
learn the consequences of spending custodial visits pretending 
to be home buyers in Reed Johnson’s “Open House.” A divorced 
mother struggles to control her teenage daughter in Jennifer 
McMahon’s “Hannah-Beast.” A family of Europeans has a bad 
habit of drowning in Sharon Hunt’s “The Keeper of All Sins.” A 
black-sheep uncle attempts to console his grieving nephew in 
Brian Panowich’s “A Box of Hope.” And a widow tries to save 
her family from an invading army in Ron Rash’s “Neighbors.” 
No cops (one ex-cop haunts the subway in Arthur Klepchukov’s 
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The Hamptons heat up when a life coach has to turn detective 
to exonerate herself in the death of a frenemy.

coached to death
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“A Damn Fine Town”), one robber (the hero of Robb T. White’s 
“Inside Man”). Leaning more on Freud than Conan Doyle, 
Lethem’s 20 selections highlight the angst of the everyday.

A bonanza for fans of psychological suspense but a dud 
for devotees of detection.

CAN’T JUDGE A BOOK BY 
ITS MURDER
Lillard, Amy
Poisoned Pen (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4926-8777-1  

A bookstore owner goes all out to 
save her best friend from a murder 
charge in this series kickoff from Lillard 
(A Family for Gracie, 2019, etc.).

Arlo Stanley’s nomadic life with her 
hippie parents left her with a strong urge 

to settle down. She chose Sugar Springs, Mississippi, the small 
town where she’d been allowed to stay for her high school years. 
Just before the 10th Annual All School Class Reunion, the dead 
body of former classmate Wallace J. Harrison is found on the 
sidewalk outside her shop, Books & More. Wally, whose book 
was a recent New York Times bestseller, had a stunning wife, 
Daisy James-Harrison, and a lovely mistress/assistant, Inna 
Kolisnychenko. So did he jump, or was he pushed? Chief Mat-
thew “Mads” Keller was Arlo’s high school squeeze until foot-
ball broke them up. Like everyone else in Sugar Springs, he 
knows that Arlo’s best friend, Chloe Carter, the foodie “More” 
in Books & More, had a child with Wally in high school whom 
he refused to acknowledge. Taxed with her motive, Chloe 
admits that Wally came to see her wanting to get back into his 
son’s life, but she doesn’t think the arrogant Wally would kill 
himself. When Mads arrests Chloe based on a coffee cup laced 
with poison mushrooms, Arlo resolves to prove her innocent. 
When Sam Tucker, the man she turned to after she broke up 
with Mads, arrives in town to care for his sick mother, Arlo’s life 
becomes even more complicated as she ponders her relation-
ships with the two men she may still love. Luckily, Arlo’s book 
club ladies, who’ve been around forever and know every secret 
in town, are thrilled to help Arlo as she desperately chases down 
clues.

A promising series debut, sometimes humorous, often 
puzzling, and peopled with believable characters.

APPLE CIDER SLAYING
Lindsey, Julie Anne
Kensington (336 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4967-2347-5  

Lindsey (A Geek Girl’s Guide to Justice, 
2019, etc.) shows how a West Virginia 
dynamo’s scheme to save her family 
orchard hits a bump in the road when a 
special event draws a killer.

Brimming with youthful optimism, 
Winona Mae Montgomery has big plans 

for saving her family’s home and business. Smythe Orchard has 
long been a staple of Blossom Valley, West Virginia, and Win-
nie’s determined to market the orchard as a year-round desti-
nation and venue, with events like “Christmas at the Orchard.” 
Much as she loves her grandmother, the aptly named Granny 
Smythe, Winnie’s determined to show the bank that her own 
business-sense apple has fallen far from her grandmother’s 
overdrawn tree. In the midst of her marketing blitz, however, 
Winnie’s plans go awry when her latest tour group stumbles on 
a body in the barn. And this isn’t just any body. Nadine Coo-
per might’ve just been the one person in Blossom Valley who 
wasn’t enamored of Granny Smythe. Not only is a corpse bad 
for business, but Sheriff Colton Wise, who’s too new to town to 
know better, thinks that either Winnie or Granny Smythe was 
involved in Nadine’s death. Since everyone knows Nadine was 
a bit of a pill, Winnie can’t believe the sheriff ’s nerve, and she 
resolves to flush out other viable suspects no matter how many 
times he insists that she stop her informal investigation. All this 
investigating leads Winnie and Colton to enough intimacy to 
put them on a first-name basis. Who knows? Maybe Colton will 
be the guy who can help Winnie forget being left abruptly by 
her ex, Hank Donovan, and clear Granny Smythe’s name.

Readers will appreciate the good will of Lindsey’s char-
acters in this warmly written, cider-centric cozy series 
launch.

THE ADVENTURE OF THE 
PECULIAR PROTOCOLS
Meyer, Nicholas
Minotaur (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-250-22895-6  

Prolific screenwriter, showrunner, and 
sometime Sherlock-ian Meyer (The Canary 
Trainer, 1993, etc.) returns to update the 
Sacred Canon once more with a previously 
undiscovered adventure from 1905 that 

might just as well have stayed hidden.
As so often in latter-day Holmes pastiches, the great detec-

tive’s brother, Mycroft, drags him into this one. Popping up at 
a dinner Dr. John Watson gives for Sherlock’s 50th birthday, 
Mycroft quietly demands a meeting the next morning at the 
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Diogenes Club, where he shows his brother a single blood-
stained page of a manuscript so incendiary that it’s already 
provoked the murder of Manya Lippman, Mycroft’s colleague 
in the Secret Intelligence Service. The manuscript, written in 
French, is The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, a forged 
plan for world domination designed to stoke anti-Semitism 
that Mycroft’s determined to suppress or discredit before it can 
metastasize and turn a generation yet unborn against the Jews. 
Since the Protocols are a real-life phenomenon, not so much 
peculiar as monstrous, that would ultimately travel the world 
to be embraced by parties from Hitler to Hamas, it’s no sur-
prise to read in Meyer’s introductory note that this adventure 
marks “the biggest and most consequential failure of the detec-
tive’s entire career.” But that’s not for lack of trying. Tracing the 
source of the monstrous hoax to Russia, Holmes travels with 
Watson and American translator Anna Walling across Europe to 
the czar’s kingdom, quickly identifies the manuscript’s venge-
ful creator, and extracts a written confession that it’s a forgery 
and a plagiarism to boot before returning on the Orient Express 
for a climactic episode cribbed, as Meyer’s closing Acknowledg-
ments cheerfully admit, from Alfred Hitchcock’s film The Lady 
Vanishes. So many historical figures, from translator Constance 
Garnett to future Israeli president Chaim Weizmann, put in 
appearances that only the canniest readers will spot the few 
characters who are actually invented rather than summoned.

The mystery is slight and the frequently coy footnotes 
annoying, but there’s sturdy adventure for Sherlock-ians 
whose appetites remain unsated.

CHRISTMAS COCOA MURDER
O’Connor, Carlene & Day, Maddie & 
Erickson, Alex
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-4967-2360-4  

Three familiar sleuths each get a turn 
in this trio of cozy Christmas mysteries.

First, O’Connor (Murder in Galway, 
2019, etc.) dives into Siobhán O’Sullivan’s 
past. Just graduated from the Garda Col-

lege and not due to report for duty until the New Year, she’s 
busy preparing for Christmas when she sees a sign advertising a 
missing dog and links the disappearance to that of her own fam-
ily dog and others around town. When the town Santy, Paddy 
O’Shea, is discovered floating dead in a dunk tank he’s filled 
with hot chocolate, all the missing dogs are also found, waiting 
in vain to be part of his extravagant show. Now Siobhán must 
help catch Santy’s killer. Next up, Day (Strangled Eggs and Ham, 
2019, etc.) presents South Lick, Indiana, cafe/country store 
owner Robbie Jordan, whose boyfriend Abe’s father, Howard 
O’Neill, has secretly acquired Cocoa, a rescued Lab puppy, as 
a Christmas gift for Abe’s son, Sean. When Howard’s business 
associate, Jed Greenberg, is found dead on an icy sidewalk, 
tangled in Cocoa’s leash, it turns out to be murder. Though Jed 
had plenty of enemies, Howard is a particularly choice suspect 

because he’d just learned that Jed had cheated him in a busi-
ness deal. In the final tale, Erickson (Death by Café Mocha, 2019, 
etc.) features cafe/bookstore owner Krissy Hancock, a locally 
renowned sleuth who reluctantly accompanies her friend Rita 
Jablonski to a remote warehouse, where Lewis Coates, whose 
attention to detail is obsessive, has installed an escape room. 
Each member of the small group is given their own room whose 
door code they must determine from cryptic clues. They all 
manage to escape to a large locked room where they find the 
corpse of Coates. A prick Krissy finds on his finger and traces 
to a trick mug strongly suggests that one of the players is also 
a killer.

Three quick, enjoyable reads to get you in a murderous 
Christmas spirit.

MURDER CAN MESS UP 
YOUR MASTERPIECE
Pressey, Rose
Kensington Books (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4967-2161-7  

Murder spoils a young crafter’s first 
fair.

Tennessee painter Celeste Cabot 
packs her adorable Chihuahua, Van 
Gogh, into her spiffy pink-and-white 
Shasta trailer to go a couple of miles 

from her family’s house, hoping to sell her wares at the Summer 
Arts and Crafts Festival in her native town of Gatlinburg. She 
figures she’ll feel safe venturing further afield if her initial, close-
to-home initiative goes well. It doesn’t. First, her early custom-
ers bring their paintings back, claiming she’s included hidden, 
disturbing designs in them that weren’t visible when they were 
first purchased. Then, she finds the fair’s manager, Evan Wright, 
with a carving knife in his neck. If a dead body isn’t spooky 
enough, apparitions based on characters from Celeste’s paint-
ings invade her Shasta. By the end of her hunt for Evan’s mur-
derer, pretty much everyone, from her customers to her fellow 
crafters, is mad at Celeste except for hunky woodcarver Caleb 
Ward, whose repeated dinner invitations are vaguely disturb-
ing, and hunky Detective Pierce Meyer, who never asks her out 
himself but glowers every time Caleb does. Franchise veteran 
Pressey, creator of the Haunted Vintage Mystery series, the 
Haunted Tour Guide Mystery series, and the Halloween LaVeau 
series, ticks all the requisite boxes without providing anything 
new to tickle fans’ fancy.

Plucky, self-employed heroine, cute pet, scary ghost, 
and two eligible suitors: everything a cozy needs but a 
puzzle.
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Murder spoils a young crafter’s first fair.
murder can mess up your masterpiece
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MOSAIC
Ramsay, Caro
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8892-1  

In a departure from her excellent 
police procedurals (The Sideman, 2018, 
etc.), Ramsay presents a chilling psycho-
logical thriller told in two voices.

Megan Melvick has reluctantly 
returned to Benbrae, the family estate 

in Scotland, because her older sister is dying. The beautiful 
Melissa tormented Megan when they were children, and Megan 
is still haunted by the terrible events that occurred on the day 
of Melissa’s wedding five years ago: the death of Carla, her best 
friend, and the disappearance of Megan and Melissa’s mother, 
Beth. Even so, Megan sits with her dying sister, who whispers an 
apology at the end. It’s always been assumed that Beth ran off 
with a lover, and Megan is devastated when she doesn’t turn up 
for her daughter’s funeral. Megan’s father, Ivan, the Lord Lieu-
tenant of the County, has meanwhile found consolation with 
Beth’s friend Heather Kincaid. Suicide runs in the Melvick fam-
ily, and Megan’s psychological problems—she’s been diagnosed 
with dissociative identity disorder—may date from her grand-
father’s suicide, which she vaguely remembers in flashbacks. 
Megan’s father wants her to stay and help run the estate, but the 
memories of Benbrae that begin to flood her are increasingly 
painful. Carla, whose voice appears in italicized sections inter-
spersed with Megan’s, grew up living with her dishonest mother, 
Deborah, who seems to have reformed with age and, since Beth 
left, has worked as the Melvicks’ housekeeper. Carla recalls a 
wild youth that includes having sex with Melissa’s husband on 
their wedding day only a few hours before she was killed by an 
explosion on the boat she was on in the loch. Add a police offi-
cer with doubts about both Beth’s disappearance and Carla’s 
death to the volatile mix of visitors staying for Melissa’s funeral 
and you get a combustible brew.

A wild ride packed with mysterious questions and 
shocking answers.

DACHSHUND THROUGH 
THE SNOW 
Rosenfelt, David
Minotaur (368 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-250-23768-2  

Only one of Paterson attorney Andy 
Carpenter’s two new cases seriously 
involves a dog, but that dog is the star of 
his show.

Sgt. Corey Douglas, Andy’s some-
time adversary, is retiring from the Paterson Police Department, 
and he’d like his canine partner, Simon Garfunkel, to join him. 
But although Simon has put in seven stalwart sniffing years and 

is starting to show signs of arthritis, he’s only nine, one year shy 
of the department’s retirement age for dogs. So Andy agrees to 
represent him—that’s right, Simon is his client—in his species 
discrimination suit against the department. Sadly, that suit is 
settled all too quickly, leaving the way clear for a second case 
that’s both more consequential and more routine. Young Danny 
Traynor sends three Christmas wishes to a local giving tree—a 
coat for his mother, a sweater for his dachshund, Murphy, and 
the safe return of his father—that attract the attention of Lau-
rie Collins, Andy’s wife and investigator. The sweater is a simple 
matter, but the problem of freelance writer Noah Traynor is 
much more serious, since he’s just been arrested for the stran-
gling of college-bound Kristen McNeil 14 years ago after his 
brother’s submission to a DNA registry finally leads the police 
to Noah’s door. The circumstantial evidence against Danny’s 
father is daunting, but Andy is dauntless, and he’s soon bring-
ing his trademark wisecracks into court once more. A newly dis-
covered bit of evidence turns the case upside down at the last 
minute, though readers familiar with Rosenfelt’s fondness for 
double twists (Bark of Night, 2019, etc.) will be too canny to take 
even this late-breaking news flash at face value.

The main course can’t top the opening act because the 
dog is the consistently amusing hero’s most appealing cli-
ent ever.

THREE WIDOWS AND 
A CORPSE 
Sennefelder, Debra
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4967-1594-4  

A food blogger probes the murder of 
a much-married real estate mogul.

Freelancing has many advantages 
for Hope Early (The Hidden Corpse, 2019, 
etc.). Her flexible schedule allows her to 
take on interesting temporary assign-

ments, like her current gig developing quick, healthy recipes for 
Cooking Now magazine. It also gives her time to participate in 
the local civic events of Jefferson, Connecticut, with her friends 
Drew Adams and Jane Merrifield. Unfortunately, at this year’s 
annual Scavenger Hunt, Hope’s first find is the corpse of local 
developer Lionel Whitcomb, shot to death in the parking lot of 
the Avery Bistro. Lionel’s wife, Elaine, has a fit when she learns 
of her husband’s demise, and her initial conniption quickly 
escalates into a nuclear meltdown when she discovers not one, 
but two former Mrs. Whitcombs, neither with the divorce 
papers that would have freed Lionel to marry again. Miranda 
and Rona Whitcomb are both in Jefferson hoping to clear up 
their legal status, which has been complicated rather than clari-
fied by his death. Now all three widows are also murder suspects, 
and Hope’s new boyfriend, Jefferson police chief Ethan Cahill, 
must rely on her grit and intuition to help solve a case with too 
many motives and not enough clues.

Standard fare for food-cozy fans.
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CLEANUP ON AISLE SIX 
Stallings, Daniel
Pace Press (200 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-61035-343-4  

Forced out of his position as a ship-
board waiter after three murders on his 
cruise ship (Sunny Side Up, 2018) roil the 
waters, Liam Johnson finds a new entry-
level job that involves him in another 
homicide.

Li isn’t looking for employment at Esther’s Family Grocery, 
but Reuben Rodriguez, who’s already working there, is so out-
rageously friendly and encouraging to him that he’s soon hired 
by store manager Leo Lewis, ne Leonard Lewitski. He gets a 
considerably less warm welcome from Oscar Lindstrom, the 
splenetic restaurant critic who’s just left his job at the Shore
wood Gazette. Li’s first meeting with Oscar ends when he dresses 
Oscar down for his racist insults of Reuben. Their second meet-
ing ends with Li shouting for someone to call the police after he 
finds Oscar bashed to death in the grocery’s spice aisle. Except 
for Oscar’s adoring third wife, Kathryn Lindstrom, pretty 
much everyone in California seems to have hated Oscar, from 
Jason Lindstrom, his pitifully abused son, to Frank Dixon, his 
editor at the Gazette, to Constance Henderson, the mayor’s 
wife. Ignoring all these promising suspects, Detective Antoine 
Hughes becomes more and more convinced that Reuben is 
the killer he’s looking for, and when he detains the young man 
and his brother, Fernando, Li knows he has to do something to 
help them. But the mystery of Oscar’s death remains puzzling 
even though every character Stallings presents is so remark-
ably forthright in expressing their feelings about him—Oscar’s 
ex-lover Miranda Raglietti calls him “a critic to his soul,” for 
instance, and Jason tells Hughes, “Dad was a monster”—that 
the biggest mystery is how anyone could have killed him with-
out leaving a trail a mile wide.

Have no fear: The Minimum Wage Manhunter eventu-
ally produces a solution as ingenious as it is unlikely.

A CRUEL DECEPTION
Todd, Charles
HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-06-285983-9  

Five months after the Armistice, 
nursing sister Bess Crawford (A Forgotten 
Place, 2018, etc.) gets yet another painful 
reminder that for all too many, the Great 
War has never ended.

Plucked from her clinic in Wiltshire, 
Bess is volunteered by Matron Helena Minton for a very per-
sonal errand: to travel to Paris and ascertain why the Matron’s 
son, Lt. Lawrence Minton, hasn’t appeared for weeks at the 
peace talks to which he’s been assigned as a minor attaché. Is he 

still suffering the aftereffects of the wound he got last October? 
Has he become dependent on the drugs given him to fight the 
effects of his injury? Matron wants to find out quietly without 
pursuing the official inquiries that could end her son’s army 
career with the regiment of Bess’ father, Col. Richard Crawford. 
Arriving in France, Bess follows Lawrence’s trail to the village of 
St. Ives, where he’s living with schoolteacher Marina Lascelles, 
a family friend whose father’s life he once saved. Bess immedi-
ately sees the signs of his addiction to laudanum, a debilitating 
appetite that’s clearly incapacitated him for diplomatic service. 
She’s even more concerned when she realizes that the reason he 
started taking the drug was to escape his crippling sense of guilt 
over yet another of the wartime traumas in which Todd special-
izes. After many episodes of conflict, self-torment, and uncon-
trollable behavior, Dr. Michel Moreau, Bess’ nominal host in 
Paris while she secretly takes up residence in St. Ives, suggests 
the radical step of hypnotizing Lawrence to recover the sear-
ing memories he’s suppressed. Lawrence proves a ready subject, 
but several sessions only gradually reveal the story of “the angel” 
that’s been tormenting him, and even once he’s revealed the 
story, the truth behind it remains to be disclosed.

Sensitive, beautifully written, disconcertingly familiar 
in all but the circumstantial details of the underlying hor-
ror, and much too long.

THE MAN THAT GOT AWAY
Truss, Lynne
Bloomsbury (304 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-63557-423-4  

Criminal conspiracy doesn’t rain in 
1957 Brighton: It pours.

Waiting on a staircase inside the 
Maison du Wax for blind sculptor Pierre 
Tussard and his daughter and assistant, 
Angélique, to finish preliminary mea-

surements of Brighton Constabulary wireless star Inspector 
Geoffrey St John Steine, their latest model, Constable Per-
egrine Twitten overhears two teenagers whispering how much 
they’d love to run away together and how careful they have to 
be around the people who cut off Uncle Ken’s head. Laboring 
to remember all the proper names the couple dropped—Black-
more, Hoagland, Dickie—Twitten has no clue that he’s stum-
bled onto the tip of a very large and felonious iceberg. Further 
enlightenment arrives, along with further mystification, when 
Peter Dupont, the neophyte town council clerk Twitten over-
heard, is found with his throat cut, and his girlfriend turns out 
to be Deirdre Benson, whose brothers, Frank and Bruce, along 
with their mother, run a profitable family crime syndicate out of 
the Black Cat club. And there’s more. Veteran con artist Joseph 

“Wall-Eye” Marriott accosts Adelaide Vine and her friend Phyl-
lis, a pair of Brighton Belles given the job of helping strangers; 
then he pretends to be Lord Melamine Colchester and offers to 
sell them gold at the bargain price of 25 pounds a brick—that is, 
unless it really is the Marquess of Colchester and those bricks 
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really are gold. Dickie George, a lounge singer at the Black Cat, 
emerges from a week in the Brighton sewers only to be struck 
dead by a giant piece of candy. And Palmeira Groynes is ready 
to execute any number of foul schemes that Twitten could foil if 
only he could persuade Inspector Steine that the constabulary’s 
charlady was the evil genius he’s recognized as such ever since 
A Shot in the Dark (2018). Truss’ period burlesque extends from 
individual character types and obligatory scenes to the longer 
narrative arcs beloved of more recent franchises.

Too relentlessly facetious to take seriously but more 
frantic than funny.

FUTURE TENSE 
FICTION 
Ed. by Berg, Kirsten & Bosch, Torie  
& Eschrich, Joey & Finn, Ed & 
Martinez, Andrés & Ulman, Juliet
Unnamed Press (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-944700-95-9  

A diverse group of contemporary 
authors imagine our shared future in 
these speculative tales.

These 14 stories peer into a variety of futures only just vis-
ible from where we stand. Many imagine solutions to pressing 
contemporary emergencies (climate change, overpopulation, 
economic inequality) and then, in the way of all the best lit-
erature, seek out the complications in that perfect picture. In 
Nnedi Okorafor’s “Mother of Invention,” the Niger Delta has 
been transformed into a nation-sized plantation of the “innova-
tive air-scrubbing superplant known as periwinkle grass,” which 
simultaneously solves the earth’s CO2 emissions problem and 
strikes a blow against world hunger with its versatile seeds. 
The only problems are the “pollen tsunamis” and the resultant 
deadly allergic condition that strikes the story’s protagonist in 
the final days of her pregnancy. In Charlie Jane Anders’ “The 
Minnesota Diet,” the “cutting-edge ‘Smart-City’ of New Lin-
coln” is a fantasy land of predicative-software enhanced, zero-
carbon-footprint urban living. But when an agricultural collapse 
necessitates the reprioritization of food shipments, the entire 
city of “midlevel computer engineers, quality-control experts, 
content creators, architects, marketing experts, musical theater 
geeks and service workers” is deemed redundant, and starva-
tion sets in. Other stories start with our current time’s most 
pressing moral issues and imagine them worse. In Madeline 
Ashby’s “Domestic Violence,” smart homes—programmed to 
surveil, predict, and protect—become another tool in a domes-
tic abuser’s arsenal. Mark Stasenko’s “Overvalued” imagines 
the endgame of skyrocketing college tuition costs as a complex 
industry of Wall Street style investments, where the future of 
promising underprivileged youth is heavily leveraged on the 
competitive market. A standout story by Carmen Maria Mach-
ado sees a young girl exposed to the vast simultaneity of time in 
a fashion more lyric than the rest of the anthology’s offerings. 
The charming “When Robot and Crow Saved East St. Louis,” 
by Annalee Newitz, interjects both humor and hope. Science 
fiction has long been the great equalizer in the American lit-
erary landscape—capable of imagining more inclusive futures 
even as it struggles to represent them equitably on its pages. 
Because of the diversity of its authorship, this anthology does 
more than imagine what the world might be like if all of our 
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perspectives were included. Instead, it moves past the picture 
of representation to a clear, uncompromising, imaginative look 
at just what it is we are all included in.

Provocative, challenging stories that project the 
tech innovations of today onto the moral framework of 
tomorrow.

ESCAPING EXODUS
Drayden, Nicky
Harper Voyager (336 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-286773-5  

An Afrofuturist love story, set inside 
a giant space-creature, about two women 
of different castes.

In a far distant future, humans left 
Earth behind generations ago in a mass 
exodus. The survivors now travel inside 

enormous beasts that trek across the vacuum of space; human 
societies carve out spaces inside the living leviathans that 
carry them. Seske, the daughter of the clan matriarch, is being 
groomed for her eventual position of power, but she’d much 
rather spend her time with Adalla, her best friend since child-
hood; however, Adalla’s a beastworker who toils in the space 
beast’s organs and arteries. The chapters alternate between 
the first-person perspectives of the two young women, and it 
quickly becomes clear that Seske and Adalla are very much in 
love—but a beastworker isn’t considered a suitable mate for the 
heir apparent. When Seske suddenly becomes the clan matri-
arch, her title is threatened by another claimant—her own sister. 
Meanwhile, Adalla, heartbroken over losing Seske, is demoted 
until she’s a lowly boneworker. Soon the two women each 
uncover shocking truths about their society and how it oper-
ates—and, more importantly, about the beast that keeps them 
all alive. The plot twists that follow are surprising but mostly 
plausible, and it culminates in a gratifying finish. Drayden’s 
prose is neither clunky nor lyrical—it just gets the job done. But 
it’s substance, rather than style, that sets this book apart. Every-
thing about the Afrofuturistic worldbuilding is exquisitely 
imaginative, and the characters are three-dimensional, occa-
sionally offering flashes of dark humor. The spacefaring beast is 
a marvel, containing a whole ecosystem with microclimates and 
other organisms living within it alongside humans. Although 
the relationship between the two young women is perpetually 
hampered by circumstance, as most good love stories are, it’s 
palpable and vibrant. One hopes to read more about Seske and 
Adalla’s further adventures.

A straightforwardly written sci-fi tale with top-notch 
worldbuilding and sharp characterization.

THE TRUE BASTARDS 
French, Jonathan
Crown (592 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-525-57247-3  

The True Bastards’ motto says it all: 
“Live in the saddle! Die on the hog!”

In the action-packed sequel to The 
Grey Bastards (2018), French returns to 
the sprawling wastelands of Ul-wundulas 
with a gore-splattered, foulmouthed 

adventure following Fetching and her band of half-orcs as they 
battle adversaries bent on eradicating their kind from the law-
less badlands that separates humans from orcs. After the events 
of the first novel—in which the Bastards’ home was destroyed 
and their legendary leader lost—Fetch attempts to save the 
dwindling group (called a “hoof ”) from dying off. On the verge 
of starvation and struggling mightily to finish a structurally 
sound and defensible home, she must deal with a number of 
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and you’ve captured this saga’s gloriously dirty soul.
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momentous issues, first and foremost being her deteriorating 
health. As she tries to find a cure for her strange affliction, a 
pack of seemingly indestructible “devil-dogs” roams the bad-
lands, as do encroaching humans (called “frails”), killing any 
free-riding half-orcs they run across. When Fetch uncovers a 
devious scheme masterminded by the frails to wipe out all the 
hoofs, she must somehow unite the bickering mongrel factions 
before it’s too late. Although the pacing is a bit more methodi-
cal in this installment, the story is filled with relentless action 
and powered by a cast of adeptly developed and emotionally 
appealing characters. Fetch is an obvious favorite—a female 
outcast finding acceptance and respect in a cutthroat and patri-
archal society—as are Incus, the deaf giant female thrice (born 
of an orc and a half-orc) also known as the celebrated fighter 
Anvil’s Bride; and Mead, Fetch’s one-handed second-in-com-
mand. Fans will be overjoyed not only with the return of some 
beloved characters, but also with the novel’s conclusion, which 
sets up the storyline for a much larger adventure to come.

Imagine an outlaw biker gang of half-orcs riding giant 
war pigs and you’ve captured this saga’s gloriously dirty 
soul.

SALVATION LOST 
Hamilton, Peter F.
Del Rey (512 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-399-17885-6  

Second part of Hamilton’s alien-inva-
sion space opera trilogy (Salvation, 2018).

Of the three main plot threads here, 
two are set early in the 23rd century. 
Thanks to the shattering discovery made 
at the end of Book 1, humanity now 

knows that the seemingly benevolent Olyix actually plan to turn 
humans into pods and carry them away to meet the Olyix god at 
the end of the universe. With their subterfuge now revealed, the 
Olyix launch a full-scale invasion. Various members of the fabu-
lously wealthy Zangari family, which controls the instantaneous-
transfer wormhole portal network, plan Earth’s defense along 
with the Utopial agent Callum Hepburn and others. A second 
alien race, the Neána, arrived stealthily some years ago and grew 
human bodies; one such, Jessika, now advises humanity to run 
and hide. But, disconcerted by the Olyix treachery, the humans 
don’t really trust her despite her revelations and outright reject 
the run-and-hide strategy in favor of direct action. The second 
thread involves a gang of thugs led by Tronde, who’ve been hired 
to sabotage Zangari facilities; they don’t care why. Ten thousand 
years in the future, meanwhile, the soldier trainees we met in 
the first book set a trap for an Olyix vessel, intending to learn 
the whereabouts of the alien homeworld; they’re being secretly 
observed by a mysterious and powerful entity and may be 
disastrously overconfident. The thugs are problematic, being 
mostly an incorrigible bunch whose self-centered doings serve 
little purpose other than to pad out the proceedings. For the 
remainder, though, the pacing is swift, with spectacular action, 

thoughtful strategies, eye-popping ideas, and Hamilton’s usual 
attention to detail, all woven into a taut, gripping narrative.

Not quite yet top drawer but a vast improvement on its 
circuitous, dawdling predecessor.

SUPERNOVA ERA
Liu, Cixin
Trans. by Martinsen, Joel
Tor (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-250-30603-6  

Apocalyptic yarn from the cele-
brated author of the Three-Body Prob-
lem trilogy (Death’s End, 2016, etc.).

A nearby star explodes, hammering 
Earth with radiation that within a year 

will kill every person older than 13. Governments worldwide 
immediately grasp the facts, draw accurate conclusions, and 
make plans for parents and caregivers to rapidly teach their chil-
dren the skills they’ll need in order to keep civilization going. 
These developments may seem weirdly unreal when viewed 
from a non-Chinese perspective, as might the prospect of 
13-year-old airline pilots, nuclear engineers, or doctors achiev-
ing competency after a year’s training. The adults duly die off. 
Fortunately, China has just invented a supercomputer named 
China Quantum which helps out when the child executives—
dreamer Huahua, intellectual Specs, and mature, practical Xiao-
meng—become overwhelmed with the enormity of their task. 
The Chinese child nation creates a digital forum and decides 
that what it really wants to do is play, not slavishly attempt to 
keep the adult model functioning. Other nations come to simi-
lar conclusions. Tellingly, young America, which loves its guns, 
proposes live-ammo war games on Antarctica, which has rap-
idly melted. Liu wrote this tale in 1989, the year of Tiananmen 
Square, he says in an afterword. If it seems dark—indeed, the 
premise immediately demands comparison with William Gold-
ing’s Lord of the Flies, right down to the singular lack of female 
perspective—Liu reportedly revised it several times before 
it was finally published in 2003, to avoid possible issues with 
officialdom. Imagine how much darker it must have been. The 
book as published stresses the competency and forethought of 
the older generation and downplays the inability of children to 
understand and anticipate consequences. Readers may draw 
their own conclusions about the politics behind all this.

A hardworking but uninspired early novel, wholly over-
shadowed by Liu’s later masterpiece.
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THE NAME OF ALL THINGS
Lyons, Jenn
Tor (592 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-250-17553-3  

The second installment in Lyons’ 
Chorus of Dragons saga (The Ruin of 
Kings, 2019) continues the grand-scale 
fantasy adventure with a parallel story 
revolving largely around the demon-
tainted noblewoman Janel Theranon, 

whose heroic exploits helped trigger a revolution.
Trapped together in a storm house as a blizzard rages outside, 

Theranon and her acolyte guide Qown take turns recounting their 
epic adventure to Kihrin D’Mon, a reincarnated god and protago-
nist of the first volume. The story involves their attempt to save a 
massive city—the magical city of Atrine—from destruction by kill-
ing the largest dragon the world has ever known. After witnessing 
the devastation of a smaller city by blue “witch-smoke,” Theranon 
realizes all the supernatural chaos and prophecies surrounding the 
awakening of the dragon are part of a much larger conspiracy that 
has been meticulously plotted out by a mysterious mastermind. 
Magic and manipulation abound as Theranon and company desper-
ately race to save the day while wizards, demons, gods, and humans 
do battle. While the pacing of this second installment struggles in 
spots—due in part to the repetitive nature of the points of view—
there are numerous elements worthy of mention. The intricacy of 
the storyline, the bombshell plot twists toward the end, and the 
humorous, snark-filled footnotes are high points, as is the author’s 
talent for descriptive prose. So many images are made memorable 
by excellent description, including the city of Atrine, the subterra-
nean cave systems of Yor, and the metal dragon Morios. “Steel and 
iron...every metal, a thousand metals, all twisted together in sharp 
swordlike tangles to form the dragon’s body. It resembled a porcu-
pine warped into nightmare, formed by an insane and malevolent 
god.” Also intriguing is the genderfluid culture of Jorat. Theranon, 
in particular, is a wonderfully complex and endearing character 
whose gender mutability enriches the narrative tapestry: “I am in 
fact a female man.” 

Simply put: This is top-notch adventure fantasy writ-
ten for a 21st-century audience—highly recommended.

ORMESHADOW
Sharma, Priya
Tor (176 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-250-24144-3  

A classic coming-of-age story set in a 
dark fantasy world of myths and dragons 
unfolds amid waves of family drama and 
age-old mysteries.

In a mythic England in an undeter-
mined time long passed, Gideon Belman 
and his parents are forced to relocate 

from their civilized and bookish life in Bath to the family farm, 
Ormeshadow, in a hardscrabble and desolate part of the coun-
try bordering the Orme, a sleeping dragon whose large slumber-
ing shape is now covered with soil and grass. The Orme is the 
daughter of a great dragon king who was looked after by one of 
Gideon’s ancestors following a long and fierce battle between 
dragons. The ancestor, also named Gideon, promised that gen-
erations of his family would keep and protect the dragon. On 
long walks with his father, Gideon learns the family secrets and 
legends, but in daily life on the farm, he becomes the victim of 
his brutal uncle Thomas’ bitterness and resentments. There are 
tales of gold and treasure hidden deep within the body of the 
dragon, and a map to the fortune carved into the only chair at 
the Belmans’ farm, but Thomas has no time or interest in stories 
of dragons or treasure. After the mysterious death of Gideon’s 
father, Thomas is only interested in asserting his dominance 
over everyone around him, especially Gideon and his widowed 
mother. Driven to despair, Gideon sets off a chain of events that 
will change his life and the lives of everyone on the Orme for-
ever. Although the story of the noble orphan boy has been told 
many times by writers from Charles Dickens to J.K. Rowling, 
author Sharma’s (All the Fabulous Beasts, 2018) combination of 
dragons and sorrow set against a brutal country backdrop sepa-
rates itself from the pack with a combination of solid writing 
and original mythology.

Despite the well-worn plot and unsatisfying conclusion, 
the novel’s imagery and emotion make it worth the effort.

r o m a n c e

MET HER MATCH
Deveraux, Jude
Harlequin MIRA (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-7783-5124-5  

Terri Rayburn is devastated that 
her perfect man belongs to someone 
else, but once Nate Taggert realizes that 
Terri’s the one for him, her complicated 
past still stands in the way of their being 
together.

Terri is attracted to Nate the moment she lays eyes on him, 
and soon they fall into an easy partnership at the Virginia lake 
resort she runs with her father. Nate is upfront about being 
engaged to the mayor’s daughter, Stacy, but she’s in Europe for 
a few weeks, and it quickly becomes clear to Terri that Nate and 
Stacy aren’t a great match. However, Terri, whose mother left 
when she was 2, has always had a problematic relationship with 
the citizens of Summer Hill. Since Leslie disappeared, the town 
gossip has made sure everyone remembers her as a promiscuous 
vixen, a label which tainted Terri as she got older and made her 

Simply put: This is top-notch adventure fantasy 
written for a 21st-century audience.

the name of all things
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look like a problem when, as Nate begins to understand, she was 
really a victim. It’s clear to everyone around them that they are 
falling in love, but even as Nate realizes it himself, Terri is ada-
mant that they can’t be together. She won’t steal him from the 
popular Stacy because it would mean she’d never be able to live 
in Summer Hill, and she won’t abandon her father. Deveraux 
spins an intriguing and unorthodox romance, continuing her 
Summer Hill branch of the Taggert/Montgomery series with 
two characters who have some unique, interesting obstacles in 
their paths and navigate through them with secrets uncovered 
and old wounds healed. The story is well plotted, though Nate 
is unnecessarily oblivious sometimes and the book takes an 
unexpected swing into romantic suspense territory in the last 
quarter. The solved mystery resolves Nate and Terri’s conflict, 
though the villain’s motivations seem a little cartoonish.

An entertaining page-turner.

THE ABSINTHE EARL
Fisher, Sharon Lynn
Blackstone Publishing (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-9826-8441-9  

Fairies, absinthe, and ancient secrets 
provide an adventurous backdrop for 
romance in this historical-fantasy romance.

In 1882, there are rumors in Ireland 
of fairies returning to make their claim 
on the country’s lands. After years of 
banishment, they’ve found a way to 

bridge the worlds between human and fairy, and the key might 
lie in absinthe. Englishwoman Ada Quicksilver is in Ireland 
to study this connection of absinthe and fairies. At a pub that 
specializes in the bright green drink, Ada encounters Edward 
Donoghue, Earl of Meath, a most peculiar man whose sleep-
walking is only helped by consumption of absinthe. He takes an 
immediate interest in Ada’s research, offering to escort her to 
a famed fairy portal. As Edward joins Ada in her investigations, 
their connection grows deeper; their attraction is more than 
what it seems. The environment is lush and imaginative, with 
everyone appearing to hide their own seductive, dark secrets. 
It’s a world that comes alive with mysterious, foggy moors, 
dangerous peat bogs, and gorgeous green hills. Ada is an admi-
rably independent heroine, taking her research quite seriously 
despite the handsome distraction of Edward. Though Edward 
plays a bigger role in the history of fairies and humans, he’s also 
the more confusing of the two main characters, with a back-
story that is, at times, difficult to follow. Dedicated romance 
readers might feel slightly robbed given the slow burn between 
the hero and heroine and the greater attention paid to estab-
lishing historic Ireland and its relationship to the fairy world. 
However, the Irish mythology and folklore are where Fisher’s 
(Before She Wakes, 2016, etc.) writing shines. Despite its flaws, 
this is an ambitious series opener that mostly delivers.

Imaginative, original, and worth a try.

ROYAL HOLIDAY
Guillory, Jasmine
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-9848-0221-7  

A woman finds love in her mid-50s 
on a vacation to England.

Vivian Forest is happy with her life in 
the San Francisco Bay Area and excited 
about a promotion at work. Fans will also 
recognize Vivian as Maddie’s no-non-

sense mother from Guillory’s previous novel, The Wedding Party 
(2019). When Maddie’s job as a stylist lands her a once-in-a-life-
time chance to dress a British royal—similar to the duchesses of 
Cambridge and Sussex—for the holidays, she insists that Vivian 
accompany her to England. Once they arrive, Vivian catches the 
eye of Malcolm Hudson, the private secretary to the queen. Viv-
ian’s adventures seem designed to please American Anglophiles 
who are obsessed with the monarchy and daydream about pick-
ing out a dress for the duchess, sharing a plate of sandwiches 
with the duke, or dropping into a perfect curtsey at a chance 
encounter with the queen. Vivian’s courtship with Malcolm is 
genteel, charming, and virtually conflict-free. They take long 
walks on the royal estate, pass notes back and forth via foot-
men, and go horseback riding. Malcolm asks Vivian to extend 
her vacation after Maddie returns to California; neither of them 
is interested in a long distance relationship, but they can have 
a romantic fling in London. They are well suited to help each 
other navigate personal crises: Malcolm uses his professional 
knowledge to help Vivian evaluate her career path while she 
uses her skills as a social worker to help him repair a rift with 
his beloved nephew. Vivian and Malcolm aren’t luddites who are 
afraid of using mobile phones, so the authorial choice to have 
them continue a trans-Atlantic relationship without the ben-
efit of modern technology is bewildering. What was charming 
quickly becomes twee.

Reads like a made-for-TV Christmas movie screen-
play—all sugar and no substance.
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THE INVENTION 
OF YESTERDAY
A 50,000-Year History of 
Human Culture, Conflict, 
and Connection

Ansary, Tamim
PublicAffairs (448 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-61039-796-4  

World history as “a story that we’re 
telling one another.”

In this intriguing account of humankind from the Stone 
Age to the present, Ansary (Road Trips: Becoming an American 
in the Vapor Trail of the Sixties, 2019, etc.) writes, “we live on the 
same planet but in many different worlds.” In 800 C.E., for 
instance, the Chinese thought their world was the world; other 
civilizations also believed they lived at the center of their own 
world model. The author argues that we invent the tribes and 
other social constellations—the culture—of our own world 
through narratives based on geographical differences. Viewing 
the past through this lens, he sees global history as a melding of 
many master narratives—a “drama of ever-increasing intercon-
nectedness.” Trade, warfare, and other interactions caused sep-
arate worlds to overlap. “Neighbors influenced neighbors who 
influenced neighbors,” writes Ansary. When Rome conquered 
the Fertile Crescent, diverse belief systems became part of the 
Roman state. Jews, for example, encountered the secular-pagan 
ideas of the Greco-Roman world in their daily lives. The Cru-
sades brought hundreds of ideas and innovations into Europe, 
from gunpowder to mechanical clocks. Pivotal moments trig-
gered interconnections among major cultures, with great 
ripple effects: Columbus’ discovery of America sparked the 
rise of corporations and banks in Europe and drew the entire 
world into “one great global drama.” The advent of machines 
in the 18th and 19th centuries changed the division of labor 
between men and women. The invention of the transistor in 
1947 heralded the digital age. As an Afghan American, the San 
Francisco–based author draws nicely on his experiences of life 
in the different worlds of Islam and the secular West to help 
readers understand the outcomes of overlapping narratives. He 
examines the role of interconnections in the development of 
everything from board games to belief systems, science, and 
multinational corporations.

A well-written and valuable take on the diverse narra-
tives that have shaped human history. (maps)
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BLOWOUT
Corrupted Democracy, Rogue State 
Russia, and the Richest, Most 
Destructive Industry on Earth
Maddow, Rachel
Crown (432 pp.)
$30.00 | Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-525-57547-4
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THE PEOPLE’S TEAM
An Illustrated History of the 
Green Bay Packers
Beech, Mark
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (416 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-328-46013-4  

An illustrated history of one of profes-
sional football’s most storied franchises.

On Sept. 14, 1919, the Green Bay Packers played their first 
game in front of approximately 1,500 people. The spectators 
were separated from the field by rope, and team co-founder 
George Whitney Calhoun passed a hat among them for dona-
tions. A century later, Forbes values the Packers at more than 
$2.5 billion, the team’s stadium has a capacity of 81,441, and 
every home game since 1960 has sold out. In his second book, 
Beech (When Saturday Mattered Most: The Last Golden Season of 
Army Football, 2012), a senior editor at the Players’ Tribune and 
a former writer for Sports Illustrated, convincingly argues that 

through lean times (one playoff appearance between 1972 and 
1994) and glory years (13 league championships, including three 
straight from both 1929 to 1931 and 1965 to 1967), the people of 
Green Bay have provided financial and moral support to their 
beloved squad, the NFL’s only publicly owned team. Biographi-
cal sketches of the team’s most prominent figures enhance the 
narrative, as do many intriguing factoids—e.g., devout Catholic 
and legendary coach Vince Lombardi disliked the philandering 
Curly Lambeau, the team’s co-founder and stadium namesake, 
and Green Bay was the nation’s leading producer of toilet paper, 
an industry that helped spare the city from the worst effects 
of the Great Depression. Beech fumbles only occasionally: 
He lists Super Bowl XLV between the Packers and the Pitts-
burgh Steelers as “Super Bowl XVL.” Brett Favre’s freshman 
year at Southern Mississippi University was 1987, not 1990. 
The author’s assertion that the 1967 NFL championship game 
between the Packers and the Dallas Cowboys remains “the 
coldest game ever played” is debatable; the 1981 AFC champi-
onship game in Cincinnati represents the coldest temperature 
in NFL game history in terms of wind chill. But these are minor 
quibbles with an overall illuminating sports narrative.

A must for Packers fan and a worthwhile read for foot-
ball enthusiasts in general. (full color throughout)

A TEAM OF THEIR OWN
How An International 
Sisterhood Made Olympic 
History
Berkman, Seth
Hanover Press (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-335-00553-3  

A tale of unlikely friendships and 
camaraderie forged through ice hockey.

Just before the opening of the 2018 
Winter Olympics in PyeongChang, the South Korean women’s 
ice hockey team became the only team to include North Kore-
ans on its roster. The Unified team fought hard on the ice, but 
their opponents proved too strong, and the team lost each of 
their matches. Nonetheless, they won the hearts of Koreans 
from both sides as well as those from countries around the 
world. In this feel-good tale of women athletes suddenly placed 
in the international spotlight, New York Times contributor Berk-
man takes readers behind the scenes of the South Korean team. 
He shows each player’s immense passion for a sport that was 
often not considered suitable for young women. He discusses 
the American and Canadian Koreans, or “imports,” who were 
brought in to bolster the team prior to the games and the 
impact they had on the South Koreans. He shares each woman’s 
hopes, dreams, and determination to play despite the odds and 
sacrifices each needed to make, including using old equipment 
and practicing at late hours due to lack of funds and support 
from sponsors. “Prior to South Korea being named the host of 
the 2018 Olympics,” writes the author, “a majority of the wom-
en’s team felt that [the Korean Ice Hockey Association] never 



really cared about them to begin with. Even before the Games, 
they earned just $50 a day.” In addition to exploring the gender 
discrimination at play, Berkman weaves in bits of history about 
the two Koreas and their hostilities toward Japan. Ultimately, 
what shines through is the women’s passion for their sport and 
the bonds they forged on and off the ice, alliances that cross an 
array of boundaries.

A well-written, impassioned story of sports, friendship, 
and determination. (photos throughout)

ALL THE POWERS 
OF EARTH 
The Political Life of 
Abraham Lincoln Vol. III, 
1856-1863
Blumenthal, Sidney
Simon & Schuster (784 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4767-7728-3  

The third of a projected five-volume 
political biography, this one dealing 

robustly with Lincoln’s political ascent, ending with his election 
to the presidency in 1860.

Blumenthal—who has served as a senior adviser to both Bill 
and Hillary Clinton and was the Washington editor for the New 
Yorker—has published two earlier volumes in his series (Wres
tling With His Angel, 2017, etc.). Here, the author continues to 
establish himself as the definitive chronicler of Lincoln’s politi-
cal career. The years 1856-1860 were tumultuous ones in Ameri-
can history, and Blumenthal astutely examines many seminal 
events: slavery’s fracture of the country, the 1856 assault on 
Sen. Charles Sumner, the 1858 Lincoln-Douglas debates, John 
Brown’s deadly attacks at Pottawatomie Creek, 1856, and Harp-
ers Ferry, 1859, Lincoln’s transformative Cooper Union speech 
in 1860. Some crucial characters appear throughout, including 
Frederick Douglass, Emerson and Thoreau, Dred Scott, and 
John Wilkes Booth, who was present at Brown’s hanging and 
at some of Stephen A. Douglas’ presidential campaign appear-
ances. Some facts will surprise readers with only a modest 
knowledge of Lincoln. For example, he didn’t like to be called 

“Abe” (he preferred “Lincoln”); listeners were sometimes put 
off by his voice, which could be high and squeaky; and he was 
masterful behind the scenes of his campaigns—he was, Blumen-
thal reminds us continually, a politician. Some will probably be 
surprised to learn that he did not leave his home in Springfield 
during the entire campaign and that he received less than 40 
percent of the popular vote. The Democratic Party had split—
North and South—thus assuring Lincoln’s victory. Blumenthal’s 
explorations of all of these elements are stunningly thorough, 
both wide-angled and microscopic. He quotes from newspa-
pers, books, speeches, congressional transcripts, and numerous 
other sources. At the beginning, he includes a timeline of major 
events and cast of major characters.

As essential as any political biography is likely to be.

WILD GAME
My Mother, Her Lover, and Me
Brodeur, Adrienne
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-328-51903-0  

A memoir about a charismatic 
mother who embroiled her daughter in a 
dramatic affair.

In a candid, deftly crafted narrative, 
Brodeur (Man Camp, 2005), co-founder 

of the magazine Zoetrope: All Story, reveals the family secrets 
that burdened her life from the age of 14, when she became 
her mother’s confidante and accomplice in a love affair. Her 
mother was an attractive, charming woman, “a breath of fresh 
air, an irresistible combination of clever and irreverent,” and 
the author worshipped her. Although the lover was a close and 
long-standing family friend and the affair betrayed her kind and 
beloved stepfather’s trust, Brodeur willingly helped her mother 
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cover her tracks and distract others from noticing the couple’s 
disappearances, covert touching, and secret glances. For years, 
she felt thrilled by her role and deeply sympathetic to her 
mother’s needs for love and sex. After her stepfather had suf-
fered several strokes, her mother felt more like a caretaker than 
a wife. She confided in her daughter that she needed more—and 
she needed her daughter’s support. Brodeur was flattered by her 
mother’s dependence on her, and when she traveled during a 
gap year, she called home weekly, feeling guilty “for not being 
more supportive” by phoning more often. Not until she shared 
her story with a new boyfriend—and later with a woman friend 
and her future husband (who, bizarrely, was her mother’s lover’s 
son)—did the author realize that someone outside of the family 
would see the arrangement far differently. “I felt confused,” she 
writes, “suddenly thrust into a state of disequilibrium” by lis-
teners who saw her mother “as perpetrator, not victim.” Admit-
ting that her mother’s behavior was abusive made her feel “an 
unbearable sense of disloyalty.” Her need to separate herself 
from her mother grew, however; in college, she tried to create 
a new identity, different from someone “so consumed by her 
mother that she hardly knew where her mother ended and she 
began.” That project defined her life for years to come.

 A vivid chronicle of a daughter’s struggle to find herself.

HIVEMIND 
Thinking Alike in a 
Divided World
Cavanagh, Sarah Rose
Grand Central Publishing (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5387-1332-7  

A guardedly optimistic examination 
of the impact of social media suggests a 
reconsideration of its pros and cons.

With wit and curiosity, Cavanagh 
(Psychology/Assumption Coll.; The Spark of Learning: Energiz
ing the College Classroom With the Science of Emotion, 2016, etc.) 
explores the notion that human beings are not so much solitary 
individuals as profoundly social creatures, perhaps, like honey-
bees, “at least partly a collective species.” And that’s not a bad 
thing. We are born with the ability to tune into the feelings of 
others, and we develop that ability through the telling and, more 
recently, the reading or writing of stories, all of which makes us 
more likely to empathize with other human beings and mem-
bers of other species rather than seeing them as “other.” Now, 

“with the advent of social media and smartphones,” writes the 
author, “we have an entire new medium through which we can 
connect, synchronize with, and influence one another.” Rather 
than isolating individuals, as popular opinion might suggest, 
social media gives us “an ever-present awareness of our friends 
and lovers moving through their separate real-life space, eat-
ing and creating and thinking and feeling.” Though Cavanagh 
doesn’t overlook the possibly detrimental effects of new media, 
which include political polarization and the proliferation of 
conspiracy theories, her general outlook is hopeful. She grounds 

her more abstract speculations in particular examples, from her 
experiences and those of others, in a way that makes her ideas 
easy for readers to grasp. She chronicles her discussions with 
beekeepers, a talk with a religious historian about zombies, a 
weekend with old friends, and the interactions of young women 
as they wait outside a hotel where someone has seen a pop star. 
After raising questions about forms of technology we take for 
granted, she offers sensible, workable suggestions as to how we 
can navigate the gap between the individual and the collective 
in everyday life.

An engaging new perspective on human networking.

METAHUMAN
Unleashing Your 
Infinite Potential
Chopra, Deepak
Harmony (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-307-33833-4  

A heady prescription for maximum 
self-awareness.

Bestselling author and alternative 
medicine advocate Chopra (What Are You 

Hungry For?, 2013, etc.) continues his enlightenment crusade with 
a narrative encouraging readers to reach “beyond the mechanical 
side of life” and the limitations of their lives in order to “occupy 
metareality.” The author believes metareality to be the source of 
all creativity; to become awakened to it and move “beyond the 
illusion” of everyday perception is to become metahuman, which 
he equates to “tuning in to the whole radio band instead of one 
narrow channel.” Fans of Chopra’s spiritual enlightenment phi-
losophies will digest these new dictums easily; others will find 
it difficult to sift through the great amount of referential sup-
porting material. The text is a stew packed with discussions of 
neuroscience concepts, mystical Indian poetry, ego examination, 
psychedelic drug therapy, and discussions of how the “inflated 
promises” of religion “have lost their power to inspire devotion.” 
Chopra’s research and dedication to this mind-expanding field 
are impressive, but the resulting narrative is dizzying and fre-
quently overwhelming. The author incorporates multiple-choice 
questionnaires, wakefulness exercises, and surveys into the text, 
and he diminishes his message with frequent subject detours and 
digressive commentary—specifically, the daily plan at the end, “31 
Metahuman Lessons,” which seems separate from the core narra-
tive’s message. Readers who are willing to wade through the dross 
will find pages of helpful direction on how to focus attention on 
improving one’s sense of worth and purpose. As always, Chopra’s 
main focus and intention are self-improvement and untapped 
personal potential and the discovery of new ways to live beyond 
current self-imposed limitations. Here, readers are required to 
make more of an investment of time and thought on a life plan 
that puts a new spin on more conventional spiritual interpreta-
tions of consciousness and reality.

A relentlessly positive and often convoluted message 
that will appeal mostly to Chopra’s core audience.



TELL ME A STORY
My Life With Pat Conroy
Conroy, Cassandra King
Morrow/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-06-290562-8  

A chronicle of love, humor, and 
creativity.

In 1995, at a gathering of the South-
ern Voices Literary Conference, Con-
roy (The Same Sweet Girls’ Guide to Life: 

Advice From a Failed Southern Belle, 2014, etc.) first met an author 
she deeply admired: Pat Conroy (1945-2016), whose 1986 novel, 
The Prince of Tides, had been a bestseller and was made into an 
Oscar-nominated movie. An “imposing and vibrant presence,” 
he exuded “an undeniable aura of magnetism and charm.” With 
her first novel due to come out, she was floored when he offered 
to provide a blurb and amazed a short time later when he called 
her—and kept calling her for the next two years. When he finally 
suggested that they meet in person, both felt as if they were old 

friends, and their relationship evolved into a love affair and, in 
1998, marriage. The author brings her talents as a storyteller to a 
warm, candid memoir of their years together, ending with Pat’s 
death from cancer. When they first met, the author, recently 
divorced, was emerging from severe depression. Living alone in 
a studio apartment, she barely supported herself and her sons 
with various teaching jobs, trying to eke out time to write. Pat 
was divorced, too, although usually entangled in affairs; and he, 
too, had been left “depleted, despondent, and hollow-eyed with 
despair” after his last marriage ended. “I need someone to res-
cue me for a change,” Pat told her. She was buoyed by his humor 
and emotional generosity, though as she came to know him, she 
realized that he was “a complicated man who [hid] his deepest 
feelings behind a devil-may-care demeanor.” They nurtured 
each other’s creativity, publishing five books during their time 
together, and Pat pushed her to go on book tours to publicize 
her work. The author recounts in lively detail the stresses and 
joys of daily life: family gatherings, Pat’s recurring health prob-
lems, and their mutual love of the South Carolina marshland.

An ebullient portrait of a marriage.
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THE ANARCHY
The East India Company, 
Corporate Violence, and the 
Pillage of an Empire
Dalrymple, William
Bloomsbury (544 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-63557-395-4  

The often nasty history of the British 
company that grew to rule India in the 
18th century.

Veteran historian Dalrymple (Return of a King: The Battle for 
Afghanistan, 2013, etc.) reminds readers that the Spice Islands, 
around what is now Indonesia, were a source of lucrative trade, 
dominated in the 16th century by the Dutch. In 1600, Queen 
Elizabeth granted envious British merchants a monopoly in 
the region. Ships of the fledgling East India Company made 
some profitable voyages, but the Dutch defended their terri-
tory violently. Consequently, Britons turned their attention 
to India, then an open market mostly ruled by the Mughal 
Empire, considered the wealthiest in the world. The EIC 
established thriving trading settlements along the coast and 
respected Mughal authority. Matters changed after 1707, when 
the last competent ruler died and the empire dissolved into 
chaos and war between ambitious men and principalities. This 
was no secret to the EIC, which began training its own armies 
and expanding its influence by taking sides. Perhaps the key 
event was the pugnacious Robert Clive’s 1757 victory at the 
Battle of Plassey, which gave the company control of Bengal, 
the richest province in India. The result, as characterized in 
Dalrymple’s unsparing account, was a feeding frenzy in which 
fortune-seeking Britons forcibly ejected native merchants and 
landowners, took over tax collection, and literally stripped the 
land bare. In 1770, Bengal suffered its first disastrous famine, 
and others followed. The author diligently recounts decades 
of violence (“the Anarchy”) that followed, ending just after 
1800 with the defeat of the last local Indian potentate. “In less 
than fifty years,” writes Dalrymple, “a multinational corpora-
tion had seized control of almost all of what had once been 
Mughal India. The author concludes gloomily that the EIC 
has no exact modern equivalent, but Walmart, Apple, and 
other massive corporations do not need their own armies; gov-
ernments are happy to protect their interests.

A depressing but expert account of the rise of the first 
great multinational corporation.

A YEAR WITHOUT A NAME
A Memoir
Dunham, Cyrus Grace
Little, Brown (176 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-316-44496-5  

A journalist and activist’s debut 
memoir about the fraught year preced-
ing their decision to “correct my aber-
rated [gender] condition” and become a 
trans man.

Dunham knew from childhood that they were different. 
While their parents and friends “cherished me for being a little 
girl,” the author knew that they were “tricking” those people. 
Adolescence was an especially traumatic time. The author felt 
compelled to fit in with girls but also secretly desired them and 
dreamed of tying them up. Filled with self-loathing for being 
a “pervert,” Dunham deliberately tried to make their develop-
ing body disappear through starvation diets. As they grew into 
adulthood, they became increasingly aware of a misalignment 
between their body and their sense of who they were. This dys-
phoria created a “bodily claustrophobia” that made Dunham 
seek relief through painful relationships that never satisfied. 
The first was with a girl who told them that she wanted them 
to be “her best friend, her sister, her mother” but did not want 
them to be her lover. Another was with a lesbian woman who 
introduced Dunham to polyamory and an “existential dread” 
that wrought havoc with their sense of self. An especially 
intense relationship involved a bisexual woman who made Dun-
ham feel that they were a “fiction” with no substance. Renewing 
acquaintance with a trans woman who had begun the journey 
toward physically manifesting femininity ultimately had the 
most profound effect on Dunham. That relationship forced 
them to not only confront the clearness of their existence and 
modes of desire. It also inspired Dunham to overcome a deep-
seated fear of transforming their body to more closely match 
their complex inner identity. Candid and compassionate, this 
book offers a view of one person’s trans experience that defies 
categorization as much as it defies resolution.

 Elegant, eloquent, and deeply personal.

WHERE DO I BEGIN?
Stories From a Life Lived 
Out Loud
Duran, Elvis
Atria (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-982106-33-1  

A memoir of a successful career built 
on a lifelong love affair with radio.

Duran, whose program is “the most-
listened to Top 40 morning show,” pres-

ents himself less as a DJ and more as a people connector. He is 
in the business of making friends, both with unseen listeners 

Elegant, eloquent, and deeply personal.
a year without a name



and with the stars who appear on his broadcasts and reveal 
hidden dimensions of their characters. As much as he admires 
Howard Stern—“a hero to radio people,” he writes, and then 
continues, “he’s our North Star”—Duran’s own personality and 
approach are much different. The author is not abrasive and 
doesn’t try to put people on edge or make them uncomfortable. 
His radio program is more like a safe haven, where celebrities 
can let down their hair and be themselves, where those of what-
ever political affiliation or sexual orientation can feel like they 
belong. As a child of Dallas exurbia, Duran felt like “a weird kid 
trying to fit in.” He was not athletic or outgoing, and he realized 
he was somehow different than the rest of the kids even before 
he recognized that he was gay—or even knew what that meant. 
Radio offered a refuge and a connection, a place where he felt 
like he had a friend and could make friends. He started broad-
casting from his own makeshift studio in his bedroom and then 
pursued it as a vocation. At first, he worked for small Texas 
stations before moving on to Houston (where cocaine almost 
derailed him) and other stops before landing in New York, 
where he has reigned as the morning host at Z100. He has made 

it seem easy, but here the author shows how and where it hasn’t 
been: the firings and job switches, the personal tolls in terms of 
romantic relationships, the dedication it takes to get to the top 
and stay there. Of radio, he writes, “it’s not about transmitters. 
It’s not about ad rates. It’s about connecting with people.”

A people person offers a friendly, occasionally amusing 
peek behind the curtain of the radio business.
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THE FIRST
How To Think About Hate 
Speech, Campus Speech, 
Religious Speech, Fake News, 
Post-Truth, and Donald 
Trump
Fish, Stanley
One Signal/Atria (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-982115-24-1  

An acclaimed scholar digs into the 
conventional wisdom about free speech.

Can anybody ever speak or write a controversial truth 
without consequences flowing from those words? So asks 
Fish (Humanities and Law/Florida International Univ.; Win
ning Arguments: What Works and Doesn’t Work in Politics, the 
Bedroom, the Courtroom, and the Classroom, 2016, etc.), and his 
answer is that nearly always, consequences abound. “The one 
thing speech isn’t is free,” he writes at the beginning of the first 

chapter. “There are costs to those who produce it and to those 
who are subjected to it.” Throughout this brief book, the author 
challenges those who argue that the First Amendment is a bed-
rock principle. Fish believes that free speech does not rise to 

“principle” under the Constitution but rather resides there as a 
“value”—and values are squishy, dependent on the timing, loca-
tion, and manner of the speech. When opposing parties argue 
over a value, writes the author, somebody will ultimately lose the 
argument—meaning, obviously, that the loser might experience 
adverse consequences. Fish fills the chapters with controversies, 
some from actual occurrences and some hypothetical. One real 
example: Must society give Holocaust deniers an untrammeled 
voice? If the answer is yes, Holocaust survivors and their descen-
dants suffer pain. If the answer is no, then the free speech of the 
deniers has been circumscribed. After an introductory chapter 
explaining that free speech controversies arise because censor-
ship in any society is inevitable, the author uses the remaining 
four chapters to examine controversial speech from the vantage 
point of university campuses, organized religion, and the idea 
of “fake news.” In the epilogue, Fish tackles the question “What 
Does It All Mean?” For the author, it means that free speech 
will never be—and should never be—completely free.

Fish’s points arrive in thoughtful, dense provocations 
that will require close attention from readers.

LIFE UNDERCOVER
Coming of Age in the CIA
Fox, Amaryllis
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-525-65497-1  

A journalist recounts her formative 
years in the CIA.

Fox engagingly—and transparently—
describes her work as an undercover 
agent for the CIA, which recruited 
the author while she was still in college. 

“What will happen if I tell the world the truth?” she asks, hav-
ing returned to civilian life as a young single mother following 
the dissolution of a marriage that was all but arranged by the 
agency. Motherhood changed her perspective and priorities, 
and she now devotes herself to the cause of peace. In her fast-
moving debut memoir, she seeks to “spill that most secret of 
secrets: that all we soldiers and spies, all the belching, boom-
ing armored juggernauts of war, all the terror groups and all 
the rogue states, that we’re all pretending to be fierce because 
we’re all on fire with fear.” The author’s life was extraordinary 
even during her childhood, as if she were being raised for a life 
in espionage. She often went “wild world-wandering” with her 
father, who consulted with foreign governments on matters she 
never quite understood. Fox was raised to invent elaborate fan-
tasies to play with her brother, and her world of make-believe 
intrigue became real to her as she volunteered to aid refugees 
after high school and became immersed in global affairs dur-
ing college. She came to the CIA as an idealist, and she found 
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idealism and basic humanity within those who were apparently 
pitted against her. She also found that she had to keep the real-
ity of her career a secret from everyone, even from family and 
friends. Throughout much of her remarkable life, secrecy was 
the norm, but by the time she left the agency, she’d had enough.

 A well-written account of a life lived under exceptional 
secrecy and pressure.

JANIS 
Her Life and Music
GeorgeWarren, Holly
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-4767-9310-8  

A richly detailed, affectionate por-
trait of the legendary singer.

George-Warren (A Man Called Destruc
tion: The Life and Music of Alex Chilton, From 
Box Tops to Big Star to Backdoor Man, 2014, 

etc.) builds this illuminating biography of Janis Joplin (1943-1970) 
from interviews with surviving members of her family, band mates, 
and friends from all eras of her short life. Raised in Port Arthur, 
Texas, where her father was a refinery engineer, Joplin was a rebel 
who showed a talent for art. She was an outcast in high school, 
especially after she began patronizing the segregated venues 
where she could hear black artists perform live. She had also 
discovered the Beats, which gave her a picture of a lifestyle she 
began to emulate. In college, she began to sing with traditional 
folk groups, showing off a voice inspired by blues legend Bessie 
Smith. After dropping out, she made her way to San Francisco, 
where she joined Big Brother and the Holding Company. The 
most talented of the group, she attracted a devoted following 
and began to indulge in the excesses of the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle. 
The author follows her tours with the band as well as her off-
stage life, which was full of sex and drugs. Touchingly, she still 
hoped for acceptance by her conservative family, as indicated 
in her letters home. After two albums, she had outgrown Big 
Brother and signed a record contract as a single artist with a 
new backup band. She was as big a star as any in the business, 
although her erratic lifestyle occasionally caused her to cancel 
dates. As her last album, Pearl, demonstrated, she continued to 
grow as an artist, but her death from a heroin overdose at age 
27 cut her promising career short. George-Warren gives her sub-
ject a sensitive yet honest treatment, showing all dimensions of 
Joplin’s life without minimizing her self-destructive side. Filled 
with evocations of the San Francisco music scene at its height, 
the narrative will give readers new appreciation for Joplin.

A top-notch biography of one of the greatest perform-
ers to emerge from a brilliant era. (32 pages of color and b/w 
photos)

MUSIC
A Subversive History
Gioia, Ted
Basic (528 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5416-4436-6  

A revisionist history highlights music’s 
connections to violence, disruption, and 
power.

In a sweeping survey that begins in 
“pre-human natural soundscapes,” music 

historian Gioia (How To Listen to Jazz, 2016, etc.) examines 
changes and innovation in music, arguing vigorously that the 
music produced by “peasants and plebeians, slaves and bohe-
mians, renegades and outcasts” reflected and influenced social, 
cultural, and political life. For the earliest humans, writes the 
author, music-making was far more important than simply 
entertainment: Songs “served as a source of transformation and 
enchantment for individuals and communities,” embodying 
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A top-notch biography of one of the greatest 
performers to emerge from a brilliant era.

janis
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myth and cultural lore. Music also was indelibly connected to 
violence, from troops’ drums and horns to rousing anthems. 

“Every violent group in history,” Gioia notes, “has its motivating 
songs,” evidence that music “is a mighty force” for change. Dis-
ruption, however, was not limited to martial music. Once the 
audience emerged “as the judge of aesthetic merit during the 
late medieval period and Renaissance,” music changed from an 
art sanctioned by aristocracy and the church to one that pleased 

“the untutored crowd.” Popular musicians presented themselves 
as dramatic, artistic personalities; when they offered works cel-
ebrating “love and glory, the singer emerged as the focal point of 
the lyrics, the real subject of every song.” Gioia aims to overturn 
long-held images of many composers: Beethoven, for example, 
was hardly “the ultimate classical music insider, the bedrock of 
the symphonic tradition,” but rather a passionate personality 
whose “strange, peculiar, arbitrary, bizarre, mysterious, gloomy 
and laborious” music caused him, early in his career, to be con-
sidered “a volatile outsider whose impulses needed to be held 
in check.” With Beethoven, writes the author, “everything gets 
viewed through a prism of revolution, upheaval, and clashing 
value systems.” That desire to upend the status quo has invigo-
rated music, whether it is jazz, folk music, hip-hop, or electri-
fied bands. Despite efforts to quash innovation, “in the long 
term, songs tend to prevail over even the most authoritarian 
leaders.”

A bold, fresh, and informative chronicle of music’s evo-
lution and cultural meaning.

IN HOFFA’S SHADOW
A Stepfather, a 
Disappearance in Detroit, 
and My Search for the Truth
Goldsmith, Jack
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-374-17565-8  

A dramatic reexamination of Jimmy 
Hoffa’s life and disappearance, pre-
sented by a legal scholar with a beguiling 

personal connection.
Goldsmith (Power and Constraint: The Accountable Presi

dency After 9/11, 2012, etc.), who weathered his own contro-
versies as assistant attorney general in charge of the Office 
of Legal Counsel in the George W. Bush–era Justice Depart-
ment, delivers a complex narrative focusing on his stepfa-
ther, Chuckie O’Brien, Hoffa’s right-hand man and eventual 
suspect in the gangster’s 1975 disappearance. The author ago-
nizes over his relationship with Chuckie (how he refers to him 
throughout), both a wonderful stepfather and mob-connected 
scofflaw, from whom the author estranged himself for many 
years as he established his legal career. Their reconciliation 
informs the book’s structure, as Goldsmith chronicles how he 
urged Chuckie to relinquish the criminal code of silence. “I 
came to understand how much Omertà ordered his life,” he 
writes. Beyond Chuckie’s mysterious revelations, the author 

constructs a sprawling narrative, capturing how Hoffa—and 
an impressively rendered cast of gangsters and political fig-
ures—unwittingly oversaw labor’s decline. Initially, “Hoffa 
succeeded because he learned to deploy violent force suc-
cessfully.” As Hoffa rose in the Teamster ranks, he combined 
strategic intelligence, personal loyalty to the rank and file of 
the brutal trucking industry, and an openness to the influ-
ence of organized crime. “Hoffa’s lifelong indifference to the 
taboos associated with organized crime,” writes Goldsmith, 

“was shaped by his early experiences fighting thugs hired by 
employers.” Eventually, Hoffa came to embody malfeasance, 
especially due to Bobby Kennedy’s hounding of him, first as 
congressman, then as attorney general. “RFK pulled out the 
stops to demolish Hoffa,” writes the author. All these fac-
tors contributed to Hoffa’s decline and disappearance, which 
is notoriously unsolved. Goldsmith argues that in zeroing in 
on the hapless Chuckie, “the FBI focused on facts that fit its 
theory.” The author adeptly synthesizes his personal involve-
ment with the tale of politics, mobsters, and working-class 
decline that Hoffa represents, though he, too, finds the mys-
tery unsolvable.

A darkly engaging account of an important, misunder-
stood epoch.

MANUFACTURING DECLINE
How Racism and the 
Conservative Movement 
Crush the American Rust Belt
Hackworth, Jason
Columbia Univ.  (344 pp.) 
$30.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-231-19373-3  

A monograph about how Rust Belt 
cities are struggling primarily because of 
racist (and often conservative) politicians.

Hackworth (Geography and Planning/Univ. of Toronto; 
Faith Based: Religious Neoliberalism and the Politics of Warfare in the 
United States, 2012, etc.) is no ideologue. His extensive academic 
research led him to what seems an undeniable conclusion: that 
certain elected and appointed politicians, in city after city, have 
intentionally suppressed the futures of black residents (and 
other people of color) to bolster white supremacy. Detroit is 
perhaps the most egregious example of what the author terms 

“organized deprivation,” but he also looks at Saginaw and Flint, 
Michigan, Youngstown, Ohio, Rochester, New York, and other 
cities and towns. Permeating the narrative is the concept of 
blacks being viewed as “the other” by whites in power. Hack-
worth attacks scholars who believe that class differences, rather 
than racial differences, serve as the primary explanation for 
urban decline across the Rust Belt. To bolster his quantitative 
findings, the author explains how black residents have suffered 
due to overt, law-based discrimination; the flight of white resi-
dents and white-owned businesses from neighborhoods with a 
significant concentration of blacks; state legislatures approv-
ing budgets that starve so-called inner cities; actions by police 



and municipal fee collectors that harm black residents unduly; 
and judges in local courts who fail to rule in favor of illegal dis-
crimination claims by black residents. Certain results are obvi-
ous, Hackworth states, especially the prevalence of substandard 
housing for blacks, plus widespread lack of employment oppor-
tunities that pay a livable wage. Hackworth includes 75 pages of 
endnotes and bibliographic references to back up his research 
findings, and the text is peppered with charts. Although some 
of it might prove difficult for nonacademics, it’s timely reading 
for troubled times.

Some scholarly jargon may limit the audience, but 
Hackworth provides a sturdy exploration of a continuing 
problem.

STILLNESS IS THE KEY
Holiday, Ryan
Portfolio (288 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-525-53858-5  

An exploration of the importance of 
clarity through calmness in an increas-
ingly fast-paced world.

Austin-based speaker and strategist 
Holiday (Conspiracy: Peter Thiel, Hulk 

Hogan, Gawker, and the Anatomy of Intrigue, 2018, etc.) believes 
in downshifting one’s life and activities in order to fully grasp 
the wonder of stillness. He bolsters this theory with a wide 
array of perspectives—some based on ancient wisdom (one of 
the author’s specialties), others more modern—all with the 
intent to direct readers toward the essential importance of 
stillness and its “attainable path to enlightenment and excel-
lence, greatness and happiness, performance as well as pres-
ence.” Readers will be encouraged by Holiday’s insistence that 
his methods are within anyone’s grasp. He acknowledges that 
this rare and coveted calm is already inside each of us, but 
it’s been worn down by the hustle of busy lives and distrac-
tions. Recognizing that this goal requires immense personal 
discipline, the author draws on the representational histories 
of John F. Kennedy, Buddha, Tiger Woods, Fred Rogers, Leon-
ardo da Vinci, and many other creative thinkers and scholarly, 
scientific texts. These examples demonstrate how others have 
evolved past the noise of modern life and into the solitude of 
productive thought and cleansing tranquility. Holiday splits his 
accessible, empowering, and sporadically meandering narra-
tive into a three-part “timeless trinity of mind, body, soul—the 
head, the heart, the human body.” He juxtaposes Stoic philos-
opher Seneca’s internal reflection and wisdom against Donald 
Trump’s egocentric existence, with much of his time spent “in 
his bathrobe, ranting about the news.” Holiday stresses that 
while contemporary life is filled with a dizzying variety of 

“competing priorities and beliefs,” the frenzy can be quelled 
and serenity maintained through a deliberative calming of the 
mind and body. The author shows how “stillness is what aims 
the arrow,” fostering focus, internal harmony, and the kind of 
holistic self-examination necessary for optimal contentment 

and mind-body centeredness. Throughout the narrative, he 
promotes that concept mindfully and convincingly.

A timely, vividly realized reminder to slow down and 
harness the restorative wonders of serenity.

RERUN ERA
Howard, Joanna
McSweeney’s (176 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-944211-67-7  

An elliptical and elusive memoir that 
skips back and forth across time and cir-
cles back on itself as the author comes to 
terms with events and circumstances in 
a way that she couldn’t comprehend as a 

young child.
“I am five,” writes Howard (Literature/Denver Univ.; For

eign Correspondent, 2013, etc.), of a time when her father’s 
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health and her family both seemed to be falling apart. “It’s 
probably only a few months or slightly more. Any time is a 
very long time, and all that time is time in the memory of an 
unformed mind. Be careful, my therapist reminds me, now, in 
these much later days: those may be screen memories…the 
memories that we put in place to protect us from worse mem-
ories.” This is one of the rare intrusions of the author’s adult-
hood on her impressions as a child, when coming-of-age in 
hardscrabble Oklahoma didn’t seem as toxic as she would later 
realize it was, when her parents’ marriage wasn’t as unstable as 
it would soon prove to be, and when TV reruns, turning time 
into something of a jigsaw puzzle, seemed as real as whatever 
she was experiencing in her so-called real life. Actors on TV 
(including musician Jerry Reed) become more vivid charac-
ters in her memory—and her memoir—than the members of 
her family. Over the course of this brief memoir, everything 
changes, primarily because of the stroke suffered by Howard’s 
father, who had been in the process of leaving her mother and 
moving in with his girlfriend, starting a new life. That new life 
proved stillborn, though the tension between mother and girl-
friend intensified as the stroke and subsequent surgeries left 
her father “a patchwork doll.” Instead, the author is the one 
who found new life. She is the one who got away, the one that 
those left behind resent because she escaped “this hell hole.”

Deftly written, with a tonal command that comple-
ments a child’s observations with an adult’s insights.

HERE ALL ALONG
Finding Meaning, Spirituality, 
and a Deeper Connection 
to Life—in Judaism (After 
Finally Choosing To 
Look There)
Hurwitz, Sarah
Spiegel & Grau (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-525-51071-0  

One woman’s rediscovery of her Jew-
ish roots.

Hurwitz, the former head speechwriter for Michelle 
Obama, describes her journey into Judaism and offers advice 
for those looking at exploring the faith. Having basically 
abandoned the practice of Judaism after her bat mitzvah, the 
author became curious about the faith again later in her adult-
hood, and her initial inquiries turned into a full-blown quest 
to understand the religion of her heritage. Though still an 
infrequent worshiper, Hurwitz has immersed herself in the 
study of Judaism and the practice of its ethics. In this debut 
book, she is “essentially trying to write the book I wish I’d had 
five years ago,” a basic guide to what Judaism stands for, how 
believers live out their faith, and what sets the Jewish religion 
apart. She concentrates primarily on how Jews live moral lives, 
as opposed to what Jews believe, which she feels is secondary. 
Her approach is thoroughly modern and questioning, and the 
author, though recognizing that some Jews take their faith 

literally, assumes that readers will not believe in every aspect 
of Jewish tradition or theology. In fact, she admits that in 
exploring her faith, she often feared being labeled a “religious 
fanatic.” In her recollection of a prayer exercise at a retreat, 
Hurwitz writes, “you can take the girl out of Washington, D.C., 
but Washington, D.C., is still in there, reminding the girl of 
how weird she’s going to look and asking her what the people 
around her will think.” These worries about the opinions of 
her peers seem to stymie the author’s own spiritual journey, a 
fact apparent in her text if not evident to her personally. Still, 
Hurwitz provides a good introduction to basic tenets of Juda-
ism, and her book will resonate with other secular Jews look-
ing to regain a sense of their Jewish heritage.

 A solid guide to Judaism for reluctant believers.

DO YOU MIND IF I CANCEL?
(Things That Still Annoy Me)
Janetti, Gary 
Flatiron Books (176 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-250-22582-5  

A TV veteran’s memories of coming-
of-age—and coming out of the closet—
as an aspiring writer and actor in New 
York.

This debut collection of essays shows 
how long it took Janetti to find his footing on a career path that 
included Will & Grace (as executive producer) and Family Guy 
(as a writer). “I hadn’t…decided if I was going to be a writer or 
an actor,” he writes, “since both seemed equally impossible it 
was almost like choosing between being an astrophysicist and 
a Navy SEAL.” The author knew he was gay from early child-
hood and was teased about it through adolescence, but he didn’t 
fully come to terms with himself until he was 18, when he “was 
finally born.” The thematic undercurrent throughout the book 
is how much different things once were—before cellphones 
and websites and Google and GPS—when it took so much 
longer to find anything out. The particulars vary in interest. 
Janetti’s stories about trying to convince his mother to let him 
stay home from school by feigning illness aren’t much differ-
ent from anyone else’s. Nor is his pre-adolescent appreciation 
of Cher particularly noteworthy: “Today kids have thousands 
of role models,” he writes. “And a Google search will instantly 
connect you to a wide variety of organizations catering to the 
entire LGBTQ community. Then we only had Cher….She was 
our pride parade, our GLAAD, our OUT magazine, our Trevor 
Project, all rolled into one.” There are some allusions to the 
author’s husband and his successful career but little indication 
of how Janetti got from the “here” of his formative years to the 

“there” of his belated writing career. In “Letter to My Younger 
Self,” he assures his younger self that everything will turn out 
all right. “I have had a good run, I can’t deny that,” he writes, 
though perhaps he’s saving a lot of his material for a future book.

An essayist finds his voice within a hit-or-miss collection.



VANITY FAIR’S WOMEN 
ON WOMEN
Ed. by Jones, Radhika with Friend, David
Penguin Press (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-525-56214-6  

A vigorous selection of essays span-
ning the magazine’s modern era that 
underscore the combative resilience of 
notable accomplished women who never 
gave in to what was expected of them.

Perusing the list of subjects—including, among many 
others, Hillary Clinton, Michelle Obama, Tiny Fey, Whoopi 
Goldberg, Frida Kahlo, Michelle Phillips, Princess Diana, Tina 
Turner, and Lady Gaga—it’s clear that a major theme of the col-
lection is overcoming adversity. The profiles are divided into 

“Comedians,” “White House,” “Society and Style,” “Renegades,” 
“Musicians,” “the House of Windsor,” “The Stars,” and “In Their 
Own Words,” and the content spans the last four decades of 
editors-in-chief, including Tina Brown, Graydon Carter, and 
Jones, the current EIC. Yes, the pieces engagingly capture the 
celebrity of many of the subjects, but they are also culturally 
relevant and timely—e.g., “The Change Agent,” about actor 
Michelle Williams, who forced a reckoning over the wide dis-
crepancy in pay between men and women in Hollywood. Writ-
ten as minibiographies, the profiles serve as poignant tales of 
how one rises and falls and then rises again. In “Deconstructing 
Gloria” (1992), Leslie Bennetts examines how Gloria Steinem 
caused a major scandal by dating real estate mogul Mort Zuck-
erman, as if she were betraying all her feminist ideals: “Trash-
ing her became the favorite spectator sport of the smart set.” 
In Maureen Orth’s piece on Tina Turner, the singer recounts 
candidly how she was abused physically and emotionally by Ike 
Turner for decades; though many witnessed the mistreatment, 

“no one ever intervened.” Along with bubbly profiles of style 
icons Audrey Hepburn and Grace Kelly, Laura Jacobs offers an 
astute piece on Emily Post, who turned a soured marriage and 
scandalous divorce into a satisfying new career as a bestselling 
writer. Finally, there are a cluster of recent essays delineating 
the fallout of the #MeToo movement by those closest to the 
subject in film, literature, and Wall Street.

Besides making for absorbing reading, these essays 
pack a feminist wallop.

POISONER IN CHIEF
Sidney Gottlieb and the CIA 
Search for Mind Control
Kinzer, Stephen
Henry Holt (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-250-14043-2  

An accomplished journalist digs into 
the elusive and deeply troubling story 
behind the U.S. government’s postwar 
search for the perfect mind-control drug.

In this intriguing study, Kinzer (The True Flag: Theodore Roo
sevelt, Mark Twain, and the Birth of American Empire, 2017, etc.) 
shows how U.S. officials drew on the findings of Nazi experi-
ments on human “specimens” during World War II, which were 
exposed in the Nuremberg Trials, as well as notorious Japanese 
military trials that injected bacteria into and conducted lab 
tests on “expendable” humans. The U.S. enlisted many of these 
perpetrators to beef up postwar intelligence work. With the 
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enemy now the Soviet Union and Red China, the U.S. needed 
to develop drugs that could be used as weapons of covert action. 
The 1947 National Security Act created the National Security 
Council and the CIA, and the new program to study chemi-
cal and biological agents was called Bluebird—supposedly to 

“make prisoners ‘sing like a bird.’ ” In the early 1950s, the pro-
gram was taken over by Sidney Gottlieb, a Bronx-born scholar 
of agricultural biology who had been studying pharmaceuticals 
and agricultural chemicals at the Department of Agriculture 
when his academic mentors—e.g., Allen Dulles—lured him 
to the work of what Kinzer characterizes as “medical torture.” 
This meant dosing unwilling patients with potent drugs like 
LSD and mescaline in an attempt to find some kind of “truth 
serum.” Eventually renamed MK-ULTRA, the program was run 
strictly by Gottlieb, “America’s mind control czar.” The author 
engagingly examines various facets of this bizarre program, 
which led to LSD experimentation within the scientists’ social 
circles, resulting in instances of overdose and even suicide. 
After a decade of research into mind control, Gottlieb and his 
colleagues were forced to “face their cosmic failure.” Ultimately, 
readers will feel Kinzer’s frustration that Gottlieb, after a late-
life conversion and being hauled back to Washington, D.C., for 
two rounds of Senate hearings, maintained his “victimization” 
and never truly had to answer for the crime of “laying waste to 
other people’s minds and bodies.”

A valiantly researched study that resurrects a troubling 
episode in American history. (8page b/w insert)

BROKE 
Hardship and 
Resilience in a City of 
Broken Promises
Kirshner, Jodie Adams
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 19, 2019
978-1-250-22063-9  

A deep dive into the daily living of 
low-income Detroit residents as well as 
real estate speculators.

Kirshner (Urban Management/New York Univ.; Interna
tional Bankruptcy: The Challenge of Insolvency in a Global Economy, 
2018, etc.) received permission from seven individuals to con-
duct on-the-ground research about what occurs when a city is 
stuck under the weight of often arcane bankruptcy law. The 
burdens fall most heavily on people of color. Four of Kirshner’s 
protagonists are black: Miles, an ambitious mid-40s construc-
tion worker bedeviled by mistaken law enforcement paperwork 
suggesting he is a felon; Lola, a mid-20s single mother who 
cannot find a conveniently located job commensurate with 
her college education; Reggie, a mid-40s buyer of residen-
tial properties in a city decimated by abandoned homes often 
emptied through fraud initiated by white lenders; and Charles, 
a 50-ish faithful Detroiter who earned a livable income when 
the automobile industry was thriving in the city. The three 
white protagonists are Joe, a tree surgeon business owner who 

optimistically relocated from New Jersey; Robin, a late 40s 
property developer from Los Angeles who sees moneymaking 
opportunities purchasing abandoned houses in certain Detroit 
neighborhoods; and Cindy, an early 60s Detroiter who hung 
on as her longtime neighborhood shifted from mostly white 
to nearly all low-income black, with abandoned and vandalized 
houses on every block. Kirshner is masterful at explaining the 
predatory banking and insurance industry practices that have 
led to impoverishment across the entire city (except for the 
white establishment downtown), the heartlessness of white 
politicians (mostly Republicans) who seemingly operate from 
racist viewpoints, a judicial system that offers little justice for 
the poor, and bankruptcy law, which was never meant to be 
applied to city governments. Although immersed in the lives of 
her protagonists, the author wisely keeps a low profile within 
her eye-opening and sometimes heartbreaking narrative, which 
ends with a brief call to action. “We cannot allow the country to 
fragment into areas of varying opportunity,” she writes.

A significant work of social sciences and urban studies.

HOW TO BE A FAMILY
The Year I Dragged My Kids 
Around the World To Find a 
New Way To Be Together
Kois, Dan
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-316-55262-2  

Slate editor Kois (Facing Future, 2009, 
etc.) looks for a little quality time with 
the family, finding it in adventures and 

misadventures around the world.
“Above all,” writes the author near the beginning, “our life 

as a family felt as though it were flying past in a blur of petty 
arguments, overworked days, exhausted nights, an inchoate 
longing for some kind of existence that made more sense.” The 
answer: Uproot. Move. Go see what the rest of the world looks 
like while the kids are still young. Kois and his family embarked 
on a journey that took them from Northern Virginia to New 
Zealand, the Netherlands, Costa Rica, Kansas, and back again 
in a whirlwind year. The book doesn’t have much of a thesis, but 
its slightly melancholy ending might remind cinema-minded 
readers of the end of Bill Forsyth’s 1983 film Local Hero. There 
are a few set pieces and clichés but also some nicely tuned-in 
observations befitting a keen-eyed journalist. For example, the 
author writes about how in Holland, speed laws for motor vehi-
cles are set at 30 kilometers per hour because anything more 
would likely doom a pedestrian or cyclist to death. So it is that 
people survive such collisions in Holland, which puts a nation 
assured of good odds on two wheels, which, thus applied to 
children, “helps create the kind of independence that Dutch 
parents prize.” The America of red-state Kansas proved more 
fearful but not without civic virtues; refreshingly, Kois doesn’t 
hammer too hard on politics even though it’s clear where his 
views lie. Overall, the book is a minor contribution to the 
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literature of family (and travel, for that matter), but it’s a pleas-
ant narrative that makes few demands on readers.

Slack moments aside, this memoir of travel with a fam-
ily in need of change has its pleasures.

LOSING REALITY
On Cults, Cultism, and the 
Mindset of Political and 
Religious Zealotry
Lifton, Robert Jay
New Press (240 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-62097-499-5  

The scholar, psychiatrist, and National 
Book Award–winning author draws on 

his previous work to put the America of Donald Trump into 
perspective.

Lifton (The Climate Swerve: Reflections on Mind, Hope, and 
Survival, 2017, etc.), who has decades of his own research from 
which to draw, shows how his thinking on cults and “ideological 
totalism” has changed. He previously made a sharp distinction 
between the communal isolationism of the former, which pro-
tected its own version of reality as hermetically sealed, and the 
mass movements of the latter, spurred by demagoguery. Now, 
he believes that “ideological totalism and cultlike behavior 
not only blend with each other but tend to be part of a single 
entity….That is, totalistic movements are cultlike and cults are 
totalistic.” From this fresh perspective, the author revisits and 
excerpts his work, originally published in 1961, on “Chinese 
Communist Thought Reform,” which showed the strong psy-
chological pull of being part of something bigger than oneself 
amid the radical reimagining of a return to a purer state, one 
in which contaminants have been excised—“an apocalyptic 
cleansing of all the past—a psychological apocalypticism in which 
all prior products of the human mind had to give way to a new 
collective mindset that was pure, perfect, and eternal.” Examin-
ing the “psychology of genocide,” he connects the dots between 
such totalitarian thought reform and the Nazi idea of racial 
purification. Past scholarship provides the prologue to contem-
porary analysis as Lifton describes Donald Trump as “a special 
kind of cultist” who projects “an apocalyptic aura” amid “some-
thing close to a worldwide epidemic of fundamentalism.” The 
author insists that we must “bear witness to malignant normal-
ity and expose it” and nurture “our capacity for openness and 
truth-telling as alternatives to the closed world of cultism.”

 A lifetime of scholarship provides a cautionary per-
spective on the current state of politics.

PIETY & POWER
Mike Pence and the Taking of 
the White House
LoBianco, Tom
Dey Street/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-06-286878-7  

A biography of the vice president, 
who has consistently demonstrated his 

“chameleon properties.”
In his work for the Associated 

Press, CNN, and the Indianapolis Star, journalist LoBianco 
has observed Mike Pence’s political career both as governor 
of Indiana and vice president. In his evenhanded debut book, 
the author sometimes offers his own commentary but mostly 
allows the facts to speak for themselves. (Pence declined to 
be interviewed for the book.) In The Shadow President (2018), 
Michael D’Antonio and Peter Eisner created a picture of Pence 
as an ineffective lawyer and governor and hypocritical vice 
president whose brand of Christian faith has led him to con-
sistently condemn homosexuality and abortion. The co-authors 
argued that Pence could be considered an insignificant public 
figure with one exception: creating a persona as a radio talk 
show host in Indiana after losing two attempts to get elected to 
the House of Representatives; the show provided Pence a base 
that helped him gain entry to the House on his third attempt. 
LoBianco makes a similar argument, noting Pence’s “self-affixed 
Christian-first label” and his long-held, unswerving belief that 
the God of an inerrant Bible has preordained his path to the 
presidency. LoBianco is especially effective in explaining how 
his rigid beliefs receive daily affirmation from Pence’s wife, 
Karen. In convincing detail, the author shows how Karen made 
more final decisions about policy during Pence’s governorship 
than Pence did. As the author writes, his subjugation to Karen’s 
directions have likely carried over to his role as Donald Trump’s 
vice president. Despite offering copious evidence and periodic 
interpretations, LoBianco reiterates throughout the narrative 
that Pence is the “ultimate political shapeshifter,” especially 
compared to other elected politicians. The author presents the 
possibility that Pence could serve a second term if Trump wins 
in 2020 and then seek the presidency in 2024.

 A useful portrait of an enigmatic politician.
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BLOWOUT 
Corrupted Democracy, 
Rogue State Russia, 
and the Richest, Most 
Destructive Industry on Earth
Maddow, Rachel
Crown (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-525-57547-4  

Maddow (Drift: The Unmooring of 
American Military Power, 2012) examines 

the disconcertingly disproportionate influence of big oil on 
world affairs.

The author may be a popular, progressive news-and-com-
mentary anchor on MSNBC, but it’s not to be forgotten that 
she holds a doctorate in politics from Oxford and seems to 
devour whole libraries of data before breakfast each day. In 
her second book, she takes on the oil oligarchy, beginning with, 
fittingly, an opening: the first of a Russian-owned chain of gas 
stations in New York City in 2003, its celebrity highlight Vladi-
mir Putin, accompanied by Sen. Chuck Schumer. Putin had not 
been in power long, though long enough that the U.S. ambas-
sador to Russia “had already warned of the risk that [he] would 
evolve into an autocrat who monopolized control of govern-
ment and the economy behind the window dressing of demo-
cratic institutions.” From there, Maddow goes on to develop a 
densely argued exercise in connecting dots: A corrupt Russia—
one in which, for example, the builders of the Olympic Village 
in Sochi skimmed off upward of $30 billion—hitched its wagon 
to a moribund petro-economy, one that could not survive with 
the sanctions imposed on it by the Obama administration. This 
set in motion the whole chain of events now playing out, includ-
ing Russian tampering in the 2016 election and the not-coinci-
dental haste of the Trump administration to lift those sanctions 
the moment it entered power. There are many stops along the 
way. Maddow looks, for example, at the seismic effects of frack-
ing in Oklahoma, a petroleum-extraction technology that, as 
one voter remarked, afforded “an issue that will turn a red state 
blue.” Updating Daniel Yergin’s The Prize with three decades’ 
worth of material, Maddow concludes that big oil can and will 
do nothing to regulate itself and argues that “containment is the 
small-c conservative answer” to the problem of “the industry’s 
reliance on corruption and capture.”

Expect a tweetstorm as Maddow’s indictment of a cor-
rupt industry finds readers—and it deserves many.

IF
A Mother’s Memoir
Marzouk, Lise
Trans. by Hunter, Adriana
Other Press (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-59051-097-1  

A mother’s perspective on her son’s 
harrowing bout with lymphoma.

As French author Marzouk relates in 
her English-language debut, what started 

out as a sore throat escalated into something far more danger-
ous for 10-year-old Solal. When his tonsil had black streaks on 
it, his parents knew they needed professional help. Of course, 
they were blindsided by the diagnosis of cancer. The author 
and her husband were suddenly thrust into a different world 
as Solal moved into the Curie Institute in Paris for treatments. 
Because they had two other children who needed them, they 
also had to maintain some semblance of normalcy throughout 
the long months ahead. Marzouk delivers this tender memoir 
via two points of view: first person, which gives readers her 
immediate, often visceral reactions to such things as the doc-
tor’s first analysis of Solal’s prognosis and Solal’s hair beginning 
to fall out due to chemotherapy; and third person, which gives 
a wider perspective of events and includes Solal’s reactions. The 
author skillfully deploys telling details, and her descriptions 
of what Solal endured and how she felt puts readers into the 
same space as the family, creating a narrative that is sometimes 
overwhelmingly intense. The author’s determination and sheer 
willpower to endure this ordeal shine through on nearly every 
page. For those who have been touched by cancer, the book will 
bring back memories of treatments and sickness, of fears and 
sadness, and of joy and hope. “You’re here,” she writes in con-
clusion. “I’m not making it up. You really are here. Freed from 
the Institute and its machines with their gloomy notes. And so 
I sing in order to forget, to forget the risks you still run, forget 
my fear, forget uncertainty. Yes, Solal, we must sing, we must 
keep singing obstinately. But even so, what if? What if? In spite 
of everything, there’s always an if.”

A powerful, emotionally resonant memoir of a young 
boy’s bout with cancer as experienced by his devoted 
mother.

RUNNING WITH SHERMAN
The Donkey With the Heart of 
a Hero
McDougall, Christopher
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5247-3236-3  

An abused animal gets a new life.
Raised in captivity by a man who 

could not care for the animals he hoarded, 
one donkey was left in shocking condition. 
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Expect a tweetstorm as Maddow’s indictment of a corrupt
industry finds readers—and it deserves many.

blowout



1 3 8   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

When McDougall (Natural Born Heroes: How a Daring Band of Mis
fits Mastered the Lost Secrets of Strength and Endurance, 2015, etc.) 
first saw the animal, he could hardly believe his eyes: Penned in 
a cramped stall, mired knee-deep in manure, it had hooves so 
neglected and overgrown that it could hardly walk. “His muscles 
were withered,” writes the author, “his body was sagging and soft, 
his trust was severely damaged if not altogether lost.” McDou-
gall agreed to take the donkey—renamed Sherman—to his home 
in rural Pennsylvania, but he had little hope that the animal 
would live. Equines need to walk in order for their intestines 
to digest food; if they are hobbled, McDougall learned, “waste 
matter blocks their guts until the animal is torn apart from the 
inside.” Fortunately for Sherman, the author was surrounded by 
caring neighbors who swooped in to help. One amateur horse-
man sawed off Sherman’s excess hooves; his wife, who raised 
donkeys, horses, a goat, and a pig, sheered away matted fur and 
gave the animal a thorough shampoo. She also advised that the 
donkey needed to have a job—a sense of purpose. For McDou-
gall, that had to involve movement, which he believed was “big 
medicine; it’s the signal to every cell in our bodies that no matter 
what kind of damage we’ve suffered, we’re ready to rebuild and 
move away from death and back toward life.” Like humans, the 
author discovered, animals “are hungry for a challenge.” Against 
great odds, he decided to train Sherman to enter a world champi-
onship burro race. Sherman’s transformation from dying donkey 
to confident runner involved a circle of family, friends, neighbors, 
and a few feisty donkeys, each of whom McDougall portrays in 
affectionate, vivid detail. For several of them, suffering from their 
own emotional pain and trauma, Sherman proved a source of sol-
ace and support.

A charming tale of a resilient donkey and a communi-
ty’s love. (photos throughout; first printing of 100,000)

VICKSBURG 
Grant’s Campaign That 
Broke the Confederacy
Miller, Donald L.
Simon & Schuster (688 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-4516-4137-0  

A skillful history of two years of 
fighting along the Mississippi River that 
ended with the July 1863 surrender of the 
fortress at Vicksburg.

Miller (Emeritus, History/Lafayette Coll.; Supreme City: 
How Jazz Age Manhattan Gave Birth to Modern America, 2014, 
etc.) begins in May 1861, when the first Union warship arrived 
to blockade the Mississippi. Nearly a year passed before Adm. 
David Farragut’s fleet captured New Orleans, but Vicksburg, on 
a high bluff, refused to surrender despite several naval bombard-
ments. Mostly, the author recounts Ulysses Grant’s drive south, 
an operation that made him a national hero. Although more 
aggressive than most Union generals, his early efforts showed 
little skill. Luckily, his opponents showed less, and his February 
1862 capture of forts Henry and Donelson in Tennessee made 

headlines. Rewarded with an army, he moved south and fought 
off a surprise attack at the Battle of Shiloh in April. Its massive 
casualties cast a pall over his reputation, and his superior took 
over command. He regained it in July and kept pushing toward 
Vicksburg. A November march through eastern Mississippi 
failed after raiders destroyed his supply depot. From Decem-
ber to March 1863, Grant made a half-dozen attempts: one by 
land, others by boat, helped by dynamiting levees or digging 
canals. Miller vividly recounts the painful details of their fail-
ures. In April, after laboriously constructing a 70-mile road over 
swamps and rivers, Grant’s army marched down west of the 
river and crossed over. Now south of Vicksburg on open ground, 
it won several battles and besieged the city, which surrendered 
after five weeks. “Vicksburg,” writes the author, “was that rare 
thing in military history: a decisive battle, one with war-turn-
ing strategic consequences.” Less enthusiastic historians point 
out that cutting off the trans-Mississippi states did not greatly 
weaken the Confederacy, as the subsequent 21 months of bitter 
fighting demonstrated. Still, it was the most satisfying Union 
campaign of the war, and Miller chronicles it with aplomb.

An expert, detailed account that should remain the 
definitive account for quite some time. (16 pages of b/w images; 
11 maps)

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
A Guide for Thinking Humans
Mitchell, Melanie
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-374-25783-5  

A nonmathematical yet still some-
what technical explanation of how 
researchers are going about achieving 
artificial intelligence.

This is not another cheerful or 
alarming exercise in futurology. Science writer Mitchell (Com-
puter Science/Portland State Univ.; Complexity: A Guided Tour, 
2011, etc.) begins by wondering if an intelligent machine would 

“require us to reverse engineer the human in all its complexity 
or is there a shortcut, a clever set of yet unknown algorithms, 
that will produce what we recognize as full intelligence.” She 
then explains what researchers have done so far. Beginning in 
the 1950s, when success seemed just around the corner, there 
was symbolic AI, which involved programmers using symbols 
that humans could understand to solve straightforward logical 
problems. This led to “expert systems,” which used massively 
detailed instructions to make decisions in narrow fields such as 
disease diagnosis better than human experts. By the 1980s, the 
limitations of AI became more obvious. Today, concepts such 
as “deep learning,” relying on artificial neural networks, evalu-
ate information without following rigid instructions. Despite 
the name and hype (and accomplishments—e.g., being unbeat-
able at Jeopardy), machine and human learning are not compa-
rable. Highly advanced computers are “trained” by immense 
inputs, made possible only with the advent of 21st-century 
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“big data.” After evaluating their outputs, programmers retrain 
them to improve their accuracy. Like humans, they are not 
perfect. Mitchell maintains that true superintelligence will 
not happen until machines acquire human qualities such as 
common sense and consciousness. These are nowhere in sight 
despite recent spectacular advances—in translation, facial 
recognition, etc.—and the author believes that this absence 
makes it unlikely that one anticipated breakthrough, true 
driverless cars, will happen any time soon. “It’s worth remem-
bering,” she writes, “that the first 90 percent of a complex 
technology project takes 10 percent of the time and the last 10 
percent takes 90 percent of the time.”

Although sometimes too abstruse, this is mostly a sur-
prisingly lucid introduction to techniques that are making 
computers smarter. (57 b/w illustrations)

GOODNESS AND THE 
LITERARY IMAGINATION
Harvard’s 95th Ingersoll 
Lecture With Essays on 
Morrison’s Moral and 
Religious Vision
Morrison, Toni
Univ. of Virginia (256 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-8139-4362-6  

The Nobel Prize–winning author’s 
lecture at the Harvard Divinity School as well as a rich collec-
tion of scholarly illumination of the religious dimensions of her 
fiction.

In 2012, Morrison (The Source of SelfRegard: Essays, Speeches, 
Meditations, 2019, etc.) was invited to give the 95th annual 
Ingersoll Lecture at Harvard. Those exploring her work were 
not literary critics and scholars but a pan-disciplinary group 
of “scholars of religion, history, theology, and ethics.” Accord-
ing to the editors’ introduction, “Morrison’s work has become 
a kind of sacred text, and reading her a spiritual practice for 
many.” The close readings of her work in these critical essays 
build strong cases for such a focus while never subverting the 
purely literary value of her work or reducing it to theological 
dogma. Her lecture provides the starting point: “Goodness: 
Altruism and the Literary Imagination” shows how the novel, 
which once reflected a world in balance—“Dickens, Hardy, and 
Austen all left their readers with a sense of the restoration of 
order and the triumph of virtue”—has changed dramatically. 
Now, she writes, “Evil has a blockbuster audience; Goodness 
lurks backstage. Evil has vivid speech; Goodness bites its 
tongue.” As these essays suggest, Morrison has addressed evil 
throughout her fiction and has steeped her work in it while 
also meeting its challenge with love and a spirit of redemption. 

“Religion and the religious dimensions of African American life 
permeate her novels, sometimes in Christian tones, sometimes 
in African tones, always through the strange stuff of existence,” 
writes Davíd Carrasco in “The Ghost of Love and Goodness.” 
A Mexican American historian of religion at Harvard, Carrasco 

provides a bookend to the lecture with his 2017 interview with 
Morrison, which reflects on the lecture and its themes and her 
powerful assessment of slavery as “the story [of] people who 
were treated like beasts [but] did not become beastly.” Instead, 
they created “a culture that this country could not do without.”

 A volume that attests to Morrison’s singularity, with a 
cultural resonance that extends well beyond literature.

JAMES BALDWIN
Living in Fire
Mullen, Bill V.
Pluto Press (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7453-3854-5  

A concise biography of the cele-
brated black author’s radical voice.

Mullen (American Studies/Purdue 
Univ.; W.E.B. Du Bois: Revolutionary Across 
the Color Line, 2016, etc.) believes the 

time is right for a new biography of Baldwin (1924-1987), one 
that focuses on his political life and development. He argues that 
Baldwin’s role in campaigns for social justice has been “underap-
preciated,” and his emergence as an “icon of the global Black 
Lives Matter movement” requires a new assessment of him as 
a popular-culture touchstone. Also, as a queer black man, he 
is now seen as a forerunner in today’s debates on gender and 
race issues. Mullen’s approach is chronological: He moves from 
Baldwin’s youth as the oldest of nine children in a poor Harlem 
family to his radical student years and development as a writer 
to his years abroad (Paris, Istanbul) and his return to America to 
become a tireless, politically astute spokesman for civil and sex-
ual rights, including AIDS. As poet Amiri Baraka noted at his 
funeral, Baldwin served as “God’s revolutionary black mouth.” 
Paralleling Baldwin’s personal story, Mullen deftly recounts 
the historical backdrop—the Vietnam War and protests, the 
Young People’s Socialist League, the Communist Party in 
America, the Palestinian liberation movement, the Nation of 
Islam, Black Power, Malcolm X, and the FBI’s relentless and 
crushing surveillance of Baldwin and black radicals—to more 
clearly assess Baldwin’s substantial role in the political and liter-
ary worlds from the 1940s to the 1980s. Throughout, Mullen 
discusses Baldwin as an influential novelist, playwright, essayist, 
and critic, quoting generously from his works. Giovanni’s Room 
was an “avatar of contemporary gay literature.” In The Fire Next 
Time, “Baldwin’s combined role as mentor, historian, and advo-
cate for struggle on the streets found its literary complement.” 
A “somber, simmering, angry novel,” If Beale Street Could Talk is 
his “most damning single fictional indictment of the criminal 
justice system.”

A fresh, incisive, and uplifting biography/social history. 
(18 illustrations)

A volume that attests to Morrison’s singularity, with a
cultural resonance that extends well beyond literature.

goodness and the literary imagination
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GOOD THINGS OUT 
OF NAZARETH
The Uncollected Letters of 
Flannery O’Connor 
and Friends
O’Connor, Flannery
Ed. by Benjamin B. Alexander
Convergent/Crown (400 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-525-57506-1  

Wide-ranging letters reveal deep 
bonds between a literary titan and her friends.

“Most letters between writers are largely given over to envy, 
spite, wisecracks, discussions of money, the short-sightedness 
of award committees, soured love affairs and the innumerable 
horrors of the literary life,” Michael Dirda once wrote. These 
letters by the National Book Award–winning short story writer 
and her friends alternately fit and break the mold. Anyone look-
ing for Southern literary gossip will find plenty of barbs—e.g., 
novelist and critic Caroline Gordon’s jab at William Faulkner, 

“I wonder if he wrote those paragraphs when drunk”; or 
O’Connor’s complaint about the press: “I think photographers 
are the lowest breed of men and just being in the presence of 
one brings out my worst face.” But there’s also higher-toned 
talk on topics such as the symbolism in O’Connor’s work and 
the nature of free will. The subtitle notwithstanding, this book 
has many letters previously published in full or in part in the 
1988 collection of O’Connor’s letters, The Habit of Being, or The 
Letters of Flannery O’Connor and Caroline Gordon (2018). The most 
revealing new material appears in letters O’Connor exchanged 
with the Jesuit priests James McCown and Scott Watson. These 
show how ardently she tried to live by the Catholic faith that 
informs her work. In a disarmingly earnest letter to McCown, 
O’Connor asks whether she must go to confession after eat-
ing butterbeans cooked in ham stock on a Friday: “There is 
something about you can use drippings but you can’t use stock.” 
Abundant headnotes by Alexander supply context as they fol-
low O’Connor from the Iowa Writers’ Workshop to her death 
at the age of 39 from complications of lupus in her native Geor-
gia. O’Connor’s correspondents range from an Atlanta file clerk 
to celebrated writers such as Robert Lowell, Walker Percy, and 
Katherine Anne Porter; taken together, the letters affirm Gor-
don’s comment about her friend: “She is certainly a remarkable 
person and a remarkable writer.”

An epistolary group portrait that will appeal to readers 
interested in the Catholic underpinnings of O’Connor’s 
life and work.

WHY TRUST SCIENCE?
Oreskes, Naomi
Princeton Univ.  (352 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-691-17900-1  

A scholarly evaluation of arguments 
in favor of science.

Although she has not written a 
polemic but rather a philosophical 
examination of ideas, Oreskes (History 
of Science, Earth and Planetary Sci-

ences/Harvard Univ.; co-author: The Collapse of Western Civili
zation: A View From the Future, 2014) addresses a topic. In his 
introduction to this book, based on the 2016 Princeton Uni-
versity Tanner Lectures on Human Values, Princeton profes-
sor of politics Stephen Macedo writes that she “defends the 
role of values in science, discusses the relationship between 
science and religion, and sets out her own credo as a scientist 
and defender of science.” Following the introduction, the text 
contains commentaries from four colleagues and concludes 
with Oreskes’ replies. Proofs are limited to mathematics. No 
scientific statement can be proven, and even Nobel Prize 
winners have changed their minds, so Oreskes joins a distin-
guished line of thinkers who explain why we should trust the 
findings of the scientific community, many of which people 
reject if they “clash with their economic or cherished beliefs.” 
After ruling out the major philosophical approaches to its 
authority—empiricism, induction, fallibilism, etc.—Oreskes 
concludes that good science is a collective enterprise whose 
objectivity arises from the social practices of peer review, criti-
cism, and correction. She emphasizes that on most hot-button 
science-denial issues—e.g., evolution, vaccine safety, climate 
change—“there is a scientific consensus. What is lacking is 
cultural acceptance by parties who have found a way to chal-
lenge the science.” Thus, reversing climate change will require 
government regulation and interference in the free market, 
which is anathema to conservatives, who respond by question-
ing the science. Unfortunately, it also means that additional 
scientific evidence is unlikely to win them over. In this con-
vincing yet often dense argument, Oreskes clearly reminds 
readers that science has consistently brought home the bacon.

Not for general readers but interesting debate fodder 
for the scientifically inclined.
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DAD’S MAYBE BOOK
O’Brien, Tim
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 14, 2019
978-0-618-03970-8  

Ruminations and reminiscences of an 
author—now in his 70s—about father-
hood, writing, and death.

O’Brien (July, July, 2002, etc.), who 
achieved considerable literary fame with 
both Going After Cacciato (1978) and The 

Things They Carried (1990), returns with an eclectic assembly of 
pieces that grow increasingly valedictory as the idea of mortal-
ity creeps in. (The title comes from the author’s uncertainty 
about his ability to assemble these pieces in a single volume.) He 
begins and ends with a letter: The initial one is to his first son 
(from 2003); the terminal one, to his two sons, both of whom 
are now teens (the present). Throughout the book, there are a 
number of recurring sections: “Home School” (lessons for his 
sons to accomplish), “The Magic Show” (about his long interest 
in magic), and “Pride” (about his feelings for his sons’ accom-
plishments). O’Brien also writes often about his own father. 
One literary figure emerges as almost a member of the fam-
ily: Ernest Hemingway. The author loves Hemingway’s work 
(except when he doesn’t) and often gives his sons some of Papa’s 
most celebrated stories to read and think and write about. Near 
the end is a kind of stand-alone essay about Hemingway’s writ-
ings about war and death, which O’Brien realizes is Heming-
way’s real subject. Other celebrated literary figures pop up in 
the text, including Elizabeth Bishop, Andrew Marvell, George 
Orwell, and Flannery O’Connor. Although O’Brien’s strong 
anti-war feelings are prominent throughout, his principal inter-
est is fatherhood—specifically, at becoming a father later in his 
life and realizing that he will miss so much of his sons’ lives. He 
includes touching and amusing stories about his toddler sons, 
about the sadness he felt when his older son became a teen and 
began to distance himself, and about his anguish when his sons 
failed at something.

A miscellany of paternal pride (and frustration) dark-
ened by the author’s increasing realizations of his mortality.

HOW TO RAISE A READER
Paul, Pamela & Russo, María
Illus. by Yaccarino, Dan & Feng, Lisk & 
Brosgol, Vera & Garwood, Monica
Workman (216 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5235-0530-2  

Savvy counsel and starter lists for 
fretting parents.

New York Times Book Review edi-
tor Paul (My Life With Bob: Flawed Heroine Keeps Book of Books, 
Plot Ensues, 2017, etc.) and Russo, the children’s book editor for 
that publication, provide standard-issue but deftly noninvasive 

strategies for making books and reading integral elements in 
children’s lives. Some of it is easier said than done, but all is 
intended to promote “the natural, timeless, time-stopping joys 
of reading” for pleasure. Mediumwise, print reigns supreme, 
with mild approval for audio and video books but discouraging 
words about reading apps and the hazards of children becoming 

“slaves to the screen.” In a series of chapters keyed to stages of 
childhood, infancy to the teen years, the authors supplement 
their advice with short lists of developmentally appropriate 
titles—by their lights, anyway: Ellen Raskin’s Westing Game on 
a list for teens?—all kitted out with enticing annotations. The 
authors enlarge their offerings with thematic lists, from “Books 
That Made Us Laugh” to “Historical Fiction.” In each set, the 
authors go for a mix of recent and perennially popular favor-
ites, leaving off mention of publication dates so that hoary clas-
sics like Janice May Udry’s A Tree Is Nice seem as fresh as David 
Wiesner’s Flotsam and Carson Ellis’ Du Iz Tak? and sidestepping 
controversial titles and themes in the sections for younger and 
middle-grade readers—with a few exceptions, such as a caution-
ary note that some grown-ups see “relentless overparenting” in 
Margaret Wise Brown’s Runaway Bunny. Laura Ingalls Wilder’s 
Little House series doesn’t make the cut except for a passing 
reference to its “troubling treatment of Indians.” The teen lists 
tend to be edgier, salted with the provocative likes of Art Spie-
gelman’s Maus and Angie Thomas’ The Hate U Give, and a nod 
to current demands for more LGBTQ and other #ownvoices 
books casts at least a glance beyond the mainstream. Yaccarino 
leads a quartet of illustrators who supplement the occasional 
book cover thumbnails with vignettes and larger views of chil-
dren happily absorbed in reading.

Mostly conservative in its stance and choices but com-
mon-sensical and current.

UNFOLLOW
A Memoir of Loving and 
Leaving the Westboro 
Baptist Church
PhelpsRoper, Megan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-374-27583-9  

A religious and political activist tells 
the story of how she grew up in and 
then left the extremist Westboro Bap-

tist Church.
As the granddaughter of the church founder, Phelps-Roper 

grew up in a large, tightly knit family that believed “God ruled 
via the parents and elders.” What that meant in practice was 
that she had to assimilate a church culture emphasizing “the 
celebration and mockery” of the tragedies that befell non-
believers. Throughout childhood and adolescence, Phelps-
Roper lived a double life. At school, she was a dedicated 
student who kept matters of faith out of her discussions with 
teachers and classmates. Outside of school, she and the mem-
bers of her church community were vocal protesters against 
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A heartfelt and richly detailed memoir.
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homosexuality, adultery, and the morally bankrupt nature of 
society. When Westboro’s “picketing ministry” brought it 
into the media spotlight, Phelps-Roper became one of the 
most visible spokespeople for the church. As a young adult, 
she traveled all over the country to show “that the Bible really 
did say what [the Westboro Church] claimed it did.” By 2011, 
she became her church’s voice on Twitter, where she rou-
tinely “bait[ed] celebrities with anti-gay messages” and cel-
ebrated such tragedies as the Fukushima nuclear disaster. She 
also started communicating with an anonymous lawyer who 
engaged her in intelligent and respectful theological debate. 
As she began questioning her religious beliefs, she realized 
that she was also falling in love with the lawyer, who eventu-
ally became her husband. Phelps-Roper soon found she could 
no longer support the cruelty and “all or nothing” nature of 
her faith. After Westboro leadership became even more con-
servative and hypocritical, she and a free-spirited younger sis-
ter made the excruciating decision to leave both the church 
and their family. Eloquent and entirely candid, the book offers 
an intimate look at a controversial church while telling the 
moving story of how one woman found the courage to stand 
against the people and beliefs that she held dearest.

A heartfelt and richly detailed memoir.

THAT WILL NEVER WORK
The Birth of Netflix and the 
Amazing Life of an Idea
Randolph, Marc
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-316-53020-0  

The rocky road from startup to 
colossal success.

Randolph, co-founder of Netflix, 
makes an engaging book debut with a 

candid memoir recounting the history of the company as it 
evolved “from dream to concept to shared reality.” After co-
founding the magazine MacUser and working in direct market-
ing for a software giant, Randolph, eager to work for himself, 
had been coming up with new business concepts (e.g., per-
sonalized dog food) when he hit on the idea of renting video-
tapes. When his friend Reed Hastings, looking to fund a new 
company, expressed mild interest, Randolph gathered a dozen 

“brilliant, creative people” to see if the idea made sense finan-
cially. Videotapes, it turned out, were prohibitively expensive 
to mail, but the upcoming new technology of DVDs seemed 
viable. Inventing a name for the new company (NowShowing 
and CinemaCenter were possibilities) was the least of their 
problems: Only by contracting with Toshiba and Sony to 
offer free rentals with the purchase of a DVD player did they 
entice customers, but even then, sales of DVDs were stronger 
than rentals. For a few years, the company was “almost always 
on the razor’s edge between total success and total failure.” 
When individual rentals failed to put the company on secure 
footing, Randolph and his team came up with the idea of a 

monthly subscription service with no late fees, a move that 
proved popular. Yet even with 200,000 subscribers, Netflix 
still lost money and was forced to trim its staff; the layoffs, 
writes the author, were painful. Besides internal changes, the 
company looked for alliances with more successful enterprises, 
but a deal with Amazon (it would sell DVDs and steer cus-
tomers to Netflix for rentals) collapsed and a hopeful bid for 
Blockbuster to buy Netflix fizzled. Elevating Hastings to CEO 
helped to lure investors, and after “years of work, thousands of 
hours of brainstorms, dire finances, and an impatient CEO,” 
Netflix went public in 2002. Now with 150 million subscribers, 
Netflix has morphed into a media behemoth.

An entertaining chronicle of creativity, luck, and 
unflagging perseverance.

LEADERSHIP IN WAR
Essential Lessons From Those 
Who Made History
Roberts, Andrew
Viking (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-525-52238-6  

Evaluations of the performances of 
nine leaders, from Napoleon to Margaret 
Thatcher, who commanded their nations’ 
military forces.

Veteran historian Roberts (Churchill: Walking With Destiny, 
2018, etc.) is no stranger to many of his subjects—he’s writ-
ten multiple books about both Napoleon and Churchill—and 
holds strong opinions on all, although there are few surprises. 
All nine of the leaders he examines were blessed with supreme 
confidence and “an absolute faith in their tribes being supe-
rior to their antagonists….They believed in what is now called 
national exceptionalism, as tribal leaders throughout history 
have.” Napoleon, Churchill, Hitler, de Gaulle, and Thatcher 
took for granted that they were destined for great things. 
Three career military officers—Horatio Nelson, George 
Marshall, and Eisenhower—never gave the impression that 
personal ambition, in itself entirely acceptable, trumped an 
obsession with smiting the enemy. All of the author’s subjects 
were ruthless; Hitler and Stalin may stand out, but Roberts 
delivers unnerving examples from others, Churchill in par-
ticular. All were compulsive workaholics except Hitler, who 
was oddly lazy and the least intelligent. Since war, as Carl 
von Clausewitz put it, is the continuation of politics by other 
means, it’s essential to possess a sixth sense for politics, which 
turns out to require the same talent for timing, observation, 
and ability to predict an opponent’s behavior as a battlefield 
commander. However, many successful military leaders who 
flopped on politics (Pompey, Erich Ludendorff, Philippe 
Pétain, Douglas MacArthur) don’t make Roberts’ list—or 
anyone else’s. Many evaluations once universally accepted 
are now controversial. Thus, Roberts writes that Marshall’s 
chilly reserve won Franklin Roosevelt’s deepest respect, but 
other historians point out that Roosevelt did business with a 



breezy informality and preferred the advice of men he could 
schmooze with.

Brief, painless biographies and reasonable, if tradi-
tional, appraisals of the qualities required to make war.

A REPUBLIC OF EQUALS
A Manifesto for a 
Just Society
Rothwell, Jonathan
Princeton Univ.  (384 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-691-18376-3  

A searching examination of the 
decline of democratic ideals in the face 
of inequality—racial, political, and 
economic.

“Rising income inequality and slow economic growth have 
been two of the most striking patterns in rich countries dur-
ing the last 35 years,” writes Rothwell, the principal economist 
at Gallup. None of the conventional talking-point explana-
tions, from overpaid pop stars to uncontrolled mass migration 
or unfair trade practices, accounts for this inequality. Instead, 
writes the author, the explanation lies in the growing inef-
ficiency of societies in which elites have reserved unto them-
selves more and more of the pie, including most of the available 
public services, from education to housing. Combing through 
data with Pikettian single-mindedness, Rothwell examines the 
rise of this inequality and the correlated decline in confidence 
in democratic habits, a decline that has made the world safe for 
nationalist authoritarianism. The author resists easy character-
ization: Some of his prescriptions are openly liberal, such as the 
demand for equal access to social goods such as public educa-
tion and health care, while others are more qualified, such as 
his view that mass migration must be regulated “so as to pro-
tect native citizens from wild distortions in the labor market.” 
A perhaps unexpected but intriguing component of Rothwell’s 
argument is the reform of zoning laws that have effectively 
destroyed the ability of lower income earners to own homes, a 
social good of another kind that would “enhance the cognitive 
ability and lower the crime rate of groups that live in highly seg-
regated high poverty communities.” Studded with tables and 
laced with numbers, the text is dense. It is also striking on many 
counts, including its fluency in several branches of the social sci-
ences beyond economics. Rothwell has something to say about 
the allure of both Bono and Beyoncé, the failure of libertarian-
ism, the question of intelligence as a predictor of success (“self-
discipline, enthusiasm, and the ability to avoid getting anxious 
and upset in the face of stress matter about as much”). There’s 
something to ponder on every page.

A sometimes-daunting but essential addition to the dis-
cussion of inequality and its remedies.

HUMAN COMPATIBLE
Artificial Intelligence and the 
Problem of Control
Russell, Stuart
Viking (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-525-55861-3  

A leading computer scientist urges 
a “radically new direction” for artifi-
cial intelligence research to ensure that 
superhuman AI benefits humankind.

“The march towards superhuman intelligence is unstoppa-
ble, but success might be the undoing of the human race,” warns 
Russell (Computer Science and Engineering/Univ. of California), 
co-author of Artificial Intelligence (1995), a widely used textbook. 
In this authoritative trade debut, he examines the idea of human 
and machine intelligence, the problems involved in creating 
extremely intelligent machines, and the need to retain human 
control of them. Although more scientific breakthroughs are 
needed, he writes, AI will certainly be the dominant technol-
ogy of the future. We must have a serious discussion of “the 
implications of introducing a second intelligent species onto 
Earth.” After all, “making something smarter than yourself 
could be a bad idea.” Examining the enormous potential of AI, 
from its evolving benefits (home robots for the elderly, tutoring 
for children) to its misuses (automated blackmail, autonomous 
weapons), Russell writes that AI researchers must refocus their 
work if humans are to remain in charge. Rather than develop-
ing machines that optimize fixed, known objectives—a driving 
idea of 20th-century technology—they must design systems 
that defer to human preferences and intentions. As the author 
writes, “they will ask humans questions or ask for permission 
when appropriate; they will do ‘trial runs’ to see if we like what 
they propose to do; they will accept correction when they do 
something wrong.” An accessible writer, Russell is addressing 
nonspecialist readers, and he largely succeeds, although some 
will find his detailed explications challenging. (Refreshingly, he 
appends the most technical text.) The author is strongly opti-
mistic that increasingly powerful machines that achieve our 
objectives are feasible. There is still time to change course: If 
a team of AI’s leading experts, with unlimited resources, was 
charged today with creating “an integrated, human-level intel-
ligent system by combining all our best ideas, the result would 
be failure.”

A strong case for planning for the day when machines 
can outsmart us.
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CIVILIZED TO DEATH
The Price of Progress
Ryan, Christopher
Avid Reader Press (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4516-5910-8  

Hunter-gatherers were happier, wiser, 
and healthier than we are.

Journalist Ryan (co-author: Sex at 
Dawn: The Prehistoric Origins of Modern 
Sexuality, 2010), host of the podcast 

Tangentially Speaking, is convinced that the idea of progress is 
insidious propaganda propelling the world to economic, eco-
logical, and political collapse. “Every day,” he asserts, in one of 
his many broad generalizations, “more people conclude that 
the approach to life promoted by the central myths of civiliza-
tion are generating loneliness, confusion, anxiety, and despair 
for many of us.” Most people, he claims, are unhappy, working 
in jobs they hate, eating food that has been leached of nutri-
tion, living in overcrowded cities where they are cut off from 
nature and from one another, and suffering from diseases that 

“are by-products of civilization itself ”—not only scourges such 
as tuberculosis, cholera, smallpox, and influenza, but also tooth 
decay, constipation, hemorrhoids, depression, gout, “coronary 
heart disease, obesity, hypertension, type 2 diabetes, many 
types of cancer, autoimmune disease, and osteoporosis.” To 
counter what the author sees as the mistaken Narrative of “Per-
petual Progress,” he recommends looking closely at how our 
distant ancestors lived. Drawing on a diverse mix of academic 
and popular science, Ryan concludes that all hunter-gatherers 
lived “in strikingly similar ways.” They were “fiercely egalitar-
ian,” had free mobility to “easily walk away from uncomfortable 
situations,” and saw themselves “as the fortunate recipients of a 
generous environment and benevolent spirit world.” They hap-
pily shared property, had access to all they needed, did not dis-
criminate on the basis of gender, and eased their way to death 
by imbibing psychedelics. Their downfall came from farming. 
Once they adopted agriculture, their social structure changed, 
becoming hierarchical, competitive, and overpopulated. “Mea-
sures of health, longevity, security, and leisure all declined for 
almost everyone,” writes the author, including the elites. Ryan’s 
solution to the chaos of contemporary life is simple and simplis-
tic: to bring “hunter-gatherer thinking into our modern lives” by 
forming “horizontally organized collectives,” using “nonpollut-
ing locally generated energy,” and offering “a global guaranteed 
basic income that incentivizes not having children.”

A nostalgic portrayal of the prehistoric world with lit-
tle relevance for our current era.

TROUBLED WATER
What’s Wrong With 
What We Drink
Siegel, Seth M.
Dunne/St. Martin’s (352 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-250-13254-3  

A close analysis of the contaminants 
in our drinking water.

Water activist Siegel, whose book 
Let There Be Water (2105) explored how 

Israel has dealt with water scarcity, now turns to the quality 
of drinking water in the United States. As the author makes 
abundantly clear, Flint, Michigan, is not the only place with 
problems. He shows the widespread nature of the problem, 
relating chilling stories and interviews with experts, activists, 
and victims. The causes are varied: chemicals from factories 
seeping into groundwater, lead leeching into pipes, deficien-
cies in Environmental Protection Agency policies, and the 
multiplicity of small, private water utilities exempt from 
testing regulations. At the beginning of the narrative, Siegel 
grabs readers with an up-close-and-personal story of a son’s 
response to his father’s death from kidney cancer after their 
town became home to a factory producing Teflon. From there, 
the author turns to a history of federal regulations regard-
ing safe water, pointing out their omissions and their lack 
of clarity. On a more positive note, Siegel cites the Orange 
County Water District in Fountain Valley, California, as a 
model of what can be done with better technology. Unfortu-
nately, he does not see the drinking water industry as open to 
new ideas, and he urges bipartisan support in Congress and 
state legislatures of measures that encourage innovation. He 
includes some of his own recommendations, such as consoli-
dating small water utilities, funding research through a tax 
on disposable water bottles, replacing old water pipes with 
smart ones, adopting nanofiltration techniques, and moving 
drinking water safety out of the EPA and turning it over to 
the Department of Health and Human Services. Siegel’s con-
cluding suggestions about how readers can protect themselves 
from impure drinking water are less than reassuring, perhaps 
designed to spur action.

Well-presented, hard truths about our drinking water, 
which “is less safe than we deserve.”

MY NAME IS PRINCE
St. Nicholas, Randee
Photos by the author
Amistad/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$90.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-293923-4  

A Los Angeles–based photographer 
pays tribute to a legendary musician with 
anecdotes and previously unseen images 

collected from their 25-year collaboration.



St. Nicholas (co-author: Whitney: Tribute to an Icon, 2012, 
etc.) first met Prince in 1991 at a prearranged photo shoot. 

“The dance between photographer and subject carried us 
away into hours of inspired photographs…and the beginning 
of a friendship that would last a lifetime.” In this book, the 
author fondly remembers their many professional encounters 
in the 25 years that followed. Many would be portrait sessions 
but done on impulse, like those in a burned-out Los Angeles 
building in 1994 and on the Charles Bridge in Prague in 2007. 
Both times, the author and Prince came together through 
serendipity to create playfully expressive images that came to 
represent the singer’s “unorthodox ability to truly live life in 
the moment.” Other encounters took place while Prince was 
performing at Paisley Park, his Minneapolis studio, or at ven-
ues in LA, New York, Tokyo, and London. One in particular 
came about after the 1991 release of Prince’s Diamonds and 
Pearls album and led to the start of St. Nicholas’ career as a 
video director. Prince, who nurtured young artists throughout 
his career, pushed the author to “trust my instincts…expand 
myself creatively.” What is most striking about even the most 
intimate of these photographs—even those shot with Mayte 
Garcia, the fan-turned–backup dancer who became Prince’s 
wife in 1996—is the brilliantly theatrical quality of the images. 
As the author observes, the singer was never not the self-
conscious artist: “Prince was Prince 24/7.” Nostalgic and rev-
erential, this book—the second St. Nicholas produced with/
for Prince—is a celebration of friendship and artistry. Prince 
fans are sure to appreciate the book, and those interested in 
art photography will also find the collection highly appealing.

A dazzling visual homage to a music icon gone too soon.

SAILING TRUE NORTH
Ten Admirals and the Voyage 
of Character
Stavridis, James
Penguin Press (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-525-55993-1  

Principles of leadership drawn from 
the lives of 10 admirals from ancient 
Greece to the present.

Exploring self-improvement through 
the lives of great leaders has become a popular—and often eye-
rolling—genre, but this earnest mixture of biography, memoir, 
and pop psychology makes no outlandish claims, and readers 
will absorb some significant naval history. Well-read but no 
scholar, Stavridis (Sea Power: The History and Geopolitics of the 
World ’s Oceans, 2017), the former Supreme Allied Commander at 
NATO and current chairman of the U.S. Naval Institute, has 
done his research in the works of popular historians. For the 
most part, the author has chosen his subjects well, and ambi-
tious readers can follow up using his excellent bibliography, 
which includes works by such noted historians as Jan Morris, 
Walter Borneman, and James Hornfischer. Stavridis begins with 
history’s first great sea commander, Themistocles, who led the 

ancient Greeks to victory over the Persians at Salamis and then 
fell from favor, ending his life in exile. Stavridis concludes that 
Themistocles represents a case study in charisma, risk-taking, 
and overweening arrogance. Perhaps most obscure is 15th-
century Chinese Adm. Zheng He, a Muslim eunuch who rose 
to the top of the imperial hierarchy and led a titanic fleet in 
several voyages across south Asia as far as Africa. Demonstrat-
ing grit and self-reliance, he was “carefully organized, calm of 
spirit, devoted to his prince, and willing to take risks.” More 
familiar figures march across the pages, including Francis Drake, 
Horatio Nelson, John Arbuthnot Fisher, Alfred Thayer Mahan, 
Chester Nimitz, Hyman Rickover, and Elmo Zumwalt. Stavri-
dis ends with Grace Hopper, whose “vision of the distant future” 
guided a not-always-enthusiastic Navy into the computer age. 
In the final chapter, the author summarizes character traits that 
these impressive figures demonstrated, and few readers will 
deny that they include creativity, resilience, humility, empathy, 
decisiveness, and determination.

If these sensible lessons break no new ground, the biog-
raphies make good reading.

IN DEFENSE OF ELITISM
Why I’m Better Than You and 
You’re Better Than Someone 
Who Didn’t Buy This Book
Stein, Joel
Grand Central Publishing (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-4555-9147-3  

The rise of populism inspired a jour-
nalist’s search for answers.

Former Time staff writer and col-
umnist Stein (Man Made: A Stupid Quest for Masculinity, 2012) 
brings wit, irreverence, and considerable thoughtfulness to a 
timely issue: the rise of anti-elitism in politics, science, edu-
cation, and many other areas that privilege knowledge and 
expertise. “Elites are people who think; populists are people 
who believe,” he writes. “Elites defer to experts; populists lis-
ten to their own guts. Elites value cooperation; populists are 
tribal.” To help elites turn back the populist trend, the author 
decided to investigate what populists want, why they think as 
they do, and how elites can maintain and defend their author-
ity in a changing world. His search took him to Miami, Texas, 
a town of about 600 residents, more than 95 percent of them 
Trump voters. As he expected, they own guns, are faithful con-
gregants of the First Baptist Church, and take every oppor-
tunity “to delegitimize expertise.” The Miamians think that 
hyphenated Americans only inflame racial and ethnic conflict. 

“Elites may have not caused racism,” they contend, “but they’ve 
magnified racial tensions, in the same way that abolitionists 
exacerbated our nation’s problem with slavery.” They trust one 
another but not their country. “They’re living in a remote tribal 
island,” Stein concludes, “untouched by the last thirty years.” 
Yet, they welcomed the author—a journalist and a Jew—warmly. 
Stein’s research also took him to elite conferences, where, he 
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discovered, “the elite dream, is not to own a yacht but to give a 
TED talk.” Among Stein’s interviewees are FOX political com-
mentator Tucker Carlson, who rants against diversity, and “Dil-
bert” creator Scott Adams, who has bought into the “primordial 
masculinity” of populism, along with its conspiracy theories. 
Stein repeatedly—and persuasively—makes a case for expertise. 

“The world seems fragile and I want trustworthy, trained people 
running it,” he writes. As for the “Intellectual Elites” who do, 
precariously, run the world, he offers a word of advice: respect. 
Listen without judging or mocking; negotiate with empathy.

A wise perspective on America’s cultural divide.

SLAVES AMONG US
The Hidden World of Human 
Trafficking
Villa, Monique
Rowman & Littlefield (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 4, 2019
978-1-5381-2728-5  

A brief, clear introduction to the 
tragedy of human trafficking in the 21st 
century.

A 10th-generation Parisian who 
lives in London, Villa brings a welcome global perspective 
to her overview of present-day slavery and how readers can 
fight it. She has served for more than a decade as CEO of the 
Thomson Reuters Foundation, which promotes human rights, 
and she draws heavily on that experience as she describes the 
brutal fates of the estimated 40 million people worldwide who 
are “forced to work, through fraud or threat of violence, for no 
pay beyond subsistence.” Roughly 30 percent of the victims 
are trafficked for sex while 70 percent are trapped in involun-
tary labor. She includes oral histories of three survivors, two of 
whom suggest the range of forms modern slavery takes: Deep-
endra Giri, an educated Nepalese man who signed a two-year 
contract for an office job in Qatar only to have to surrender his 
passport when he arrived, which meant he couldn’t leave when 
his employer paid a fraction of the agreed-upon salary; and 
Marcela Loaiza, a dancer in Colombia lured to Tokyo by a con 
man who promised to make her famous but whose associates 
demanded, once she got to Japan, that she pay them $50,000 
by working as a prostitute and threatened harm to her family if 
she didn’t comply. Some of the crimes Villa describes, like sex 
trafficking, have garnered wide attention, but other shadowy 
practices are less well known. These include the Kafala, or spon-
sorship, system in place in the Persian Gulf region, which allows 
employers to confiscate migrant workers’ passports and deny 
them exit permits until the company says they can leave. In the 
most useful parts of the book, Villa instructs readers on what 
they can do to support anti-slavery efforts, including donating 
to groups like the Human Trafficking Legal Center, which pro-
vides free lawyers for victims. Villa’s use of real names and pho-
tos of survivors lends credibility to stories that might otherwise 
be too shocking to believe.

A vital guide for teachers, nonprofits, and others seek-
ing to understand the global fight against slavery.

THESE BOYS AND 
THEIR FATHERS
A Memoir
Waters, Don
Univ. of Iowa (230 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-60938-679-5  

A father’s absence looms large in his 
son’s life.

Waters (Fiction Writing/Lewis & 
Clark Coll.; The Saints of Rattlesnake 

Mountain: Stories, 2017, etc.) makes his nonfiction debut with 
a frank, earnest memoir about his search for a father. Because 
he had no contact with his father growing up, the author felt 
bereft of the love and guidance that he envied in other father-
son relationships. Being fatherless obsessed him: “Any man 
whose father leaves can understand the shame, confusion, and 
anger generated by such a primal loss.” Although he was hun-
gry for answers about why his father left and stayed away, when 
his father unexpectedly sent him a brief autobiography, it took 
Waters years to finally read it because he was “frightened by 
what the pages might say about him or about me.” Surprised 
to discover that his father had been a surfer—a sport Waters 
himself loved—he decided to write a magazine article about 
surfing, imagining that researching and writing “could lead to 
something deeper, something important, and something cura-
tive.” The author’s need for healing led him to several failed 
attempts to write a memoir and also to undergo therapy for 
more than a decade, which he recounts in some verbatim con-
versations. When he suggested to his therapist that he should 
stop dwelling on his father and give up the memoir project, she 
dissuaded him. Unfortunately, writing as therapy may be more 
successful for the author than readers, who are confronted with 
too many assorted details and digressions: memories of various 
father figures, frustration about his writing, reflections on his 
relationship with his wife, their attempts to have a baby, his 
doubts about his own capacity to be a father, and a parallel story 
about another Don Waters, a sailor and writer born in the late 
1800s whose family life provides a useful reality check on the 
author’s own illusions. “It’s a great example,” he tells his thera-
pist, “that no matter how someone’s life looks from the outside, 
no one’s life is ever perfect.”

 A sincere but flawed recounting of a search for 
self-knowledge.



DOG IS LOVE
Why and How Your Dog 
Loves You
Wynne, Clive D.L.
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-328-54396-7  

The founding director at the Canine 
Science Collaboratory at Arizona State 
University probes the bonds of affection 
between humans and dogs.

For 15,000 years, humans and dogs have been living side by 
side. However, as Wynne makes clear in this pleasingly garru-
lous and jocular report from the front lines of canine research, 
we are only beginning to understand how our minds have inter-
twined over that duration. “Dogs have an exaggerated, ebul-
lient, perhaps even excessive capacity to form affectionate 
relationships with members of other species,” writes the author. 

“This capacity is so great that, if we saw it in one of our own kind, 
we would consider it quite strange—pathological, even. In my 
scientific writing, where I am obliged to use technical language, 
I call this abnormal behavior hypersociability. But as a dog lover 
who cares deeply about animals and their welfare, I see abso-
lutely no reason we shouldn’t just call it love.” This may seem 
imprecise, and borders on anthropomorphism, but Wynne has 
found that evidence coming from labs—evidence in the forms 
of genes that code for loving behavior, brain states that regis-
ter and direct affection, and hormones that match the activ-
ity found in our own species when we feel love—and animal 
sanctuaries suggests that dogs feel affection much the way that 
humans do. This love doesn’t require special cognitive abilities. 
It is innate in the creatures and then is shaped by the environ-
ment to be expressed, hopefully, as a warm bond—though if the 
dog is ill-treated, it will manifest in antisocial behavior. Of par-
ticular importance to Wynne is what this means in terms of how 
we interact and care for dogs. It is our responsibility to treat 
them with respect because they deserve it, and both of us will 
be greater creatures for it.

 A good mix of science and emotion, recommended for 
dog lovers everywhere. (12 b/w illustrations)
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A good mix of science and emotion, recommended 
for dog lovers everywhere.

dog is love
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i  want a dog
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I WANT A DOG
Agee, Jon
Illus. by the author
Dial (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-525-55546-9  

A charming interaction at an animal 
shelter leads to the adoption of a pet 
that’s better than a dog.

Agee’s (The Wall in the Middle of the Book, 2018) newest work 
opens on the softly picturesque business district of Happyvale. 
A small girl with brown skin and puffy black hair in a ponytail 
visits the animal shelter to ask for a dog, wagon in tow. But 
apparently they have every other animal except a dog, and the 
tall, white man who runs it tries to get her to take every single 
one. Their banter is absolutely delightful. As he tries to persuade 
the girl to take a baboon, a frog, even a goldfish (“It…knows how 
to play dead, just like a dog,” he says; “Mister, that goldfish is 
not playing dead”), the kid remains steadfast. Beginning readers 
will love the child’s firm reiteration of priorities: “That’s okay. I 
do not want a goldfish. I want a dog.” Exasperation hilariously 
clear in her body language, the girl wonders whether the man 
knows what a dog is, then finally changes her approach: “Do 
you even have a dog?” As the man confesses that he does not 
have the desired pet, he does bring her one last animal—which 
really ends up being better than a dog! Amazingly, the girl’s par-
ents (who both present black) seem to agree.

This entertaining, engaging read makes the most 
impossible pets seem…well, possible. (Picture book. 36)

A IS FOR AUDRA
Broadway’s Leading Ladies 
From A to Z
Allman, John Robert
Illus. by Emmerich, Peter
Doubleday (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-0-525-64540-5
978-0-525-64541-2 PLB  

Women of the Broadway theater take center stage in this 
loving homage.

Past and present are represented, from Ethel Merman and 
Pearl Bailey to Kelli O’Hara and Audra McDonald. Several 
women whose great talent lit up the stage in one special play, 
such as Aida’s Heather Headley and Fela!’s Lilias White, are also 
given a place in this admiration society. They are introduced in 
alphabetical order, sometimes using first names, sometimes last 
names, and sometimes the parts they played. Steven Sondheim 
is given a nod for the substantive female characters he created, 
and Bob Fosse for his unique choreography that allowed multi-
talented displays. Each entry appears as a clever verse in four-line 
abcb form, honoring the star’s talent or highlighting a particular 
role for which she is most known. The verses are accompanied 
by Emmerich’s digital illustrations, which accurately capture 

the individuality and facial features of the performers as they 
joyously play to their audiences. Full names of the women and 
the titles and dates of the shows they are depicted in appear in 
very small white print at the bottoms of the pages. A double-
page spread of thumbnail portraits includes 32 additional divas. 
Allman obviously loves these performers and wants young read-
ers to get to know them, but most of these children will prob-
ably need an adult who is a Broadway aficionado to guide them 
and perhaps put some show music on their playlist.

A lively introduction to a whole new cast of heroines. 
(biographical information) (Informational picture book. 812)

DISCOVERING ARCHITECTURE
Altarriba, Eduard & Bardí i Milá, Berta
Illus. by the authors
Trans. by Lupton, James
Button Books (48 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-7870-8029-4  

A colorful, informative, and Eurocen-
tric crash course in world architecture for young readers.

This well-illustrated work of nonfiction does a solid job of 
providing basic architectural knowledge for young readers, but 
its limited survey of examples undercuts its utility. The Egyptian 
pyramids, the Parthenon, Rome (“the birth of town planning”) 
and the Pantheon, and a single page on Byzantine architecture 
represent early examples. Other non-European architectural 
landmarks featured include the Imam Khomeini Mosque in 
Isfahan, Iran; a Moroccan Berber village; and Japanese archi-
tecture, represented by a typical house and the Katsura Impe-
rial Villa. A spread on domestic architecture offers pictures of 
homes in Mongolia, Papua New Guinea, the U.K., the Ameri-
can Great Plains, Oman, China, Brazil, Malaysia, Cameroon, 
and more, but no context is provided. Of architects profiled, 
only Zaha Hadid is not a white, European man; a paragraph on 
female architects states that historically, “they did not receive 
the credit they deserved,” then goes on to prove the point by 
cramming 15 further names into three sentences. Latin America 
and Australia are almost completely ignored. It is notable that 
illustrated builders, architects, and engineers are largely pale-
skinned, though one of book’s child guides is a girl of color, and 
there is a woman of color in a picture of a modern architecture 
firm. That this nonfiction book provides more details on an 
imagined Martian outpost than on both sub-Saharan Africa and 
Latin America is downright depressing.

Looks good but does nothing new. (Nonfiction. 812)
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THE REVENGE OF THE 
BLACK CAT
Swiss Myths
Adapt. by Alves, Katja
Trans. by Wilson, David Henry
NorthSouth (136 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-3-314-10488-6  

Traditional tales and myths from the 
different regions of Switzerland.

In this collection, originally published in German, not all 
the stories are stories in the traditional sense, involving conflict 
and resolution. Many are simple folk explanations of natural 
phenomena that typically involve some mythical being, such 
as the existence of “two gigantic perpendicular rocks linked 
together by a stone roof ” in a forest of the Aargau region, 
which was once “the entrance to an underground cave. In this 
cave lived the goblins.” In another, a devil gets the credit for a 
rock that sits near a bridge over the River Reuss. In the differ-
ent accounts, goblins, ghosts, devils, fairies, dwarfs, and other 
mythical beings interact with humans, usually to the detriment 
of one or the other. And all have a delightful folksy edge. There 
are 23 stories in all, representing most of the Swiss cantons, but 
more importantly, they cover the four language regions of Swit-
zerland, thus capturing the diverse perspectives of the country. 
Nineteen different illustrators were tasked with illustrating the 
tales, and their aesthetic sensibilities and approaches are as var-
ied as the stories themselves. Nevertheless, the book maintains 
a satisfying and attractive cohesiveness.

A welcome addition to the folklore bookshelf. (epilogue, 
artist bios) (Folklore. 59)

FUEGO, FUEGITO / 
FIRE, LITTLE FIRE 
Argueta, Jorge Tetl
Illus. by Alcántara, Felipe Ugalde
Trans. by Argueta, Jorge Tetl & 
Maillet, Madeleine
Piñata Books/Arté Público (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 31, 2019
978-1-55885-887-9  

Argueta’s playful trilingual homage to fire spans its incarna-
tion from spark to lava flow.

Fire can come singing into its strength at the striking of two 
stones or from a bolt slashing through the sky. As the oldest and 
strongest of all “Grandfather” elements on Mother Earth, its pres-
ence is seen and felt in ritual ceremonies and in kitchen hearths. 
But whereas Agüita/Little Water, from Argueta’s previous elemen-
tal book Agua, Agüita / Water, Little Water (2017), declares at the 
end, “I am life,” Fuego/Fueguito claims to be “…the joyful energy 
of life.” By employing the diminutive Fueguito/Little Flame, the 
poet creates an affectionate tone with which fire introduces 
itself—thereby permitting the austere and imposing Fuego/Fire 
to transform into the friendly, helpful spark/chispita. In the body 

of the book, Argueta’s Spanish verse is printed above the English 
(translated by the author and Maillet) on the page, separated by 
Mesoamerican-inspired symbols. Communicating his and his peo-
ple’s (Pipil Nahua) respect for nature, Argueta includes his Náhuat 
translation of his poem. Alcántara’s landscapes vary from the fury 
of a volcanic explosion to the stark beauty of the American South-
west. Full-page blazes of oranges, yellows, reds, and indigo under-
score the simple narrative of the poem.

A gentle exploration of culture and nature. (Picture book. 
58) 

YOU ARE HOME WITH ME
AsperSmith, Sarah
Illus. by Watley, Mitchell
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-1-63217-224-2  

This reassuring picture book exem-
plifies how parents throughout the animal kingdom make 
homes for their offspring.

The narrative is written from the point of view of a parent 
talking to their child: “If you were a beaver, I would gnaw on 
trees with my teeth to build a cozy lodge for us to sleep in dur-
ing the day.” Text appears in big, easy-to-read type, with the 
name of the creature in boldface. Additional facts about the ani-
mal appear in a smaller font, such as: “Beavers have transparent 
eyelids to help them see under water.” The gathering of land, air, 
and water animals includes a raven, a flying squirrel, and a sea 
lion. “Home” might be a nest, a den, or a burrow. One example, 
of a blue whale who has homes in the north and south (ocean 
is implied), will help children stretch the concept into feeling 
at home in the larger world. Illustrations of the habitats have 
an inviting luminosity. Mature and baby animals are realistically 
depicted, although facial features appear to have been some-
what softened, perhaps to appeal to young readers. The book 
ends with the comforting scene of a human parent and child 
silhouetted in the welcoming lights of the house they approach: 

“Wherever you may be, you will always have a home with me.”
Instills a sense of well-being in youngsters while 

encouraging them to explore the natural world. (Informa
tional picture book. 35)

THE IMPERFECT GARDEN
Assaly, Melissa
Illus. by dela Noche Milne, April
Fitzhenry & Whiteside (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 30, 2019
978-1-55455-408-9  

A mother and child harvest fruits 
and veggies—some of them in funny shapes—from their back-
yard garden.

Jay narrates this spring-to-fall overview as the two sow, 
water, and pick their crops. Their cucumbers grow “in all kinds 

By employing the diminutive Fuegito/Little Flame, 
the poet creates an affectionate tone.

fuego, fuegito /  fire, little fire
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of twirly-whirly shapes!” When Jay wonders why supermarket 
cukes are so comparatively straight, Mom explains that non-
conforming produce is discarded. Mom and Jay dig carrots, 
including a “two-legged” one. Jay takes bites of two-legged and 
ordinary carrots, pronouncing both “crunchy and delicious.” 
The pair harvests apples—some smooth, some bumpy. Includ-
ing bumpy fruit yields an extra pie for their neighbor. Returning 
to the supermarket in October, Jay surveys the uniform produce 
displays, asking the grocer, “Don’t you have any twirly-whirly, 
lumpy, bumpy fruits and vegetables?” They’re led to an array of 
reduced-price, less-than-perfect produce—three-legged car-
rots and more. Assaly’s narrative drives home the point: Fresh 
produce needn’t be cosmetically perfect to be nourishing and 
tasty. Her concluding note attests that vast amounts of usable 
produce are trashed while many people live food-insecure. 
Filipinx Canadian illustrator dela Noche Milne depicts Jay and 
Mom with light brown skin and dark hair. Interiors and town-
scapes brim with charming detail.

A diverse family conveys a noteworthy message about 
food waste and the value of home gardening. (author’s note, 
gardening tips) (Picture book. 58)

PLAYING WITH COLLAGE
Baker, Jeannie
Illus. by the author
Photos by Plaza, Jaime
Candlewick Studio (40 pp.) 
$16.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-5362-0539-8  

Inspiration and education for making collages at home.
Collage artist Baker combines suggestions about process 

and materials with representations of her own finished pieces 
to tempt readers into the creative world of collage. Photo-
graphs showing a technique of brushing glue onto a surface and 
then pressing sand onto it are just as beguiling as sumptuous 
spreads of “kitchen materials” (eggshell, spices, seeds, herbs), 

“nature materials” (lichen, leaves, grasses, barks), and “beach 
materials” (driftwood, bleached bones, tumbled glass, gravel, 
shells). Baker’s own finished collages, reproduced in Plaza’s 
photographs, are colorful and brimming with textures. Most are 
abstract, though one of sky and clouds features a gorgeous use 
of corrugated cardboard to represent a window. The inspiration 
here lies in the photographs’ glossy beauty, the vast options laid 
out for materials, and the ideas for conceptual process. There’s 
no exact instruction about how to glue such unwieldy stuff as 
fungi, sea sponge, or “marine gastropod eggs,” and although the 
text guides budding artists to avoid “anything still living,” infor-
mation for discerning what’s alive must be sought elsewhere. 
The target audience’s age is fluid: Suggestions to use scalpels, 
superglue, and a light box—plus a suggestion to build a ply-
wood frame—imply older readers than do notes to secure adult 
supervision when using plain scissors. Some recommended 
techniques take two to three weeks.

Missing a few how-to tidbits but gorgeous and visually 
inspirational. (introduction) (Nonfiction. 812)

WHAT JOHN MARCO SAW
Barrows, Annie
Illus. by Lemon, Nancy
Chronicle (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4521-6336-9  

While all the older people around 
him are lost in their own worlds, little 
John Marco notices all the small—and 

big—things around him.
John Marco’s siblings are older and louder than he is. They 

are interested in money, music, sports, and their smartphones 
but not in the things John Marco is interested in. Mr. Jordy, 
his neighbor, likes to sit on his porch and read the newspaper 
and whistle. But he too does not pay attention to John Marco. 
Even John Marco’s mother is engrossed in the world of self-help 
books and finances and “doing four things at once.” So when 
John Marco sees a grasshopper in the yard, or digs a hole and 
finds a bunch of worms and a rock with a white line on it, or 
spots a fat orange cat in the yard, nobody listens when he tries 
to tell them about it. It is only when he notices something really 
big that he finally gets their attention—though he does have 
to yell, “The tree in the front yard is falling down!” before this 
happens. The cartoon illustrations playfully convey informa-
tion that goes beyond the text and cleverly zoom in when John 
Marco is contemplating the small things, thus amplifying his 
world. The family is depicted with black hair and olive skin; Mr. 
Jordy is black.

A sweet reminder to slow down and notice the world 
around us. (Picture book. 35)

MONSTROUS 
The Lore, Gore, and 
Science Behind Your 
Favorite Monsters
Beccia, Carlyn
Illus. by the author
Carolrhoda (148 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5124-4916-7  

Eight renowned monsters of film, fantasy, and folklore offer 
gateways to scientific fields and enquiries.

“The real magic is science,” writes Beccia (They Lost Their 
Heads!, 2018), and to back up the claim, she surrounds intro-
ductions to familiar fantastic creatures, from Dracula to Big-
foot, the Kraken, werewolves, and King Kong, with excursions 
into diverse scientific topics relevant to each. After leading off 
with a look at the chemical bases of fear and other emotions, 
for instance, an account of Mary Shelley’s creation of Franken-
stein’s monster serves as entree for discussions of electricity, 
the experiments of Galvani and others, how defibrillators work, 
glowing pigs and other products of genetic experimentation, 
lobotomies, head transplants, and how certain breakfast-cereal 
dyes turn poop pink. Moreover, later chapters invite readers to 
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sink their teeth into a vampiric timeline from ancient Baby-
lonia and the Twilight saga, weigh King Kong’s unlikely mass 
ratio (“Did Beauty or Math Kill the Beast?”), glimpse a deep-sea 

“bone-eating snot-flower worm” chowing down on a dead whale, 
and assemble an official Centers for Disease Control zombie-
preparedness kit that would, uncoincidentally, be just as useful 
in a pandemic or other natural disaster. The monsters are more 
comical than scary in the author’s painted illustrations, and 
though her (living) cast defaults to white, she does include some 
brown-skinned figures.

Informative and entertaining throughout for readers 
undead or otherwise. (index, glossary, large bibliography) 
(Nonfiction. 1013)

WHAT LINNAEUS SAW 
A Scientist’s Quest to 
Name and Catalog 
Every Living Thing
Beil, Karen Magnuson
Norton Young Readers (256 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-324-00468-4  

Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778) was respon-
sible for developing a method for classify-
ing and naming plants and animals that 

remains in use today.
Linnaeus, born in Sweden, was an indifferent student, show-

ing a complete lack of enthusiasm for the career in the minis-
try his parents intended he follow. It was nature that sparked 
his interest and eventually drove his future path to become a 
physician and, more importantly, a naturalist and influential 
college professor who inspired many of the next generation of 
scientists. It had been clear to Linnaeus from his youth that 
the study of the natural world badly needed a uniform method 
for organizing discoveries. After examining several existing 
methods, all of them significantly flawed, Linnaeus used his 
thorough understanding of nature to craft logical methods of 
classification and naming. They were quickly recognized by 
many European scientists as inspired methods for managing 
the complexity of the natural world, coming at a critical time 
when European explorations were resulting in myriad discover-
ies new to them. Beil’s enthusiastic exploration of what could 
have been a dry and tedious topic is instead a highly engaging 
and entertaining page-turning presentation further enlivened 
with numerous period illustrations that perfectly accompany 
comprehensively researched text. Excellent backmatter rounds 
out this fine effort.

An outstanding biography of a brilliant and fascinating 
man who is well worth the attention. (Biography. 1016)

YOU LOVES EWE! 
Bell, Cece
Illus. by the author
Clarion (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 26, 2019
978-1-328-52611-3 
Series: Yam and Donkey 

Ewe will love it! (You will too.)
Bell introduces readers to a humorous trio: the studious, 

bespectacled Yam, the slow-witted Donkey, and the titular, and 
mostly silent, Ewe. Donkey kicks off the foolishness in initially 
mistaking the anthropomorphic tuber and the female sheep for 
fellow donkeys. When Yam corrects these errors and explains 
that “this is Ewe,” the snowball of wordplay begins its long 
descent down the hill of wackiness. Along the way, readers learn 
what a homonym is. Bell fits a lot into the story, making good 
use of speech bubbles and sequential panels across spreads of 
the picture book. She also keeps the humor interlaced with 
moments of learning that play well with the page turns. The 
artwork is bold, with thick, black lines and bright, simple colors, 
so it will play well to the back of a storytime room or classroom. 
Some adults may find the multiple voices to be a challenge as a 
solo reader, but it’s well worth the effort, as the combination of 
language and images will have young readers in fits of giggles. 
The artwork beautifully conveys the zany hijinks. Following the 
pupils in Donkey’s googly eyes as it thinks about each new con-
cept is a silly joy in itself.

Hilarious. How will Yam and Donkey top this? (Picture 
book. 58)

MOONSHINE
Benton, Justin
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (192 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-62979-811-0  

The son of a Depression-era bootleg-
ger tries to turn his father to more lawful 
pursuits.

Thirteen-year-old Cub can’t remem-
ber a time when making shine was legal, 
his father was a farmer, or his mother 

was alive. He and Pa spend their nights in the woods near their 
ramshackle Tennessee cabin, cooking the scant crop of corn 
their land will grow into moonshine. Change begins when 
Pa announces that, for the first time, Cub will have to attend 
school in the nearby town—the local sheriff is threatening Pa 
with jail time and Cub with an orphanage unless they give up 
their illegal ways. Not long after, the situation reverses when Mr. 
Salvatore, a mobster from up North, tries to make Pa an offer 
he can’t refuse. When Cub attempts to intervene, his father is 
severely injured, and Cub has to try to find his way out of the 
mess. Smooth, lyrical writing and crisp regional dialogue are the 
strengths of this debut. Inconsistent characters are its primary 
weakness: Cub seems to mature far too quickly into the role 
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of moral arbitrator, and the excuse that his rural school opens 
his eyes doesn’t hold water; his father vacillates irrationally 
between strong and weak. The sheriff and the mobster come 
from central casting. Benton knows his landscape, however, and 
should be a strong voice for the future.

Characterization flaws keep it from packing an emo-
tional wallop, but it’s still a fine adventure. (Historical fiction. 
812)

GOD GAVE US THE BIBLE
45 Favorite Stories for Little 
Ones
Bergren, Lisa Tawn
Illus. by Hohn, David
WaterBrook (160 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-7352-9190-4  

A children’s storybook features 45 
foundational stories from the Christian Bible.

A young polar bear is having a sleepover with several friends 
of different species. After a fun day, Mama Bear calls the young-
sters in for storytime. Explaining that the Bible “is the story 
God gave us,” she proceeds to tell stories from the Old and 
New Testaments. She begins with the Creation story in Genesis, 
moves on through Exodus, and concludes with Paul’s mission-
ary work. The anthropomorphic little animals are an effective 
feature of the book, as they frequently comment on the stories 
and question Mama Bear. Why didn’t God simply put a fence 
around the tree with the forbidden fruit? wonders Little Otter, 
giving Mama Bear the opportunity to teach the little ones 
about free will and choosing to love and obey God. Little Cub 
wants to know how Noah was able to find land with the Ark, 
and Mama Bear explains about having faith that God will steer 
you correctly. The questions and the wonderment the little ani-
mals express well reflect the reactions and inquiries many chil-
dren are likely to have. The illustrations are warm and colorful 
throughout, with interesting details to catch readers’ attention. 
Little Cub and his friends are particularly well drawn, combin-
ing both realistic animal details with human expressions. Char-
acters in the Bible stories are olive-skinned humans.

A likely choice for those seeking a children’s Christian 
Bible. (Religion. 46)

MY FIRST ATLAS OF THE 
50 STATES
Beth, Georgia
Illus. by Cramb, Sara Lynn
QEB Publishing (64 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-7112-4289-0  

A west-to-east flyover of the 50 states, 
noting select cities, flora, fauna, natural wonders, and tourist 
destinations.

It is, at best, a banal overview. Beth’s commentary ranges 
from statements like “[Alabama] is shaped like a rectangle and 
includes many different types of land” (Tennessee likewise “has 
many different areas”) to a clumsily phrased—not to mention 
outrageously coded—observation that Massachusetts “is a mod-
ern state with a diverse population in Boston and rural towns in 
the western half of the state.” She also incorrectly claims that 
New York was once “New Netherlands” and—perhaps to avoid 
even using the word “climate”—defines “biome” as “a mixture 
of the weather, plants, and animals found in a place.” Along with 
a handful of cities and occasional rivers, Cramb scatters light 
assortments of small animals, items, or natural features over 
flat, monochromatic full-page or double-page–spread portraits 
of each state. Many of these are repetitive (the same moose 
poses in Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire, for instance) or 
generic, and some, such as a bowl of cereal labeled “GM crops” 
in Minnesota and a harp representing “harp music” in Missis-
sippi (“Home to the famous Mississippi River”), will add noth-
ing to any reader’s understanding of anything. Younger armchair 
tourists and prospective road-trippers will find more reliably 

The questions the little animals express well reflect 
the reactions many children are likely to have.

god gave us the bible
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rewarding itineraries aplenty, led by Dan Yaccarino’s Go, Go 
America (2008) and Mark Teague’s LaRue Across America (2011).

A dismal flight, crashing and burning almost before it 
leaves the runway. (index) (Informational picture book. 68)

HAZEL’S THEORY 
OF EVOLUTION
Bigelow, Lisa Jenn
Harper/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-279117-7  

Hazel Brownlee-Wellington is an 
encyclopedia of animal facts, lives on a 
goat farm, and is penning a guide to mis-
understood creatures.

Not one to easily make friends, 
13-year-old Hazel doesn’t plan to get close to anyone when she 
starts eighth grade at a new school. She just has to keep her 
head down until high school, when her life will return to normal 
with her reunion with her longtime best friend. Then one of her 
moms announces she’s pregnant. Mimi has already had two mis-
carriages; Hazel, understandably, refuses to be hopeful. She’s 
determined to live in denial until the new baby is born safe and 
healthy. Although she has a loving family, two new friends, and 
a herd of goats to keep her company, nothing is easy. She hopes 
On the Origin of Species will help her make sense of the changes 
in her life, but not even Charles Darwin can explain the chal-
lenges of growing up. Hazel’s emotional growth—her increasing 
understanding of who she was, is, and will be—is gradual. Her 
first-person narration is insightful; she’s highly likable, and her 
troubles and triumphs will sound familiar to many. Hazel, her 
biological mother, and her brother are white. The broad diver-
sity among other characters is incorporated naturally: Mimi is 
black; one new friend, Carina, is a Mexican American trans girl, 
and another, Yoshi, a cis-boy, is Japanese American and uses a 
wheelchair.

Warm and memorable. (Fiction. 813)

NO ONE LIKES A FART
Blake, Zoe Foster
Illus. by Nickel, Adam
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Nov. 19, 2019
978-1-5247-9189-6  

The trials and tribulations of a toot.
“Fart slipped out silently, invisibly, when no one was paying 

attention.” It was Dad who let out the little brown cloud with 
an expressive face. His family is offended by the odor. “If you 
were stuck in there you’d want out, too!” says Dad. The little 
fart thinks he better move on; he would like to make friends. 
He glides into a room where a boy and dog play. The boy smells 
Fart and blames the dog. No friends here. Next Fart flies by 
a mother and infant out for a run—but the mom thinks the 

baby’s diaper’s full. No friends here either. Fart travels past two 
kids on a bench (who blame an old man) and then onto a bus 
where three different kids all blame one another. Finally Fart 
realizes he is the one repelling all of these would-be friends. He 
sadly drifts through a cafe (offending everyone) and out into the 
alley—where he meets a purple burp. And the two are stinky 
(and happy) together. This story of the thunder down under 
(from Down Under) doesn’t totally stink; it’s an adequate tale 
of self-acceptance and finding your people. Blake’s trouser-
trumpet text’s a bit wordy, and there are few giggles beyond the 
initial laugh at the anthropomorphized gas cloud with spindly 
arms and legs. Nickel’s cartoon illustrations appear a bit retro 
and lean toward the browner hues.

Only for settings in desperate need of another fart 
book. (Picture book. 38)

BAD DOG
Boldt, Mike 
Illus. by the author
Doubleday (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-9848-4797-3
978-1-9848-4798-0 PLB  

Why won’t this dog behave? (Well, it 
may be obvious to some….)

The first and only thing on this little kid’s birthday list was 
a dog. However, when the dog emerges from the polka-dot gift 
box, it turns out to be a bad one. Rocky won’t come when she’s 
called. Rocky would rather play with the leash than go for a walk 
like good dogs. She doesn’t like other dogs, but she is a good 
climber (in fact, she climbs trees when other dogs are around). 
The eager protagonist tries to teach Rocky dog tricks, but 
Rocky is just not a good dog! What does Rocky like to do? Play 
with shoelaces, sleep in the sun, sleep on the laundry, and play in 
the water—of the fish tank. All that makes Rocky’s owner think 
that her bad dog “with black-and-white fur. Pointy ears. And a 
cute little nose [might] make a pretty great cat.” Boldt’s tale of 
a bad dog will have young audiences hollering (and giggling) at 
the little protagonist, who keeps insisting the obviously feline 
birthday present is a dog. And what cat would make a good dog? 
The illustrations have an animation aesthetic—the expressive 
child (who has olive skin and straight, black hair) and the pudgy 
calico are adorable—and provide all of the laughs as they slyly 
contradict the protagonist’s narration.

A funny little tale of pet love. (Picture book. 26)

Hazel’s troubles and triumphs will sound familiar to many.
hazel’s theory of evolution
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STUFFED
Braswell, Liz
Disney-Hyperion (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-368-03701-3  

There’s more than meets the eye to 
the cuddly stuffy nestled upon your bed.

Young Clark has always had an army 
of stuffed animals in his room. The 
fluffy creatures are his favorite toys, 
and Clark arranges them in a special 

formation every night before bed. Some of Clark’s classmates 
have begun to pick on him because of this, and his mother 
has begun to hint that maybe he’s too old for them. But 
Clark’s gut tells him that his stuffed friends are very impor-
tant, and it soon turns out that Clark is right. A menacing 
monster in the form of an oily shadow stalks the night, and 
stuffed animals loved by children are what keep the monster 
at bay. When Clark’s mom banishes stuffed animals from the 
house, all that stands between the monster and Clark’s fam-
ily is a Grandma-made sock animal, Foon. The author twists 
plenty of originality from the old kid-afraid-of-the-dark 
chestnut, and the tension between Clark and his mom is well 
drawn. Clark (presumably white, like his family) has a soft, 
indoor-kid vibe to him that is refreshing in a middle-grade 
landscape teeming with kids who overflow with attitude. 
Chapters written from Foon’s perspective bring a healthy 
dose of weirdness to the book, neatly developing a character 
that has been alive just a few hours but is determined to do 
what needs to be done.

A warm and engaging tale. (Fiction. 812)

THE WAY HOME FOR WOLF
Bright, Rachel
Illus. by Field, Jim
Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Dec. 26, 2019
978-1-338-59274-0  

A wolf pup gets help from other ani-
mals to find his way home.

Rhyming text, which at times fal-
ters in its cadence, tells the story of Wilf, a wolf pup separated 
from his pack during a blizzard. His situation worsens when the 
ice beneath him cracks and he plunges down into cold, Arctic 
waters. A narwhal saves him, and thus begins a series of fortu-
nate events in which different animals help Wilf reunite with 
his pack. First a walrus, then a musk ox, an arctic fox, a goose, a 
moose, and finally a bear-moth help him along the way. The sto-
rytelling itself fits squarely into the well-trod home-away-home 
plotline, and it doesn’t offer much for readers to sink their teeth 
into. The detailed, cartoony art would be right at home in con-
temporary animation for the big screen, adding visual interest 
in several spreads. Wilf ’s big, blue eyes herald his vulnerability 
on many spreads, but unfortunately, some nighttime scenes will 

be far too dark for readers’ eyes, and the print is at times diffi-
cult to discern on pages where the print is blue on black.

An uneven package that may leave readers a bit cold. 
(Picture book. 36)

THE FORGOTTEN GIRL
Brown, India Hill
Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-338-31724-4  

Two friends stumble upon an aban-
doned cemetery in the woods behind 
their houses.

Best friends Iris and Daniel, both 
African American, are having a hard year. 
At school, Iris is struggling to get the rec-

ognition she craves as captain of the step team, and at home, her 
4-year-old sister steals their parents’ attention. Daniel’s father is 
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recently deceased, and he feels the need to be extra careful so 
his mom and grandmother don’t experience loss again. Brown’s 
portrayals of Iris’ angst and Daniel’s grief are deftly written and 
accessible for readers. Despite their challenges, the friends 
know they can count on each other, so when Iris begs Daniel to 
come outside in the middle of the night to experience the first 
snow, he ignores his grandmother’s superstitious warning about 
the spirits of the snow who prey on children and joins her. After 
a snowball fight in the woods, Iris makes a snow angel and real-
izes she is actually lying on top of a grave. The headstone reveals 
that the grave’s occupant is a girl named Avery, who was 12, just 
like them. After that first night, Avery haunts Iris, compelling 
Iris to return to her and right the wrongs that left her in limbo. 
The book struggles with pacing, but the historical information 
about school desegregation, segregated cemeteries, and the 
Great Migration are welcome, unique additions.

A ghostly tale with a historical twist. (Paranormal adven
ture. 1012)

THE PRINCESS WHO FLEW 
WITH DRAGONS
Burgis, Stephanie
Bloomsbury (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-5476-0207-0  

Princess Sofia flies off on her own 
adventures.

Six months after the close of The Girl 
With the Dragon Heart (2018), Princess 
Sofia of Drachenheim (a secondary char-

acter in Burgis’ previous books set in Drachenheim) is forced 
to attend the Diamond Exhibition in far off Villenne. The bad: 
leaving the safety and comfort of home, a two-day flight in a 
dragon-lofted carriage, and playing the polite princess upon 
arrival. The good: Sofia immediately offends the king and 
queen of Villene, leading to unexpected freedom to disguise 
herself as a university student, attend a lecture by her favorite 
philosopher, and explore the city. First-person narration makes 
Sofia’s privilege obvious, just as it does her journey of growth 
through self-reflection and friendship with goblin and kobold 
immigrants. When the ice giants of the north feel threatened 
by the weapons and intentions on display at the exhibition, it’s 
up to hot-tempered Sofia and friends to save the day, and Sofia 
finds her un–princess-y characteristics can be an asset. As in the 
other books in the series, Burgis deals with issues as serious as 
privilege, immigration, and identity in a manner that is both 
honest and free of didacticism. Characters are a range of skin 
tones, from pale to brown to green to white; Sofia herself has 
brown skin.

Anti-princess Sofia, her friends, and their adventures 
will amuse and delight readers. (Fantasy. 1014)

CHARLIE HERNÁNDEZ & THE 
CASTLE OF BONES
Calejo, Ryan
Aladdin (528 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-5344-2661-0  

Charlie and his best friend, Vio-
let, return, this time to save the Witch 
Queen of Toledo—who may not need 
saving after all.

Since readers left him in Charlie 
Hernández and the League of Shadows (2018), Charlie has been try-
ing to improve his control over his morphling powers, which 
allow him to manifest as different animals. His adult handler, 
Queen Joanna, is supposed to be there to help him, but one 
day he and Violet find she has been kidnapped, so they take 
it upon themselves to rescue her. The clues she seems to have 
left behind lead them to Brazil and beyond; just as in the first 
installment, they dodge gods, beasts, and monsters of Iberian 
lore and legend along the way. Mexican-American Charlie is 
able to identify the creatures they find as they traverse South 
America (thanks to some magical modes of travel) while white-
presenting Violet is the mastermind who figures ways out of 
tricky situations. Predictably, they get out of all the traps they 
find themselves in, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t truly grue-
some and scary events along the way. Spanish and Portuguese 
are unitalicized and, thankfully, not translated in line but rather 
left to context. Oddly, Brazilian trickster god Saci peppers his 
sentences with a fair bit of Spanish, even at times when it seems 
more linguistically logical to use Portuguese. Readers who have 
not read the first volume should not have trouble catching up, 
but it does require quite an attention span to keep track of peo-
ple and events.

Well worth it for ravenous fans of quest stories. (Fantasy. 
1014)

THE LOST CITY
Cammuso, Frank
Illus. by the author
Viking (176 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  Nov. 19, 2019
978-0-425-29195-5
978-0-425-29196-2 paper 
Series: Edison Beaker, Creature Seeker, 2 

After sealing off The Night Door 
(2018) in his first adventure, young Edi-

son Beaker and his plucky little sister, Tesla, think their mon-
ster-hunting days may be over.

But then their cherished great-grandma Gigi falls ill and, 
from her nursing-home bed, warns Edison and Tesla they must 
return to the Underwhere to find both the lost city of Pharos 
and the Spark, then relight its snuffed torch. She gives Tesla a 
monster-detecting bracelet called the Creature Beeper and tells 
Edison to look for her Underwhere journal at her old home. 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   1 5 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

Once at Gigi’s house, the siblings discover it teeming with 
Underlings, monsters usually only found in the Underwhere. 
Luckily, they are saved by their friend Knox and transported 
back to the Underwhere on the back of a giant, snarky, vege-
tarian cat named Alexander. Once there, the race is on to find 
Pharos and the Spark before evil Baron Umbra can defeat them. 
Cammuso’s graphic offering should easily delight young read-
ers with its zippy pacing, generous humor, and approachable 
characters. Although it’s a lively and exciting portal fantasy of 
otherworlds and monster fighting, themes of bullying, accep-
tance, and family are explored, giving this a solid layer of depth 
alongside the fun. This series only builds momentum with each 
volume, so expect a monstrous demand for subsequent adven-
tures. Edison, Tesla, and Gigi present white; Knox is purple.

A series to watch. (Graphic fantasy. 711)

THE WOODEN FISH
Cao Wenxuan
Illus. by Gong Yanling
Starfish Bay (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Dec. 1, 2019
978-1-76036-064-1  

A sentient wooden post ponders its 
lonely existence.

Running alongside painted grassy hills topped with white 
houses and rainbow-hued trees, “there was a great river flowing 
all year round.…The villagers had planned to build a bridge over 
the river, but for some strange reason, only one wooden post 
was ever put up.” Elongated sentences narrate the post’s initial 
dreams of being surrounded by fellow wooden posts topped 
with happy children clad in white, with some dancing around 
with flutes and wings. Sadly, the post wakes up to its fate that a 
bridge will never be built and grows jealous of the companion-
ship that the stars and trees enjoy nearby. Visits from an egret, 
a fisherman, and a shepherd boy mitigate the solitude. Yet each 
happy moment is accompanied by pain, with the egret sharpen-
ing its claws on the post, the fisherman singing mournfully, and 
the shepherd boy throwing stones at the post from the shore. 
Gong’s textured, moody paintings swirl with movement when 
a flood snatches up the shepherd boy and he’s carried “away 
by the strong current!” The post saves the boy and ends up 
uprooted from its spot, floating to an open-ended fate. Cao’s 
artful storytelling is compelling and contemplatively paced, but 
it feels unbalanced with its hyperfocus on the darkness of deso-
lation. Human characters all appear to be Chinese.

A whimsically morose story that is elevated by its illus-
trations. (Picture book. 69)

WHEN UNICORNS POOP
Castle, Lexie
Illus. by Cornia, Christian
Running Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7624-6712-9  

It’s hard to ignore bodily functions 
when they come with magical properties.

Ever wondered what unicorn poop is really like? No? For 
readers who have, a wide array of tears, snot, vomit, and other 
sundry yet sparkly effluents are stuffed into a single solitary 
tome. Following a predictable gross-then-adorable pattern, the 
text treats readers to answers to questions they probably never 
imagined asking: about what happens when a unicorn happens 
to sneeze (sparkly glitter falls from the sky), spit (chocolate 
syrup is sprayed on sundaes), fart (bubbles!), etc. The author, 
who self-identifies as a “recreational cryptozoologist,” does at 
least hold back on speculating on unicorn blood, urine, and pus, 
but this is small comfort when faced with the image of children 

Gong’s textured, moody paintings swirl with movement.
the wooden fish
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of different skin tones frolicking in unicorn vomit (ribbons). 
Brightly colored, festive art does much to mitigate some of the 
book’s more stomach-turning implications, but when it comes 
to rainbow-colored poop, there’s only so much that one can 
do. Readers in the thrall of the disgusting will be rapt as they 
consider the implications of each new revelation. Readers look-
ing for another cute unicorn book are probably best advised to 
avoid this one, though the mere presence of the sparkly beast 
may overcome all.

Lovers of all things repellent can consider this a sparkly, 
smelly present. (Picture book. 47)

MONKEY & ROBOT
Friends and Neighbors
Catalanotto, Peter
Illus. by the author
Creston (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-939547-59-0  

A third outing for friends Monkey 
and Robot spells all sorts of F-U-N.

Catalanotto continues the series’ 
usual formula: four stand-alone chapters 
peppered with the primate-machine odd 

couple’s antics. In the first chapter, Monkey asks Robot which 
day he was born. Robot says, “I was not born. I was built.” Since 
that “built-day” happens to be the next day, Monkey brain-
storms aloud his wildest party ideas. Cake! Cookies! Balloons! 
Surprises! Despite Robot’s insistence that he doesn’t want to 
celebrate, Robot eventually goes along with the plan—and 
maybe even feels as special as Monkey wants him to. Other 
chapters cover a visit from an “ex-gladiator” (translation: exter-
minator), a birdsitting accident involving the neighbor’s para-
keet, and a giggly, messy human baby. Though all four chapters 
practically bounce with silliness, there’s an overall grounded-
ness that supports the overarching “I can fix it” theme. Black-
and-white illustrations carry the text’s simple dialogue and 
occasional narration from panel to panel. On average, there are 
three or four panels per page. The few human side characters 
show some diversity in skin tone. Clothed, anthropomorphic 
Monkey’s childlike innocence and curiosity are spot-on—if a 
bit too human for pure comfort. One notable scene touches 
briefly on transracial adoption when Monkey asks why mother 
Tina, who presents white, looks different from baby Zhen, who 
is Chinese.

As delightful as any of the bounteous, monkey-filled 
books out there. (Graphic early reader. 68) 

BODEGA CAT 
Chin, Louie
Illus. by the author
POW! (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-57687-932-0  

A spunky bodega-dwelling kitty 
describes the ins and outs of a bustling neighborhood market.

Life for Chip the bodega cat is full of interesting new friends, 
great food, hard work, and a lot of fun. A bodega, Chip explains, 
is a “store that sells a little bit of everything you could need!” 
From tasty snacks to laundry detergent, the bodega has you cov-
ered 24 hours a day. The feline narrator details the rhythm of the 
day, which includes working diligently through the early-morn-
ing deliveries, the busy breakfast rush, the lunch crowd, and the 
lively after-school hours. Chip helps out around the store, at 
least in theory, by counting up inventory and lending a paw at 
the cash register. Of course, the friendly feline is never too busy 
for a round of hide-and-seek with its many “adoring fans,” the 
neighborhood kids. Characters depicted in the book represent 
many cultures and ethnicities, including Chip’s Latinx human 
family, headed by Papi, who’s from the Dominican Republic. 
Chin’s vibrant illustrations are touched with a graffiti-artist 
vibe and bring the world of the bodega to life with engaging 
full-color spreads. Details will feel perfectly executed to those 
familiar with bodegas already and will quickly transport those 
who haven’t yet had the pleasure. Readers’ mouths will water 
at the delicious-looking food prepared in the bodega’s kitchen.

This cute cat seamlessly works an education on bode-
gas into a playful story. (Picture book. 610)

PLEASE DON’T EAT ME
Climo, Liz
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-316-31525-8  

A bunny negotiates with a bear to 
avoid becoming lunch.

Burrowing along happily through the soil, a tiny white rab-
bit is stopped short by the beauty of a daisy. Unfortunately, a 
bear steps out from behind a tree at precisely the same moment. 
There’s no mistaking the bunny’s disappointment at the tim-
ing of the situation: “Aw, nuts.” The bear is hungry, so the quick-
thinking rabbit proposes ordering a pizza. The pair share a pie, 
but before the bunny can leave, Bear muses, “It just doesn’t feel 
like a meal without dessert.” Will the bunny be dessert?! No. A 
chuckleworthy page turn reveals the two sharing a milkshake 
with giant twisty straws. Bear has many other ways of delaying 
the bunny’s departure until finally, the bunny loses patience: 

“Fine. That’s it! Just eat me already!” Flopped on a bed of greens, 
the bunny presents itself as a meal. But Bear has another option—
perhaps they could be friends instead. The dumpy little rabbit 
mirrors Bear’s rotund frame; both state their arguments with 

Details will feel perfectly executed to 
those familiar with bodegas.

bodega cat
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deadpan precision. However, via tiny adjustments in body lan-
guage, Climo masterfully includes a ton of expression behind 
the two protagonists’ tiny dotted eyes. Minimalist cartoon 
backgrounds keep the focus on the developing relationship.

Droll humor that’s sure to elicit guffaws. (Picture book. 
48)

SAME WAY BEN
CoccaLeffler, Maryann
Illus. by the author
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-7222-1  

Change happens, even to those who 
prefer otherwise.

“Ben liked things the same way—every day.” His clothes, 
the greeting from his teacher, Mrs. Garcia, and what he eats 
for lunch: chicken strips and an apple. But one day, the music 
teacher announces he’ll be their substitute for the next six 
weeks since Mrs. Garcia just had her baby. The substitute’s pen-
chant for “changing things up” doesn’t sit well with Ben, and 
after one too many alterations, he cries out. Mrs. Garcia, coinci-
dentally in the classroom on a surprise lunch visit with her baby, 
tells him that “changes make life exciting…like an adventure.” 
Ben accepts a bite of Mrs. Garcia’s snack—bagels with blueber-
ries and cream cheese—and realizes he likes it. He decides to 
willingly try mixing some things up. Bright, cartoony drawings 
make the daily routine of a classroom come alive, worthily rep-
resenting the center of this child’s world. Ben has beige skin and 
brown hair, his classmates are racially diverse and one child uses 
a wheelchair, and the two teachers present white. Although it is 
never specified, Ben’s preference for continuity could be read as 
stemming from autism, though the text treats Ben the same as 
the other members of the class. Young readers, including many 
not on the spectrum, can empathize with the character’s reluc-
tance to embrace change, so the book could be a good discus-
sion starter.

Sensitively pragmatic. (Picture book. 48)

THE WORD PIRATES
Cooper, Susan
Illus. by Kellogg, Steven
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-8234-4359-8  

A tale of vocabulary-related piratical 
chicanery doubles as a touching ode to 
the deceased author Margaret Mahy.

Hungry pirates are nothing to mess with under ordinary 
circumstances, and these buccaneers are absolutely not ordi-
nary. Capt. Rottingbones and his crew crave but one substance 
for their meals: words! With their Bumblebirds trained to 
steal from writers and books, the crew feasts on words both 

long (“antidisestablishmentarianism”) and short (“pop”). Their 
doom comes when the captain sets his sights on a rainbow-
wigged New Zealand “Word Wizard” (a nod to Mahy, to whom 
this book is dedicated). Unafraid, she does battle with the 
pirates with her pen, ultimately chastening them and setting 
them on a new path in life. There is always room for one more 
tale about the power of the written word, and adding pirates 
to the mix lends a bit of spice and flavor to this one. Accom-
panying the rollicking storyline, Kellogg’s bright paintings, 
done in his signature style, fill his pages with busyness. The 
Bumblebirds look like white sea gulls, and the words they hunt 
droop from their beaks like dead fish. The pirates and other 
characters represent a variety of skin tones and genders while 
the Word Wizard and captain present white. One pirate has 
both an eye patch and a peg leg, but otherwise the captain’s 
crew is largely free of stereotype.

A right jolly paean to the deliciousness of words. (Picture 
book. 47)
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WAIT, WHAT? 
A Comic Book Guide to 
Relationships, Bodies, 
and Growing Up
Corinna, Heather & Rotman, Isabella
Illus. by the authors with Howard, Luke
Limerence Press (80 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-62010-659-4  

A graphic-novel guide to puberty, 
sexuality, and growing up.

Groundbreaking sexuality educator Corinna, founder of 
the website Scarleteen, works with cartoonist Rotman to bring 
her knowledge and experience to this slim but mighty guide. In 
a fashion similar to Cory Silverberg and Fiona Smyth’s Sex Is a 
Funny Word (2015), five friends (multiracial and multigendered) 
talk through complex questions with one another and with 
readers. This book consistently puts the needs of its readers 
first, meticulously working to emphasize gender diversity, indi-
viduality, and the messiness of adolescence. Preteens and teens 
who might be “worried [their] genitals look weird” are informed 
that “genitals ARE weird, but that’s okay.” Puberty is treated as 
the confusing, unpredictable process that it is, with the reas-
surance that “puberty doesn’t mean you’re grown up or mature” 
and that “emotional maturity” is more important. Body parts 
are intentionally ungendered, sexual orientations are shown as 
fluid and joyful, and there is a constant emphasis on the impor-
tance of friendships and mutual support. While brief, this guide 
manages to cover crucial topics thoroughly and humorously, 
reassuring readers that while all of this is a big deal, it’s some-
thing they can handle. The cartoony illustrations are appealing 
and fun, the book includes interactive activities such as word 
searches and crossword puzzles, and there’s a fairly thorough 
glossary in the back.

This extremely modern guide to growing up excels in 
its field. (further reading) (Graphic nonfiction. 1018)

GUS AND THE GREATEST 
CATCH OF ALL
Cossack, Victoria
Illus. by the author
Page Street (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-62414-819-4  

An overconfident fisherman wishes to become 
world-famous.

Burly, bearded Gus has won every fishing award imaginable 
in his hometown. But he longs for more recognition. If only he 
could catch 100 fish in one day—no one has ever done that! 
With TV cameras rolling, he eagerly dumps a bucket of bait into 
the water and waits for his record-setting day to begin. Alas, the 
fish have other ideas. They swarm the boat and upend this lum-
berjack of the sea into the water. Shaping themselves into an 
arrow formation, the fish encourage Gus to follow them. In a 

puzzling turn of events, they decide to play games: tag, charades, 
chess. Gus thinks playing along will better his chances of catch-
ing them, but instead—and predictably—they become friends. 
The atmospheric gouache, colored pencil, and digital illustra-
tions feature a muted palette of blues, grays, greens, browns, 
and black (with a splash of bright coral thrown in). Newcomer 
Cossack nods to the impossibility of it all: After a day of play, 
Gus throws in the towel on catching the fish and heads back 
home, because, “after all, he wasn’t sure how much longer he 
could hold his breath.” Gus presents white; no other humans 
are depicted.

Playful art, conventional story. (Picture book. 48)

THE LOST COUSINS
Cronin, B.B.
Illus. by the author
Viking (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-4514-7908-2  

Grandad, Esmé, and Tate search for 
their cousins in this latest outing from 
Cronin. 

As Grandad peruses a photo album, 
Esmé and Tate discover photos (reproduced in the frontispiece 
for visual reference) of “long-lost” cousins Yuki, Jada, Awan, and 
Luis. The intrepid trio set out to find the cousins, traveling by 
boat to the icy place where Yuki lives in a fanciful, three-story 
igloo and then by train, looking for Awan in a watery landscape 
of bridges and boats. Next, they strap into a plane, flying above 
rainbow-striped hills where Luis lives. Finally, they cross the 
sand atop a camel to Jada’s desert town. Following a family 
reunion and group photo, Grandad discovers they’ve lost their 
goggles, canteen, whistle, compass, telescope, and sailor hat (all 
visually reproduced to aid detection) along the way and must 
retrace their steps to find the missing gear. Once again, Cronin 
(The Lost Christmas, 2018, etc.) orchestrates cunning visual chal-
lenges, directly inviting readers to search four distinct, amaz-
ingly detailed, surreal landscapes to locate Yuki, Jada, Awan, and 
Luis and then double back to find the diabolically concealed lost 
items. Forming mazes of pattern and line, psychedelic acrylic 
illustrations beg close inspection of wonderland details and 
nonsensical juxtapositions. It is a pity that this canine extended 
family’s search rests upon stereotypically exotic cues, however.

 A challenging search-and-find adventure. (Picture book. 
37)
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HER OWN TWO FEET
A Rwandan Girl’s Brave Fight 
To Walk
Davis, Meredith & Uwitonze, Rebeka
Scholastic Focus (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-35637-3  

“Amahirwe aza rimwe,” or “chance 
comes once,” in this story of 9-year-old 
Rebeka’s brave journey from Rwanda to the 
United States for a life-changing surgery.

Rebeka Uwitonze, raised in Bugesera, Rwanda, was born 
with arthrogryposis, which caused her joints to contract, result-
ing in curled and twisted feet. With the support of her little 
sister Medea, she eventually walks on the tops of her feet, but 
it will soon become impossible to continue upright without fur-
ther intervention. Fortunately, what began simply as a school 
sponsorship turns into the chance of a lifetime: Co-author 
Davis and her husband of Austin, Texas, will host Rebeka so 
she can receive surgery that will enable her to walk for the rest 
of her life. Yet this means that Rebeka must leave her family 
and the country she knows for a world and language that are 
totally different. She writes home to Medea and keeps a small 
blue handkerchief stitched with her mother’s love in her home 
language, Kinyarwanda: “Protect me from grief. I will be your 
pride.” When Rebeka finally returns home after 58 hospital vis-
its and 31 different casts, she’s able to share her new experiences 
and spread the bravery to her peers to confront any and all life 
challenges. The story is related in a tightly focused third per-
son and incorporates substantial dialogue; Davis describes the 
process in concluding notes. Snapshots of Rebeka both at home 
and with her white host family help to document her journey.

Touching. (Biography. 812)

THE TRAVELER’S GIFT 
A Story of Loss and 
Hope
Davison, Danielle
Illus. by Lambelet, Anne
Page Street (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-62414-765-4  

A boy finds joy, loss, healing, and love in the power of 
storytelling.

In cap and suspenders, Liam waves from a dock as his 
father sets sail across the opening endpages. Reunited, the two 
embrace before the burly sailor spins tales of his adventures 
in front of a crackling fire, as mermaids, treasures, and shark-
infested waters swirl to life. But when his father sets out again 
and doesn’t return, Liam’s world turns gray and stories lose 
their pull, until an old traveler arrives with a magic beard who 
is able to weave words into pictures. Together, the two journey 
across the world, and Liam learns to really look and listen, and 
when the time comes for him to tell a story, he finds his father 

in stories told, in adventures taken, and in the weaving of words 
and sharing of stories. Fanciful illustrations are meticulously 
drawn, and the artist uses geometric shapes stylized to appear 
sculpted, reminiscent of a stop-motion animated picture. The 
cool, bright color palette is used to great effect as all turns gray 
to depict grief and loss, with color returning in the traveler’s 
stories and in their journey together. Skilled compositional 
designs showcase the flowing nature of the tales at sea and the 
traveler’s beard’s ability to hold the memory of adventure and 
become a metaphor for journey and growth. Liam and his father 
present white; the traveler has brown skin; Liam’s 19th-century 
seaside town is largely white but has a few residents of color.

Lambelet’s luscious, cinematic artwork will transport 
readers. (Picture book. 48)

I CAN MAKE 
THIS PROMISE 
Day, Christine
Harper/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-287199-2  

A Suquamish/Duwamish girl uncov-
ers her tragic family history in this con-
temporary tale of adoption.

Edie’s idyllic life in a Seattle neigh-
borhood is upended when she realizes 

her parents have been telling lies. Biracial 12-year-old Edie has 
always known her mother was Native American but adopted 
into a white family. Due to this, her mother has claimed to 
be ignorant about her birth family and tribe. (Edie’s father is 
white.) While the ambiguities of Edie’s family history make her 
uncomfortable, she accepts the story until the day she searches 
the attic while working on a film project with her two best 
friends. They discover a box there with photos of a woman who 
looks exactly like Edie. Opening letters in the box, the friends 
realize the woman shares Edie’s name. Even as preteen tensions 
begin to pull her friend group apart, young Edie struggles as she 
seeks to discover the truth about her past without asking her 
parents directly. Preteen anxiety gives way to daunting maturity 
as she learns about the misrepresentation of Native Americans 
in film, the activism of the American Indian Movement, and 
the reason her parents decided to keep her family connections a 
secret for so long. The novel is enlightening and a must-read for 
anyone interested in issues surrounding identity and adoption.

Debut author Day (Upper Skagit) handles family sepa-
ration in Native America with insight and grace. (Fiction. 
812)

Skilled compositional designs showcase 
the flowing nature of the tales.

the traveler’s gift
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THE READER 
De Luca, Luciana
Illus. by Alonso, Cynthia
Crocodile/Interlink (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-62371-938-8  

A young child prefers reading to any 
other activity.

This fortunate child has a dedi-
cated in-home library and is encouraged 

to read any book reachable on the shelves, with others to be 
read upon growing taller. Some are at belly-button level, some 
at shoulder height, and some as high as fingertips can touch. 
The child has light-brown skin and a mop of straight, black 
hair, wears a yellow top, pajama pants, and purple socks, and 
narrates without revealing gender. Nor does it matter. This 
child tells those other readers, the ones listening to the narra-
tion, how wonderful reading can be. With or without pictures, 
whether serious, mysterious, or lighthearted, books transport 
the narrator to places wild and free. The child is not distracted 
or tempted by seeing other children playing outside but is per-
fectly content to read book after book, weaving in and out of 
imagined worlds and contemplating them long after the books 
are closed. The English translation from the Spanish is not 
credited, but the beautifully constructed, soaring words are 
perfectly in sync with Alonso’s colorful, fanciful depictions of 
the child’s out-of-this-world experiences as well as the intensity 
with which the books are devoured.

Young bookworms will savor this ode to the joy of read-
ing. (Picture book. 410)

IN THE SKY 
AT NIGHTTIME 
Deal, Laura
Illus. by Campeau, Tamara 
Inhabit Media (36 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-77227-238-3  

A quiet book for putting young children to bed in a state of 
snowy wonder.

The magic of the north comes alive in a picture book fea-
turing Inuit characters. In the sky at nighttime, snow falls fast. 
/ … / In the sky at nighttime, a raven roosts atop a tall build-
ing. / … / In the sky at nighttime, a mother’s delicate song to 
her child arises like a gentle breeze.” With the repetition of 
the simple, titular refrain, the author envisions what happens 
in a small town at night: Young children see their breath in the 
cold; a hunter returns on his snowmobile; the stars dazzle in 
the night sky. A young mother rocks her baby to sleep with a 
song and puts the tot down with a trio of stuffed animals: hare, 
polar bear, seal. The picture book evokes a feeling of peace as 
the street lamps, northern lights, and moon illuminate the snow. 
The illustrations are noteworthy for the way they meld the old 
world with what it looks like to be a modern Indigenous person: 

A sled dog and fur-lined parkas combine easily with the frame 
houses, a pickup truck, power lines, and mobile-hung crib. By 
introducing Indigenous characters in an unremarkably familiar 
setting, the book reaches children who don’t always see them-
selves in an everyday context.

A tender bedtime tale set in a too-seldom-seen north-
ern world. (Picture book. 35)

SHADOW ISLAND 
Deas, Nancy
Illus. by Deas, Mike
Orca (192 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-14598-1961-0 
Series: Sueño Bay Adventures, 1 

Moon Creatures, missteps, and may-
hem lead a young boy to find a place to 
call home in this new graphic-novel 
series.

Since his parents’ deaths, Ollie has been shuffled among 
various family members and is now sent to live with his elderly 
grandfather in the small, fictional town of Sueño Bay, “Home 
of the Supernatural,” on Robertson Island off the coast of 
British Columbia. Unhappy with this remote life, he plots 
leaving the boring town to go back to the mainland. The day 
before he plans to make his escape, a few of his new classmates 
pull him into an adventure in which they encounter the Moon 
Creatures, horned, raccoonlike mammals that are endangered 
due to environmental factors. In trying to save the sometimes-
adorable, sometimes-terrifying creatures, they embark on a 
perilous journey. Ultimately the story leads to a satisfying end-
ing for all, with Ollie finding a sense of home. Inspired choices 
in paneling and use of line keep the eyes moving, propelling 
the story forward while still bringing readers into the fully 
realized rainy and rural Pacific Northwest setting. Ollie has 
pink skin and black hair; side characters are interesting and 
full of personality and have varying racial presentations. There 
is a refreshing, realistic economic diversity shown, with char-
acters living in houses, trailers, and refurbished school buses.

Underlying messages of environmentalism, friendship, 
and home make this magical mystery a win. (Graphic fantasy. 
68)

The illustrations meld the old world with what it 
looks like to be a modern Indigenous person.

in the sky at nighttime



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   1 6 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

RAFI AND ROSI MUSIC!
Delacre, Lulu
Illus. by the author
Children’s Book Press (64 pp.) 
$17.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-89239-429-6
978-0-89239-431-9 paper 
Series: Rafi and Rosi 

The fourth installment in Delacre’s 
early-reader series centers on the rich 
musical traditions of Puerto Rico, once 

again featuring sibling tree frogs Rafi and Rosi Coquí.
Readers learn along with Rafi and Rosi as they explore 

bomba, plena, and salsa in three chapters. A glossary at the 
beginning sets readers up well to understand the Spanish 
vocabulary, including accurate phoneticization for non–Span-
ish speakers. The stories focus on Rafi and Rosi’s relationship 
within a musical context. For example, in one chapter Rafi finds 
out that he attracts a larger audience playing his homemade 
güiro with Rosi’s help even though he initially excluded her: 

“Big brothers only.” Even when he makes mistakes, as the older 
brother, Rafi consoles Rosi when she is embarrassed or angry at 
him. In each instance, their shared joy for music and dance ulti-
mately shines through any upsets—a valuable reflection of unity. 
Informational backmatter and author’s sources are extensive. 
Undoubtedly these will help teachers, librarians, and parents to 
develop Puerto Rican cultural programs, curriculum, or home 
activities to extend young readers’ learning. The inclusion of 
instructions to make one’s own homemade güiro is a thought-
ful addition. The Spanish translation, also by Delacre and pub-
lished simultaneously, will require a more advanced reader than 
the English one to recognize and comprehend contractions 
(“pa’bajo-pa-pa’rriba”) and relatively sophisticated vocabulary.

A welcome, well-researched reflection of cultural pride 
in the early-reader landscape. (Early reader. 79)  (Rafi y Rosi 
¡Música!: 9780892394302, 9780892394302 paper)

LOVE AND THE 
ROCKING CHAIR
Dillon, Leo & Dillon, Diane
Illus. by the authors
Blue Sky/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-33265-0  

A multigenerational story about a 
beloved rocking chair that connects the 
members of one family.

In this true story, husband-and-wife author/illustrators Leo 
and Diane Dillon recount how they bought a bentwood rocker 
when they were expecting their son. In this chair, the father 
read stories to the boy. Alone in it, the boy rode the chair across 
the room as if it were his horse. When empty, the chair held his 
toys. As the boy grew older, the rocker got less use, prompting 
the family to store it in the attic. The boy grew into adulthood, 

his father died, and later the son introduced his mother to his 
future wife. When she is expecting a daughter, the rocker gets 
retrieved from the attic and is again put to use for a new genera-
tion to enjoy. More simply illustrated than many of the Dillons’ 
picture books, this story employs a palette primarily of blues, 
browns, greens, grays, and other earth tones. The illustrations 
emphasize the closeness of the family, regardless of what they 
are doing, and although the text makes no comment about the 
characters’ backgrounds, the fact that the boy’s father is black, 
his mother is white, and the woman he marries is Asian normal-
izes multiethnic families.

This quiet story exudes intergenerational love. (Picture 
book. 35)

CATS ARE A LIQUID
Donnelly, Rebecca
Illus. by Saburi, Misa 
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-250-20659-6  

A group of precocious experimenters 
demonstrates a tongue-in-cheek science 
hypothesis that has been popularized on 

the internet.
Very brief rhyming text fancifully describes the actions of 

a number of smiling, stylized cats “Cats fill…spill…tip…drip…
slop [and] plop.” In sum, “cats are a liquid except when they’re 
not.” This appears twice as a refrain and then shifts to “A cat’s 
not a liquid except when it is.” Cartoony illustrations, created in 
Adobe Photoshop, feature a host of children in white lab coats 
busily measuring, chasing, cuddling, cleaning up after, and oth-
erwise interacting with a plethora of cats and kittens. Diversity 
is implied via varied skin tones and clothing choices (one girl 
wears hijab). Limited background details keep the focus on the 
cute cats; black outlines and a subdued palette give the pictures 
an amusingly retro feel. Although the author provides a brief 
explanation and a citation for the paper that helped to inspire 
this STEM-oriented picture book, the joke (and the science 
behind it) may be beyond the grasp of much of the intended 
audience. The childlike feel of the pictures and rhythmic brev-
ity of the text, on the other hand, may turn off older listeners. A 
foray into weather comparisons (“Cats are clouds in the atmo-
sphere. Evaporate. Precipitate”) only adds to the confusion. An 
included activity, making “oobleck,” further explores the quali-
ties of liquids and solids. 

A fun experiment but not an entirely successful one. 
(author’s note, bibliography) (Picture book. 48)
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LITTLE PENGUIN’S 
NEW FRIEND
Driscoll, Laura
Illus. by Bentley, Tadgh
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-269995-4
978-0-06-269994-7 paper  

A polar bear is coming to visit the 
South Pole; everyone has different ideas 
of what she will be like.

With an authorial assist from Driscoll, Bentley’s Little Pen-
guin (Little Penguin Stays Awake, 2018, etc.) is making a foray into 
the early-reader format. Always eager and brightly addressing 
readers directly—“Oh! Hi! Sorry! / I did not see you there”—
Little Penguin instantly commands camaraderie. The friends 
of the South Pole are a bit nervous. A polar bear is coming to 
visit. Rumors swirl that polar bears are ferocious hunters. And 
tell bad jokes. “Very bad jokes.” But Little Penguin isn’t worried. 
Little Penguin follows this advice: “Don’t believe everything 
you hear!” (In fact, it’s so important, it’s painted on a billboard 
that occupies its own ice floe.) When the polar bear arrives, she 
seems innocuous (and conspicuously long-lashed). But her first 
question causes Little Penguin to squirm: “What time should I 
go to the dentist?” But then she answers it herself: “Tooth hurty!” 
Oh no! It’s a terrible joke! Are they all doomed (to groan at jokes 
and become dinner)?! Driscoll certainly tests comprehension 
skills; readers must follow both the story and the punchlines. 
The abrupt ending begs for a comic rimshot as the polar bear 
recognizes a misconception of her own.

A humorous look at the powerful effect of preconceived 
notions. (Early reader. 48)

MOMMY’S FAVORITE SMELL
What Smells Better Than 
Fresh-Cut Grass or Just-
Baked Cookies?
Eastman, Brock & Eastman, Elsie Mae
Illus. by Miles, David
Harvest House (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7369-7476-9  

Brock Eastman teams up with his 7-year-old daughter in the 
family-oriented follow-up to Daddy’s Favorite Sound (2019).

In this tale that’s loosely inspired by a passage from 2 Cor-
inthians about the “pleasing aroma of Christ,” Little Lion 
catches a whiff of delicious cinnamon rolls fresh from the oven. 
This sends the anthropomorphic cub, who wears overalls and 
a T-shirt, on a quest to discover her mother’s favorite smell. 
Depicted in Miles’ illustrations as variously colored inky ema-
nations, some smells encountered along the way are pleasant, 
such as the smells of rain, campfire, and fresh-baked chocolate-
chip cookies. Others are not and are clearly presented in an 
attempt to be humorous, as not even a lion is likely to claim 

dirty diaper, hot compost, or generally odorless tulips among 
their favorite scents. After encouraging Little Lion to “keep 
sniffing” throughout the day, Mommy Lion finally gives in while 
snuggling together with her cub before bed: Her favorite smell 
is the smell of her children. This lion family inhabits a comfort-
ably appointed home and wears Western clothing (but no shoes). 
The text is on the long side for a preschool audience, and the 
repetition of Little Lion’s question and Mommy’s answers, ren-
dered as a rhyming couplet, grows tedious. The scriptural con-
nection is a stretch, a closing prayer a bit trite, and suggested 
discussion questions tepid, though the recipe for chocolate-
chip cookies might tempt some readers.

Keep sniffing to find a better story; though innocuous, 
this one is unlikely to be a favorite. (Picture book. 37)

THE DRAGON THIEF
Elliott, Zetta
Illus. by B, Geneva
Random House (176 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-5247-7049-5
978-1-5247-7050-1 PLB 
Series: Dragons in a Bag, 2 

Jaxon and his friends deal with the 
fallout from the theft of one of the baby 
dragons in his charge.

As this sequel to Dragons in a Bag (2018) opens, Kavita, the 
titular dragon thief, introduces elderly Aunty to stolen baby 
dragon Mo. Thankfully, Aunty knows someone in Queens who 
can help return Mo to the realm of magic. Meanwhile, and in 
alternating first-person chapters, Jax is trying to find Kavi and 
Mo, as Mo’s siblings have grown ill as a result of the separation, 
as has Ma, Jax’s magical mentor and grandmother figure. Jax 
again teams up with his best friend and Kavi’s older brother, Vik. 
A third is added to their crew with “huge” Kenny, “the biggest 
kid in [their] class.” (Unfortunately, much is made of Kenny’s 
size, which feels gratuitous and unkind.) Eventually the trio 
finds Kavi, Aunty, and Mo, who’ve been abducted by a magical 
con artist. All’s well that ends well when Sis, the powerful guard-
ian of the magic realm, shows up, but readers may wonder why 
the narrative decides to grapple with her choice not to inter-
vene in injustice in our world. Her argument that human-caused 
problems are for humans to solve feels undeveloped, especially 
in the face of a massive injustice like the trans-Atlantic slave 
trade (mentioned during the climax and at no other point). Jax 
is black; Vik, Kavi, and Aunty are Indian American (though 
Aunty has African ancestry as well); and Kenny is white. The 
rest of the cast is diverse as well.

Despite missteps, this satisfying follow-up will leave 
readers hoping for more magical adventures with lovable 
Jax and company. (Urban fantasy. 710)
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PAVI SHARMA’S GUIDE TO 
GOING HOME
Farr, Bridget
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-316-49106-8  

Twelve-year-old Pavi Sharma, who 
has bounced from foster home to fos-
ter home, has become a small-business 
owner of sorts: For a fee (Hot Cheetos), 
she teaches other foster children what 

she has learned.
When she learns that 5-year-old Meridee is to be placed in 

Pavi’s traumatic first foster home, she pulls together a ragtag 
gang—her foster mother’s biological son, Hamilton; his best 
friend, Piper; and Santos, a formidable eighth grader who is also 
a foster child—in order to save Meridee from Pavi’s fate. Pavi 
reads like a standard-issue plucky and quirky (she likes Cheetos 
and stationery) middle-grade heroine. She is Indian American, 
but she has no real connection to her cultural background even 
though she lived with her troubled, Hindi-speaking mother till 
she was 9. Indeed, Marjorie, Pavi’s current foster mother, makes 
an effort to learn to make “Indian food,” including a “few types 
of curries” and “treats like samosas and biryani,” but Pavi is 
actively incurious. Whether this is due to trauma or not, the 
failure of the narrative to flesh out her background leaves read-
ers with a flattened, generic sense of India and its cultures. The 
book includes a fun subplot involving Piper’s YouTube beauty 
channel and Hamilton’s participation in a goth makeup tutorial. 
But readers will want to know more about Pavi’s past and her 
place in the world, beyond just being a foster child. Meridee and 
Santos are children of color, reflecting foster-child demograph-
ics, while Marjorie, Hamilton, and Piper are white.

In divorcing this protagonist of color from her back-
ground, this novel misses the mark. (Fiction. 812)

THERE WAS A BLACK HOLE 
THAT SWALLOWED THE 
UNIVERSE
Ferrie, Chris
Illus. by Batori, Susan
Sourcebooks Explore (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4926-8077-2  

Modeling a classic nursery song, a black hole does what a 
black hole does.

Ferrie reverses the song’s customary little-to-large order and 
shows frequent disregard for such niceties as actual rhymes and 
regular metrics. Also playing fast and loose with internal logic, 
she tracks a black hole as it cumulatively chows down, Pac-Man–
style, on the entire universe, then galaxies (“It left quite a cav-
ity after swallowing that galaxy”), stars, planets, cells, molecules, 
atoms, neutrons, and finally the ultimate: “There was a black 
hole that swallowed a quark. / That’s all there was. / And now 

it’s dark.” Then, in a twist that limits the audience for this fea-
ture to aging hippies and collectors of psychedelic posters, the 
author enjoins viewers to turn a black light (not supplied) onto 
the pages and flip back through for “an entirely different story.” 
What that might be, or even whether a filtered light source 
would work as well as a UV bulb, is left to anybody’s guess. The 
black hole and most of its victims sport roly-poly bodies and 
comically dismayed expressions in Batori’s cartoon illustra-
tions—the universe in its entirety goes undepicted, unsurpris-
ingly, and the quark never does appear, in the visible spectrum 
at least. This anthropomorphization adds a slapstick element 
that does nothing to pull the physics and the premise together.

An unpalatable mess left half-baked by an ill-conceived 
gimmick. (Picture book. 68)

CAVEBOY CRUSH
Ferry, Beth
Illus. by Kuefler, Joseph
Abrams (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-1-4197-3656-8  

Caveboy meets cavegirl in Ferry and 
Kuefler’s rambunctious tale.

Neander is a “typical caveboy,” 
whether he’s chasing giant mammoth butterflies or spending 
time with his beloved pet rock, Rock. Then he spots Neanne, 
a short and hairy—thus, “perfect”—cavegirl. After a little grin-
ning and groaning, which his parents correctly diagnose as 
symptoms of a “crush,” a smitten Neander runs off to court the 
elusive cavegirl. He first heads to the Field of Bees to snatch 
some flowers. In front of Neanne, Neander plops down the flow-
ers and then…CRUSH! He obliterates the flowers. An unim-
pressed Neanne dashes away, leaving behind a disappointed 
Neander. It’s time for a “grander” plan. Next up is the Waves of 
Salt, where Neander scoops out a massive conch shell. He struts 
back to Neanne, deposits his offering beside her house, and 
then…CRUSH! Unsurprisingly, Neander’s attempts at romance 
are not successful, but half the fun of the story comes from his 
efforts to impress his eventual new friend. Though the prem-
ise relies on traditional gender roles to a disappointing degree, 
Ferry’s joyful, plucky words practically guarantee exciting story-
times. Bolstered by Kuefler’s smooth, colorfully sparse pictures, 
Neander and Neanne’s story—a mini-saga between two bushy-
haired, light-skinned prehistoric children—delivers belly laughs 
amid mild twists and enormous fun.

From CRUSH to AWW. (Picture book. 48)

Ferry’s joyful, plucky words practically 
guarantee exciting storytimes.

caveboy crush
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PRECIOUS PLANET
A User’s Manual for Curious 
Earthlings
Figueras, Emmanuelle
Illus. by Verhille, Alexandre & Tavernier, 
Sarah
Little Gestalten (48 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Sep. 30, 2019
978-3-89955-837-1  

Explaining the workings of our 
planet through the metaphor of a house in which all parts are 
connected, this oversized import argues for its protection. 

This graphically striking overview presents Earth from its 
beginnings as “a construction site” whose building took nearly 
40 million years. Spread by spread and room by room, the 
French creators describe such things as the “security system” of 
Earth’s magnetic shield; the running fresh water and “bathroom” 
of seas and oceans; and the “greenhouse” of habitats and their 
plants. The textile industry is consigned to the “closet,” and our 
trash, compost, and medication to a “utility room.” Tectonic 
plates make up the first floor; the continents are living rooms. 
Humans and animals are equally “the roommates” as the cre-
ators take on both income inequality and endangered species. 
They even speculate about “vacation homes”—exploring and 
perhaps inhabiting other planets. The conceit makes a fine 
container for many facets of earth science, ecology, and con-
servation issues, and the author has based his statements on 
recent and generally accepted science theories. Large graphic 
panels are shaped, numbered, and colored to help readers make 
their ways through the text, which, sadly, is often set in white, 
sometimes very small print, as in a previous title from this trio, 
Recordmania (2018). The humans shown vary in age and skin 
tone. 

Fact-packed and thought-provoking with an intriguing 
design, a colorful reminder of “our beautiful home.” (glos-
sary, index) (Nonfiction. 814)

LITTLE RED RHYMING HOOD
Fliess, Sue
Illus. by Bouloubasis, Petros
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-4597-3  

Rather than walking through the forest with delicious pas-
tries for grandma, this Little Red is a poet with endless rhymes.

In this fractured retelling of “Little Red Riding Hood,” a 
little girl with light-brown skin and long, black hair is bullied for 
speaking exclusively in rhyme: “Want to ride the swings with 
me? / Race our bikes or climb a tree?” The other children find 
this strange, especially Big Brad Wolf, a light-skinned, chinless 
boy with blue eyes and a shock of brown hair who takes to teas-
ing the girl known as Little Red Rhyming Hood. She puts on 
a brave face with lines like: “You don’t bother me, Big Brad / 
Nasty words won’t make me sad.” In reality, she is affected by 

his bullying. When Big Brad scares the rhyme right out of Little 
Red and into him, the two must find a way to work together 
to write a poem for Little Red’s poetry contest. In Boulouba-
sis’ bold and bright illustrations, the stylized characters come 
to life, especially Little Red with her charming personality 
and tough exterior. This refreshing take on a classic fairy tale 
touches lightly on the subject of bullying; even though Brad’s 
quick reformation into a poet seems too good to be true, this is 
an enjoyable picture book nonetheless.

This endearing fairy-tale retelling will bring joy to lit-
erary-themed storytimes. (Picture book. 35)

THIS COWGIRL AIN’T KIDDIN’ 
ABOUT THE POTTY
Fortson, Sarah Glenn
Illus. by Cox, Russ
Peter Pauper Press (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4413-3165-6  

No two ways about it, this town ain’t 
big enough for a two-quart diaper.

Readers seeking a tot with poor self-esteem shouldn’t 
look at cowgirl A.K. She is comfortable with who she is and 
will adroitly circumnavigate anyone’s insistence that she wear 
underwear instead of her trusty Bronco Buster diapers. Her rea-
sons? “I’ve got fences to varnish, horses to harness, and spurs 
that tarnish. Ain’t kiddin’. I got no time for the potty.” Then 
comes the day when her class will be seeing Wild Wilma Wilkee, 

“the most famous cowgirl of all.” A.K. goes, diaper in place under 
her jeans, and to her amazement she discovers that her hero 
wears underwear! Now those diapers are history. Considering 
that A.K. is sauntering around what appears to be an elemen-
tary school in diapers, her story may be heartening for those 
older kids still struggling to move beyond their diaper days. It is 
worth noting that while the adults in her life do urge her to put 
diapers into her past, at no point is she shamed for her choices 
(though who changes those diapers goes unexamined). Peppy 
art adds a touch of humor, whether in the form of a saddled and 
bridled pet cat or the horseshoe-patterned undies our heroine 
eventually adopts. A.K. and Wilma both present white while 
her teacher has brown skin.

Yippee-ki-yi-yay, git along little diapers! (Picture book. 
35)

MAMA BIRD LOST AN EGG
Fournier, Evelyne
Illus. by Chloloula
Trans. by Penn, Nathaniel
CrackBoom! Books (32 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-2-89802-082-7  

A young swallow comforts his mother 
after the loss of her egg.

In Bouloubasis’ bold and bright illustrations, 
the stylized characters come to life.

little red rhyming hood
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Used to his mother soothing him when he’s sad, Gabriel is 
heartbroken to discover Mommy Swallow crying. When she 
tells him how her nest collapsed and her egg was lost, Gabriel 
is sad he won’t be a big brother. To comfort his mother, Gabriel 
reminds her of the world’s beauty as the two swallows fly, dive, 
and survey the forest on a summer day. As Mommy Swallow 
embraces him, Gabriel glows with pride to see his mother’s 

“eyes smiling” once more. Originally published in Canada and 
translated from French, this quiet story is distinctive for specifi-
cally addressing pregnancy loss. The brief, gentle text, descrip-
tive yet with room for discussion, pairs pleasantly with painterly, 
tranquil nature landscapes. Although the birds are charming, 
their strictly realistic rendering precludes visual character 
development through body and facial expressions. There is also 
an unfortunate emotional distance created by the loss of the 
egg outside the bird’s body, instead of inside, as with humans. 
Finally, making Gabriel the key to his mother’s happiness is a 
sweet idea, but it both places inappropriate responsibility on 
the child and disempowers Mommy Swallow; it may also alien-
ate those caregivers reading aloud who have not experienced a 
successful pregnancy. In reality, although there are important 
external supports, for many adults experiencing pregnancy loss, 
resilience and strength must ultimately come from within.

This well-intentioned story about pregnancy loss is far 
from perfect but fills a gap. (Picture book. 38) 

BONE TALK
Gourlay, Candy
David Fickling/Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-338-34963-4  

On the eve of his coming-of-age 
ritual, Samkad and his village find them-
selves on the verge of a changing world.

A member of the mountain tribe in 
1899 Bontok, Philippines, Samkad is 
elated that the ancients have deemed 

it is his time to get the Cut, the ritual to be considered a man 
and a warrior. A bad omen at a preritual prompts a reading that 
reveals a provision: Samkad’s soul is tied to Kinyo’s, the son of 
a family friend the same age who was given to his aunt outside 
the village in infancy. Both must return to the village in order 
to proceed. Samkad’s father departs to search for Kinyo while 
Samkad and his female friend Luki look for other ways to prove 
his manhood. Father returns with Kinyo, who is now also flu-
ent in English and wears Western-style clothing, accompanied 
by his aunt and Mr. William, a white American. Complications 
arise with the appearance of more Americans soliciting help 
from the village amid sightings of their blood enemy, the Man-
gili. Samkad and his father must warily navigate who the true 
enemies are. Writing in Samkad’s voice, Gourlay paints an intri-
cate backdrop steeped in mystical and brutal imagery. Carefully 
built suspense and twists engage readers but occasionally over-
look intriguing inner conflicts of characters, in particular the 
Americanized Kinyo and the tomboyish Luki.

A visceral coming-of-age novel examining the impacts 
of imperialism. (Historical fiction. 1013)

OVERVIEW, YOUNG 
EXPLORER’S EDITION 
A New Way of Seeing 
Earth
Grant, Benjamin & Markle, Sandra
Crown (160 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $27.99 PLB  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-9848-3202-3
978-1-9848-3203-0 PLB  

While satellite photographs of Earth may seem like an 
everyday sight, this collection, adapted from Grant’s Overview: 
A New Perspective of Earth (2016), is far from mundane.

The images are rich in saturated color and even more 
impressive in their tantalizing diversity, including artificial 
structures that range from an immense parking lot beside a 
Montgomery, Alabama, car factory to a stunning image of Palm 
Jumeirah (human-crafted islands in Dubai)—and before-and-
after images of wildfire damage to a suburb in California. Pho-
tos of the natural world are even more remarkable. Even from 
space, Niagara Falls is immense and powerful. Mount Fuji rises 
above the landscape with its gaping, snow-filled crater. River 
deltas in their intricate tracery, the drought-ravaged landscape 
of South Africa, and tulip fields of the Netherlands in full 
bloom—each image inspires thoughtful examination. While 
numerous landscapes are included for their pure beauty, many 
more illustrate powerful lessons on the changes humankind has 
wrought on the face of the Earth: They are vivid admonitions 
on climate change, deforestation, and pollution. At times the 
fairly small text is presented on a dark background that’s dra-
matic in appearance but challenging to read, but this is a small 
quibble. Fine backmatter includes an index that provides map 
coordinates for each illustrated site. Using these, readers can 
travel via Google to more detailed information.

An inspiring, sometimes frightening, always richly 
thought-provoking exploration of our shared home. (Non
fiction. 818)

A BRIDGE TOO FUR
Green, John Patrick
Illus. by the author with Caro, Cat
First Second (80 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-62672-831-8 
Series: Kitten Construction Company, 2 

Let the catstruction begin again!
Fresh off the success of building a 

mansion for the human mayor of Mewberg, the House Kittens 
won the contract for the new sports stadium. The adorable crew, 
headed by architect Marmalade, gets the job done on time, again 
proving themselves to be more capable than Mewburg’s human 
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residents think such cute kitties should be. Their next project: 
a new bridge. When Professor von Wigglebottom (masonry 
and carpentry expert) points out that most bridges cross water, 
Marmalade suddenly doubts herself and her team. Bubbles, the 
fluffy white plumber cat, is the only one not afraid of water. The 
project runs into some trouble; when no other kitties will sign 
on to help, von Wigglebottom brings in the Demo Doggos. Can 
Marmalade overcome her prejudice against canines and let the 
pups actually help, or will there be catastrophic catsequences? 
Green’s second tale of feline fabricators works just as well as 
the first. Kitty wordplay dots this tale of interspecies coopera-
tion. The big, friendly, full-color panels are full of cute cats and 
darling dogs with expressive faces. Real cat and dog behavior 
(knocking things off tables and sniffing butts) and other sight 
gags add extra laughs. Background humans are diverse; the furry 
characters represent multiple breeds within each species group.

Instructive and fun, this will have fans mewing for 
more. (Graphic fantasy. 610)

WALK TILL YOU DISAPPEAR
Greene, Jacqueline Dembar
Kar-Ben (208 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $8.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-5722-2
978-1-5415-5323-9 paper  

A survival story about a wounded boy 
who is lost and injured in the Arizona 
desert in 1872.

A twist on the usual captivity West-
ern, the story of young Miguel Abrano begins with the usual 
Native American clichés. Raised on a horse ranch in Arizona, 
young Miguel is a devout Hispanic Catholic who dreams of 
becoming a priest. But when Miguel’s father takes in a foreign 
traveler and asks him to translate an old family story written 
in a secret code, his well-laid plans fall apart. Shocked to learn 
that he and his family are secretly Sephardic Jews, Miguel rides 
angrily into the desert, where he is kidnapped by Apache war-
riors. Only after he escapes these men does he meet a kind 
Tohono O’odham boy named Rushing Cloud, who is escaping 
Indian boarding school and immediately agrees to help him. Per 
usual in the Western, the bad Natives are violent while the good 
Natives risk their own lives to educate the non-Native charac-
ter and give him important spiritual lessons. The book’s saving 
grace is the twist: Young Miguel amends his judgmental Chris-
tian attitude after being inspired by Rushing Cloud. Miguel not 
only learns how to survive in the harsh desert—hunting, cook-
ing, and tracking like an expert—he also learns to accept his 
complicated cultural inheritance.

The desert is brought to life in a scenic novel with an 
important lesson about humility. (afterword, glossary, bib-
liography) (Historical fiction. 814)

THE WOMEN WHO 
CAUGHT THE BABIES 
A Story of African 
American Midwives
Greenfield, Eloise
Illus. by Minter, Daniel
Alazar Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-9977720-7-4  

This poetic tale chronicles the pres-
ence and contributions of African American midwives. 

A five-page historical introduction explains a few specific 
details of the role of the midwife, including noting their con-
tributions dating back to the time of slavery; this is accompa-
nied by archival, black-and-white photographs. Seven poems 
follow, celebrating midwives through history. First, Greenfield 
describes the trans-Atlantic slave journey and how, in America, 
the elder women taught the younger girls the knowledge and 
skill of assisting in childbirth, or “catching the babies.” The 
poem “After Emancipation, 1863” speaks to the special exu-
berance expressed by parents whose children were at last born 
free from slavery: The midwife “felt the / excitement circling 
through / the room. / …it was more than / the joy of a new baby 
coming.” In “The Early 1900s,” the midwife now had more 
than her hands for the job; she had a stethoscope, scales, and, 
most likely, her husband, who would transport her via horse and 
buggy to deliver babies. The poems are accompanied by color-
ful, symbolic artwork by Minter. One striking image depicts 
five women connected by sinuous, draping robes, heads bowed 
in concentration, “gentle, loving” hands at the ends of muscular 
arms “guid[ing babies] into the world.” Greenfield also includes 
black-and-white photographs of her childhood self, a nod to 

“Miss Rovenia Mayo,” the midwife who “caught” her in 1929. 
Rites of passage incandescently brought to light. (Picture 

book/poetry. 712)

I SEE SEA FOOD
Sea Creatures That Look Like 
Food
Grodzicki, Jenna
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$27.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-5463-4 

An introduction to nine sea creatures named for their 
resemblance to human food.

After the opening invitation, each spread in this collection 
describes a fish, sea star, slug, or jelly with a common name that 
refers to its food look-alike. Large stock photos show the crea-
ture, usually in a recognizable reef or ocean habitat. A headline 
sentence describes its location and locomotion. A short para-
graph explains its appearance and how its foodlike features 
contribute to its survival. A pineapple fish’s spiky scutes, a choc-
olate chip sea star’s horns, and a sea apple’s shape when inflated 
are actually protection. The green in a lettuce sea slug comes 
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from the chloroplasts it eats, which convert sunlight to sugar 
to provide energy. The curly arms on a cauliflower jelly collect 
its food; the yellow or orange bell of the egg yolk jelly reflects 
the food it has eaten. The color of a banana wrasse indicates 
its gender. The shape of the pancake batfish and the color and 
texture of the pizza crust sea slug provide camouflage. Finally, 
there are fast facts including alternative common names, Latin 
names, size, range, habitat, predators, and one more tasty fac-
toid. Grodzicki offers a surprising amount of nutrition with 
this menu, using appropriate vocabulary explained in context 
and defined in a glossary. Arguing that “weird and wonderful 
sea creatures deserve some love too!” she invites readers to con-
tinue their exploration.

An appetizing addition to the nature shelf. (further 
reading, quiz, photo acknowledgments) (Informational picture 
book. 49)

BEAR IS AWAKE! 
An Alphabet Story
Harrison, Hannah E.
Illus. by the author
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 26, 2019
978-0-399-18666-0  

Every letter of the alphabet is used—some more than 
once—in a plot involving a human child and a furry, brown bear 
about five times bigger.

A line of snow-laden conifers spreads across the back of the 
initial double-page spread. In the foreground of the recto, the 
bear sits in a cave, a dazed look on its face. The bottom of the 
page shows an upper- and lowercase letter A followed by the 
word “awake.” The story continues with Bb and “big bear” on 
the next page and the bear’s obvious goal, a “cozy cabin,” across 
the gutter. Children will love the fact that the cabin’s inhabitant 
is a young, pale-skinned child (with long, gold locks that cannot 
be a coincidence) who, despite an initial shriek of “eek!” as the 
bear “enter[s] excited,” soon takes control of the situation. The 
cleverness and humor of the words are matched by art that is 
painterly, adorably sweet, and laugh-out-loud funny. The kid ties 
a ridiculous, yellow-knitted “hat” on the bear before marching it 
through town. People of all ages and racial presentations react 
to the bear as it responds to a snowman, the public “library,” 
and the food “market.” Since there are no sentences—only 
words—the book allows little ones to conjecture and comment. 
According to the jacket bio, this book was inspired by Helen 
Oxenbury’s ABC of Things (1971). It is a fitting tribute.

A perfect a-bear-cedary. (Picture book. 37)

DREAM
With Sesame Street
Hill, Susanna Leonard
Illus. by Nelson, Marybeth
Sourcebooks Wonderland (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-4926-9500-4 
Series: Sesame Street Scribbles 

Readers will follow their dreams when familiar Sesame Street 
characters, in dreamy pastels against faint outlined scenes, 
cheer them on.

The journey begins with defining that dream (“A dream can 
be big or a dream can be small. / What matters the most is to 
have dreams at all. / Ambitious, creative, outrageous, concrete, / 
or close to your heart, something simple and sweet”) and taking 
that scary first step. Grover, Oscar the Grouch, and Zoe offer 
counsel on dealing with failure (“remember you grow when you 
get through bad days”) and rejection (“Even if others may not 
think it’s best, / the road to success is your own special quest” 
and “You always can ask a good friend for advice, / and working 
together sure does feel nice!”). And of course, Cookie Monster 
knows “cookies and milk sweep the gray clouds away / and bring 
you right back to a bright sunny day.” No matter what, Bert and 
Ernie remind readers “if your dream seems as if it will never 
come true, / keep in mind you’re surrounded by those who love 
you.” A closing wish “that all of your dreams will come true” 
makes this a very positive rhyming read-aloud even if there are 
a few near rhymes and lines where the meter isn’t perfect.

Encouraging the dreamer in every reader. (Picture book. 
46)

FIDDLE DEE DEE!
Hofmeyr, Dianne
Illus. by Grobler, Piet
Otter-Barry (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-91095-975-6  

From the African savanna comes a 
trickster tale featuring a clever monkey 

and his musical bow.
Monkey finds the bow and is plucking out notes with it 

when Hyena comes along and accuses Monkey of robbery. 
This is a dilemma that must be solved by the opinionated Lion. 
Unfortunately, Lion has a corrupt streak and demands the bow. 
Monkey beseeches Lion to allow him to play it one last time. As 
he does, all the animals begin dancing themselves into a frenzy. 
Monkey plays faster and faster and is able to take advantage of 
the animals’ exhaustion to keep the bow for himself. The story 
is laden with the aggression that tends to accompany such 
trickster tales, in which a physically weak animal often utilizes 
intellect and wit to outsmart a stronger creature. This is accen-
tuated by Grobler’s distinctively splattery and somewhat maca-
bre illustrations. Messy lines and vigorous flourishes create a 
grim dreamscape. Readers will likely respond to the imagery 

The cleverness of the words is matched by art that is 
painterly, adorably sweet, and laugh-out-loud funny.

bear is awake!
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with immense attraction or revulsion; there is little room for 
middle ground. Though a small note about the story indicates 
its South African origins, within the text a generic “Africa” set-
ting is, unfortunately, deployed, perpetuating an image of the 
continent in which all that exists are wilderness and the animals 
that inhabit it. A note on the instrument follows.

A strange and provocative addition to the canon of 
trickster tales. (Picture book/folktale. 59)

I REMEMBER 
Poems and Pictures 
of Heritage
Ed. by Hopkins, Lee Bennett
Lee & Low (56 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-62014-311-7  

Curated by poet Hopkins, a collec-
tion of poems and illustrations sourced 
from a diverse pool of creators.

Each double-page spread or multipage sequence captures a 
childhood memory, an artist paired with a poet welcoming read-
ers into an expansive space of youth and memory. Storyteller G. 
Neri describes his “Creole, Filipino, and Mexican” heritage as 
a “great example of globalization,” and other contributors cel-
ebrate their mixed cultural heritages: Juliet Menendez (Guate-
malan/Irish), Janet S. Wong (Korean/Chinese), Janine Macbeth 
(Asian/black/white/Native), and Nick Bruel (Chinese/Belgian). 
Insoo Kim doubles down as a poet and illustrator in “Speak Up,” 
in which a young boy challenged to “say something Korean” 
confronts his dual identity as a U.S.–born Korean American. 
Poets and artists are generally paired loosely by identity, with 
Naomi Shihab Nye’s Palestinian heritage and Sawsan Chalabi’s 
Lebanese background contributing to their collaboration, for 
instance, and Abenaki author Joseph Bruchac’s poem “Rez Road” 
juxtaposed with Mohawk artist David Kanietakeron Fatdden’s 
symbolic painting. Brief statements by each creator accompany 
their contributions, and select vocabulary is defined discreetly 
in tiny type at the ends of poems. The compilation ends with a 
wonderful section that includes child and adult photos and bios 
of all of the book’s contributors, a nice touch that inspires, as it 
puts names to faces for youth to see that people of all cultures 
are accomplished artists.

A perfect addition to the bookshelves of culture, poetry, 
and art. (Picture book/poetry. 812)

HAVE YOU SEEN 
MR. ROBINSON?
Huang, Arwen
Illus. by the author
Starfish Bay (40 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-76036-081-8  

A solitary bookworm makes a friend.
Anna’s a reader. She “doesn’t have any ‘real’ friends,” the 

book explains alongside art that depicts her standing in line at 
the bus stop, nose in a book, and then by herself, still reading, 
at a classroom table as her classmates play all around her. “But 
she doesn’t mind, because she has many friends in her books,” 
it goes on, depicting her sitting on a unicorn and surrounded 
by characters both familiar (Little Red Riding Hood, a lute-
bearing nymph, some animals) and less so. Among the latter are 
William Shakespeare, whom adults may recognize but children 
are unlikely to; a robed white man who leans on a globe (René 
Descartes??); and a gray-haired, Asian-presenting cellist who is 
probably not Yo-Yo Ma. Children must shake off this obscurity 
to proceed. Anna’s librarian grandfather sends her into the park 
to play. This does not go well until a boy named Jeff approaches 
her with the titular question. Mr. Robinson is his lost cat. “He’s 
big, fluffy, and cute.” The two kids proceed through town, climb-
ing a tower from which Anna spots the cat, who “is not as cute 
as Anna had imagined.” And that’s pretty much it. Exactly what 
Huang is getting at in this story is unclear beyond a general feel-
ing that it’s good for children to vary reading with interaction 
with other kids. Both Anna and Jeff present white.

Baffling. (Picture book. 47)

HELLO 
Ikegami, Aiko
Illus. by the author
Creston (34 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-939547-58-3  

Friendship can truly be out of this 
world.

A pale-faced, antennaed intergalactic 
explorer zooms through space in a red 

and blue rocket. Landing in the countryside on Earth, the visi-
tor first discovers a colorful, welcoming world. But in town, the 
color disappears, and gray adult humans stride past one another, 
staring at their handheld devices. Only the explorer is still 
shown in color, staring up in bewilderment and lost in the sea of 
gray. Ignored, the explorer sits alone until an Asian-presenting 
human child offers a red crayon and paper. Together they draw 
pictures and fold them into paper airplanes that fly through 
the air, until the human’s becomes stuck in a tree. The explorer 
uses a gadget first to rescue the airplane and again when the 
child’s ice cream falls off its cone. When the explorer receives 
a message on the gadget and gets back into the rocket, the two 
friends say goodbye. Once home, however, the explorer misses 

A perfect addition to the bookshelves of culture, poetry, and art.
i  remember
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the friend left behind on Earth and sends a star-studded mes-
sage of greeting—the only word in the book. Vivid illustrations 
are often multipaneled, like a graphic novel, and vary in per-
spective for storytelling and cinematic effect. The presumably 
adult explorer and human child are similarly short and sturdily 
built, lending them a pleasing visual consonance.

Although wordless, this deftly expresses our simple 
need to build connections that can endure across a galaxy. 
(Picture book. 48)

MIGRATIONS 
Open Hearts, Open 
Borders
Ed. by International Centre for the Picture 
Book in Society
Candlewick Studio (112 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5362-0961-7  

This inspiring and soothing book is the fruition of an 
exhibit of the same title, featuring postcards sent by more than 
50 children’s-book illustrators from around the world to express 
solidarity with today’s migrants.

Each postcard is a work of art; many are submitted by award-
winning illustrators. Most feature birds in flight coupled with 
excerpts of poetry or words of encouragement: A flying ostrich 
does the impossible; a swallow flies across a field of gray and 
reveals spring behind her; six humorous bird busts accompany a 
message to “Fly high!”; an albatross “holds in its eye the storm 
/ And … / The small green island of its home”—a message says 
that where we go becomes part of us. The brief, poetic messages 
and illustrations beam with encouragement. They collectively 
highlight the universality of the traveling experience, acknowl-
edge loss, and find and seed hope in a better time to come. The 
book is organized around themes of “departures,” “long journeys,” 

“arrivals,” and “hope for the future.” A preface by Shaun Tan high-
lights the power and responsibility of spreading hope through 
works that talk to the imagination. This small but powerful book 
definitely succeeds in this aim and will appeal to readers from 
migrant and host communities alike, young and old.

A timely and heartening work. (Picture book. 812)

MR. SCRUFF 
James, Simon
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5362-0935-8  

Sometimes not matching is just right.
Molly, a brown-skinned child with 

curly hair, has Polly, a curly-haired brown 
poodle; and jowly dog Lawrence has jowly elderly white lady 
Florence; each pair is perfectly comfortable together, as well 
they might, being so similar in looks and name. But then there’s 

poor Mr. Scruff, a large, unkempt dog at the dog rescue who has 
no one. That is, until Jim, a small child of color with interracial 
parents, picks out Mr. Scruff to be his dog. His parents have res-
ervations; “He’s so BIG, / and you’re so small!” but Jim replies 
that Mr. Scruff “needs a home. / A place to call his very own. /… 
/ And that’s enough for me— / and Mr. Scruff,” in the story’s 
simple rhyming text. They hit it off. But now who should come 
into the dog rescue looking for a dog? Unkempt Mr. Gruff, a 
white man who seems like the perfect match for Mr. Scruff. But 
like Jim, Mr. Gruff isn’t constrained by the familiar. He picks 
out a small, brown puppy for his companion, “the perfect / dog 
for him.” Author/illustrator James does a marvelous job of creat-
ing a playful story about the serious idea of stepping outside the 
familiar in friendships—an idea stupendously amplified with 
his light-filled watercolor-and-ink illustrations, showing a grand 
diversity of people in a bustling city setting.

Diversity in friendships is brought to happy, lively life 
in this effervescent picture book. (Picture book. 38)

THE OTHER, BETTER ME
John, Antony
Harper/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-283565-9  

An amiable fifth grader’s school 
assignment leads her to seek out the 
father she’s never known.

Lola and her single mom occupy a 
mobile home in North Myrtle Beach, 
South Carolina, owned by elderly 

neighbor and friend Ms. Archambault. All Lola knows about 
her Australian dad is his name and that, having overstayed 
his tourist visa, he was deported before her birth. Momma’s 
uncomfortable talking about him and, lately, too tired to 
do much beyond her evening restaurant job. Lola’s friends 
include classmates Kiana, her BFF, and friendly Nick (but not 
unfriendly, universally disliked Mallory). Tiffany, 5, whom Lola 
reads to on the school bus; Ms. A, who cares for Lola after 
school; Kiana’s parents; and Nick’s sister, Kat, are Lola fans, 
too. A class assignment—to imagine who they’d be under dif-
ferent life circumstances—reminds Lola how little she knows 
of her own history, prompting her to attempt connecting with 
her father. Kiana, Nick, and Kat are happy to help, but Lola 
avoids telling Momma, now sidelined by a serious illness. The 
characters are well drawn and believable, although John avoids 
naming race or even physical descriptions, reinforcing a white 
default reading. Cheerful Lola’s refreshing: a well-liked, kind, 
sensible kid with a droll take on the world. If the ending feels 
pat, the resolution too easily achieved, the scattered subplots 
involving class, entitlement, and autonomy leave readers 
something meatier to ponder.

Comfortably low-key, character-driven entertainment. 
(Fiction. 812)
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MISSING DADDY
Kaba, Mariame
Illus. by royal, bria
Haymarket (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64259-036-4  

A little girl reflects on missing her 
incarcerated father.

An opening epigraph shares that “Each and every family 
is unique.…We can feel loved, even when the world puts up a 
wall,” setting the tone for a story that shows the protagonist 
growing up with the knowledge that her father is in prison. She 
was 3 when he went away and works through questions about 
his absence in conversation with Grandma while wishing for a 
relationship with her older, faraway sister, talking to her coun-
selor, and looking forward to the next visiting day when she’ll 
see her daddy. The illustrations feature simple line drawings in 
muted earth tones with textured lines to create dynamic hair-
styles, locs, short Afros, and high buns, that frame the various 
hues of brown skin on the characters’ faces. Charming and 
heart-wrenching details in the flights of fireflies, bordered pic-
tures in a photo album, and even the expression of the little girl 
when a classmate whispers, “You know your daddy’s a criminal 
so that makes you one,” highlight the angst and resilience of the 
little girl. Unfortunately, the uneven rhyme scheme pulls atten-
tion away from the effective storytelling of the illustrations 
and emphasizes the lack of cohesive narrative movement. An 
author’s note provides more context and statistics for the story.

This straightforward consideration of children affected 
by the imprisonment of family members is necessary. (dis-
cussion guide) (Picture book. 59)

FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT
Kanefield, Teri
Abrams (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4197-3402-1 
Series: The Making of America 

A conversational examination of the 
life of the 32nd president.

Kanefield provides readers with an 
intimate examination of Franklin Del-
ano Roosevelt, following the president 

from his birth in Hyde Park, New York, to his death in Warm 
Springs, Georgia. Along the way, readers discover Roosevelt’s 
complexities, his personal life, and his policies. These include 
well-known shining moments, such as his electoral victory in 
1932 and the political and gender diversity of his cabinet, as well 
as darker moments in his life, including his ongoing affair with 
Lucy Mercer and his lavish lifestyle as a young man. Although 
Kanefield’s storytelling isn’t always smooth, overall it flows in a 
friendly and welcoming style that reluctant readers will appreci-
ate. Photographs and supplemental boxes of contextual infor-
mation interrupt when additional background information 

is needed. The backmatter is also helpful, and it includes a 
timeline, bibliography, notes on the chapters, and selections of 
FDR’s writing for curious readers. Those readers will need to 
flip back and forth between narrative and endnotes for sourcing 
information, however, as they are not directly anchored to the 
text. Those familiar with Kanefield’s other biographical works 
will not be disappointed.

A solid account for both history buffs and report-writ-
ers. (Biography. 912)

FUNGUS IS AMONG US!
Keller, Joy 
Illus. by Salcedo, Erica
The Innovation Press (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1943147-64-9  

Mushrooms, lichens, yeasty bread, 
too. Are your salad and breadsticks—alive?

Beneath its sensationalistic title, this is a truly delightful 
rhyming book about the wonderful surprises that await us in 
nature. Author Keller brings alive the woods with a second-
person text addressed at a bespectacled, elementary-age child 
whose walk along a woodland path is soon fraught with unex-
pected visitors. “You crouch to look. / You’re shocked to see / its 
cap…its stalk…its gills! / A fungus grows / among us now— / so 
strange it gives you chills.” Soon the kid is noticing all types of 
fungus, from mushrooms to mold to spores. Illustrator Salcedo 
provides art that is the perfect blend of humor and informa-
tion. She uses bold primary colors and adorable expressiveness 
to highlight not only the human character (a brown-skinned 
kid with exuberantly bushy hair), but the myriad plants, veg-
gies, and other living things, both microscopic and visible to the 
naked eye, the kid encounters. In addition to the snappy verse, 
Keller offers discreet, prose interjections of science—perfect 
for young readers with a penchant to know a little bit more. The 
sweet little science asides offer clearly explained insight into 
microscopic life forms affecting our lives. The book closes with 
a three-page interview with a mycologist and a bibliography.

Fun, rhythmic, informative, and worthy of many happy 
read-aloud moments. (Picture book. 510)

THE LITTLE GREY GIRL 
Kiernan, Celine
Candlewick (224 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5362-0151-2 
Series: Wild Magic, 2 

Mup Taylor returns to the Glittering 
Land to find that happy endings are not 
as simple as they seem.

The old queen has been defeated, and 
nothing will ever be the same. Mup, Mam, 

Dad, and Tipper have left the mundane world behind to live in the 
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Glittering Land, where Mam is expected to take her place as her 
mother’s heir. Mam, however, rejects crown and title with plans 
for a more equitable structure, and her support and subjects’ con-
fidence begin to crack apart. Mup doesn’t understand it—how 
can the people be so resistant to change and even fear using their 
own magic freely at last? But change after years of tyranny proves 
not so simple, and when a little grey ghost girl begins unleashing a 
storm of fury and pain on the castle, cracks become chasms brim-
ming with pain and reckoning. In this sequel to Begone the Raggedy 
Witches (2018), Kiernan digs into the trope of the fairy-tale end-
ing to expose its messy tangle of roots. There is admirable trust 
placed in readers to grapple alongside Mup with both her desire 
to end a kingdom’s suffering and the complex processes of bear-
ing witness and healing. Mup’s mixed racial identity (her human 
dad’s black, and her magical mother presents white) takes a back 
seat to her magical one here, but consistent characterization and 
thoughtful development continues.

A breath-stealing second installment to read and reread 
in anticipation of the third. (Fantasy. 812)

WHALE OF A TALE
Kimmel, Eric A.
Illus. by Stevanovic, Ivica
Kar-Ben (152 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $6.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-2216-9
978-1-5415-2217-6 paper 
Series: Scarlett and Sam, 3 

Scarlett and Sam are off on another 
magic carpet adventure (Escape From 

Egypt, 2015; Search for the Shamir, 2018), this time in the com-
pany of the prophet Jonah.

When the children take Grandma Mina’s centuries-old car-
pet to be cleaned, the cab driver, Jonah, tells them he is hiding 
from a very powerful boss. At their destination, Jonah speeds 
off with the carpet still in the trunk. They try to stop him and 
immediately find themselves in Jaffa in ancient Judea, where 
they discover that their carpet has been sold to pay for pas-
sage on a ship. They jump onto the ship, where Jonah is aboard, 
still refusing to obey God’s commandment to go to Nineveh to 
preach forgiveness to the Assyrians who have destroyed Israel 
and enslaved its people. Jonah wants revenge—not forgive-
ness. Just like the Bible story, there’s an intense storm, forcing 
Sam and Scarlett to jump overboard with Jonah, and they are 
swallowed into the belly of a megalodon (the huge prehistoric 
shark is, after all, a “great fish”). After myriad dangers and 
twists, Jonah reluctantly fulfills his duty and the children are 
safely returned home with a greater knowledge of their Jew-
ish heritage. Kimmel employs modern syntax and references, 
matching the breakneck pace of the action. Sam and Scarlett 
are resourceful and wise beyond their years as they deal with an 
exasperating and stubborn Jonah. Stevanovic’s manga-inflected, 
grayscale illustrations feel both ancient and modern.

A lively, magical tale of ancient times with a modern 
ethos. (Historical fiction/fantasy. 812)

THE YEAR WE FELL 
FROM SPACE
King, Amy Sarig
Illus. by Goffi, Nina
Levine/Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-23636-1  

After her parents separate, a Pennsyl-
vania preteen struggles to accept the new 
normal.

Liberty, 12, loves creating star maps 
and connecting stars in new patterns, forming new constella-
tions (rendered by Goffi). After their dad moves out, she and 
her anxious little sister, Jilly, 9, don’t see him for months. Their 
mother avoids answering questions. Lib abandons her star maps; 
the promise and possibilities they represented no longer feel 
real. Peer relationships suffer, too. Former friend Leah “excom-
municates” her. Finn, offspring of another rocky marriage, 
ignores her. Being shunned isn’t all bad; Lib enjoys eating lunch 
with a fellow outcast, Iranian American Malik (other characters 
default to white). Reconnecting with Dad, the girls are upset 
to learn he’s dating. Desperate to restore her family, Lib bar-
gains with the stars and meteorite she lugged home, utilizing 
magical thinking to bring about Dad’s return. Counseling helps, 
too. Lib may not be clinically depressed like Dad, but what ails 
her is equally huge. “We co-own a divorce. Split four ways,” she 
tells him. “It’s ours.” Lib’s precise, present-tense narration sen-
sitively reveals how divorce changes each family member, not 
just their relationships. It’s a painful truth, but for Lib, sharing 
that hard-won insight is also empowering. Acclaimed as a YA 
novelist (Dig, 2019, etc.), King pens a middle-grade book that 
will especially resonate with readers confronting or affected by 
family turmoil.

Quietly compelling. (author’s note, resources) (Fiction. 
812)

THE LUCKIEST SNOWBALL
Kreloff, Elliot
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-8234-4105-1  

A boy adopts a talking snowball, stor-
ing him in the freezer and introducing 
him to the changing seasons.

Izzy, who appears to be about 4, is surprised one snowy win-
ter day when a snowball he’s just packed, illustrated as a snowy 
white talking head, speaks to him. The boy and his dog play with 
the snowball, making snow angels and a snowman. Izzy names 
the snowball Larry and puts his new pal in his home freezer for 
safekeeping, where the snowball befriends food items and ice 
cubes. Each season Izzy takes the snowball on an outing that 
lasts until the snowball complains, “Help! I’m melting!” These 
words are presented in large display type composed of attractive 

Lib’s precise, present-tense narration sensitively
reveals how divorce changes each family member.

the year we fell from space
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hand-cut letters. When winter returns, Izzy restores Larry to 
the snow-covered out-of-doors, where the snowball concludes 
he is lucky to have seen all the seasons and to have made a spe-
cial friend. The slight plot is elevated by delightful illustrations 
in bold, digitally produced collage that has a cheery overall 
effect. The unlikely character of the snowball displays some 
hilarious expressions as he faces temperature changes, and the 
outdoor scenes of the boy, dog, and snowball playing together 
are charming. The boy and his mother present white. Several 
concluding pages offer basic information and discussion ques-
tions on the seasons and on water changing from a solid to a 
liquid state (though not a gas).

A fair-to-middling story saved by striking illustrations 
with lots of sparkle. (Picture book. 37)

GRUMPY MONKEY 
PARTY TIME!
Lang, Suzanne
Illus. by Lang, Max
Random House (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-593-11862-7
978-0-at 593-11863-4 PLB  

Jim Panzee—the primate protagonist of Grumpy Monkey 
(2019) fame—is having a fine day until he receives an invitation 
to a party; the comic anxiety commences.

The source of Jim’s nerves is the idea of dancing. Jim Panzee, 
as it turns out, doesn’t know how to dance. This information 
shocks his jungle friends, who each give him pointers on how 
to bust a move on the dance floor. Jim tries to go along with his 
friends but discovers he’s not having a good time, not because 
he can’t dance, but because he actually doesn’t like dancing. Speak-
ing out about his preferences inspires other animals to voice 
that they aren’t fans of the pastime either. They discover there 
are many other fun things to do at a party, like enjoy refresh-
ments and play games, and still have a great time. Like its pre-
cursor, this title emphasizes self-acceptance and authenticity. It 
effectively communicates through the fanciful illustrations the 
feelings of facing pressure to conform to others’ expectations 
and the relief of honesty. Whatever gains this title develops in 
terms of social-emotional learning concepts, however, are off-
set by the insensitive use of a monkey protagonist, particularly 
linked to the racialized skill of dancing. It’s a shame that a series 
so imbued with emotional intelligence does not demonstrate 
more awareness of historical use of simian imagery as a deroga-
tory referent to black people.

Likely to find mass appeal but should be considered 
with scrutiny. (Picture book. 48)

THE THING ABOUT BEES
A Love Letter
Larkin, Shabazz
Illus. by the author
Readers to Eaters (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-9980477-9-9  

Larkin delivers a love poem to bees 
and his children.

“When a bee and a flower love each other very much, a fruit is 
born.” The playful tone set in this first sentence carries through-
out this loosely rhymed book. Following an opening double-page 
spread about pollination, Larkin acknowledges that “bees can be 
a bit rude” and that, “worst of all, they do this thing / called sting. 
/ OUCH!” But if they were gone, along with no bee stings there 
would be no watermelons, mangoes, strawberries, cucumbers, 
and more. Then he gets personal, reasoning that children share 
some characteristics with bees, even stinging “when you’re in a 
bad mood. // But,” crucially, “I never stop / loving / you.” Accom-
panying the text is distinctive, motion-filled artwork that over-
lays line drawings with swaths and daubs of color. Using photos of 
himself and his children as models for his human characters, he 
presents two yellow-overalls–clad black children who variously 
look worried, astonished, and delighted. One close-up image, of 
a honeybee in a strawberry blossom, is wonderfully tactile, little 
grains of pollen falling gracefully over a ripe, red fruit below. A 
closing double-page spread introduces three types of bees and 
three other stinging insects on a scale from “kind” to “kinda 
mean” along with a few points of “bee safety & etiquette.”

This paean to bees is just the ticket for moving kids 
from concern to comfort. (Picture book. 37)

MY HAIR
Lee, Hannah
Illus. by Fatimaharan, Allen
Faber & Faber (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-571-34686-8  

A black child thinks of all the hair-
styles she knows as she tries to decide 

how to wear her hair for her birthday in this British import.
The narrator’s parents take her to the hairdresser, where the 

child looks at magazines and then starts to think about all the 
hairstyles she has seen on her family and friends. Her mom wears 

“dazzling dreadlocks,” her sister experiments with “Bantu knots, 
a high top fade, braids.” She runs through the looks on boys and 
men too: her brothers’ designed cornrows, her father’s clean-
shaved head and full beard, her uncle’s waves, preserved with a 
do-rag. An aunt’s short shave, Grandpa’s turbans, a friend’s twist-
out…everyone’s hair is beautiful, but the child still doesn’t know 
what to choose for herself. Finally, Mommy whispers to her, and 
she knows what style to wear. The rhyming text is upbeat and 
fun to read despite a few dips in the rhythm. The fanciful, styl-
ized illustrations make large, dramatic shapes of the hairstyles on 

One close-up image, of a honeybee in a strawberry 
blossom, is wonderfully tactile.

the thing about bees
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people (almost all of whom present black) and their pets, with 
lines and squiggles emphasizing texture and volume. Each char-
acter has a distinct personality, and all seem to rejoice in their hair 
and the process of caring for it. The narrator, her loved ones, and 
their culture are eminently likable, making this a joyful read.

On par with other books on the subject, this celebra-
tion of black hair, culture, and community is one to share. 
(Picture book. 38)

THE SHOOING CAVE
Lee, Ingrid
Illus. by Hollick, Johnny
Tumblehome Learning (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-943431-51-9  

A boy and a cave-dwelling beastie encounter each other in 
this bedtime story.

An early-elementary-age boy, tucked into bed for bedtime, 
asks his father (depicted, rather creepily, in silhouette) to tell 
him the story of the Stark. Ensuing illustrations erase any ini-
tial disquiet with their crisp luminosity, evocatively rendering 
the mystery and wonder of the titular cave as the story unfolds. 
The Stark (the father tells the boy) lives in the caves and hunts 
for treasure. The blue-furred Stark has a nonthreatening Sesame 
Street–monster look. An unnamed boy (with brown, freckled 
skin and red, Afro-textured hair, just like the listening child) 
shows up to go caving, and when he sees the Stark, the boy says, 

“Shoo!” The wordy, somewhat disorganized text revolves around 
the boy exploring the cave and saying “shoo” to the Stark. One 
night the Stark, deliberately or accidentally (it’s not clear), gives 
the boy a “stone pearl,” and the boy realizes the Stark means him 
no harm. The boy then sews a stuffed Stark “baby” and leaves 
it for the Stark to find. While the story itself doesn’t captivate, 
the backmatter, “Cave Facts,” does. It explains some of the cave 
phenomena mentioned but not clarified (“cave pearls,” “walrus 
whiskers”) in the story’s body and adds depth and interest.

Luminous illustrations, interesting backmatter, but a 
wordy, less-than-clear story. (Picture book. 58)

THE FIRST DINOSAUR 
How Science Solved the 
Greatest Mystery on 
Earth
Lendler, Ian
Illus. by Butzer, C.M.
McElderry (224 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5344-2700-6  

How does a new, truly revolutionary idea become estab-
lished scientific fact?

Lendler spins his account of how the awesome age and sig-
nificance of fossils came to be understood into a grand yarn that 
begins 168 million years ago. He fast-forwards to 1676 and the 

first recorded fossil fragment of what was later named Mega
losaurus and builds on the premise of “The Blind Men and the 
Elephant” to trace the ensuing, incremental accretion of stun-
ning evidence over the next two centuries that the Earth is far 
older than the Bible seems to suggest and was once populated by 
creatures that no longer exist. It’s a story that abounds in smart, 
colorful characters including Mary Anning, Richard Owen (a bril-
liant scholar but “a horrible human being”), and Gideon Mantell, 

“a dude who really, really loved fossils.” Along the way the author 
fills readers in on coprolites (“the proof was in the pooing”), high-
lights the importance of recording discoveries, and explains how 
the tentative suggestion that certain fossils might have come 
from members of the “Lizard Tribe” morphed into the settled 
concept of “dinosaur.” Though he tells a Eurocentric tale, the 
author incorporates references to sexism and class preconcep-
tions into his picture of scientific progress. Butzer’s illustrations 
add decorative and, sometimes, comical notes to sheaves of side 
notes, quotations, charts, maps, and period portraits and images.

An outstanding case study in how science is actu-
ally done: funny, nuanced, and perceptive. (bibliography, 
index) (Nonfiction. 1015)

CHAPTER TWO 
IS MISSING! 
Lieb, Josh
Illus. by Cornell, Kevin
Razorbill/Penguin (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-9848-3548-2  

“Wait!” the story starts, as the unnamed 
narrator/protagonist—personified as a 

kid in a bow tie and shorts—explains that someone has stolen the 
book’s Chapter Two.

Willing to pay any price to get the chapter back—because the 
book would not be complete otherwise—the narrator/protagonist 
enlists readers’ help, asking them to contact Detective McGarri-
gan. True to the narrator/protagonist’s word, the second chapter 
of the book is missing; readers get a glimpse of faded black type, 
as if the chapter has been wiped off the page. Turning the page 
reveals the beginning of Chapter 3, where Milo, the book’s jani-
tor, is in the middle of a diatribe, asking the narrator/protagonist 
to apologize to him. When the narrator/protagonist refuses, Milo 
plays with the punctuation on the page and then leaves, grumbling 
about how no one respects a book’s janitor even though he’s the 
one who keeps the book clean so it can be read. Enter Detective 
McGarrigan, an extremely clueless middle-aged woman who tends 
to misunderstand information and miss clues that are right under 
her nose. Cue the hilarity as the narrator/protagonist and Detec-
tive McGarrigan bumble through wordplay and metatextual refer-
ences as they try to solve the mystery of the missing chapter. Lieb’s 
capricious storytelling combines with Cornell’s bold, minimalist 
cartoons, done in black, white, and saffron, to result in a tale that is 
at once clever and uproariously funny.

This whodunit is terribly entertaining, guaranteed to 
engage readers till the very end. (Picture book. 610)
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HOW DO COMPUTERS 
FOLLOW INSTRUCTIONS?
Liso, J.T.
Illus. by Bassani, Srimalie
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-4867-1791-0 
Series: How Do 

An introduction to programming concepts, framed around 
the notion of telling computers what to do.

Through questions and answers, this book walks young 
readers from the ideas of computer languages and input and 
output to data variables, Boolean logic, and loops. The ques-
tions come in pairs, the first straightforward and the second 
ludicrously silly, providing humor and a chance for an audience 
response of “No!” For example, the text asks if computers and 
programs use phones to call or text with users to determine 
when to run a program, if computers keep track of programs 
via a “secret diary,” and if computers flip coins to determine 
whether or not to do something—that question comes with 
charming art of a computer unplugging itself in response to a 
coin flip. The lively art—cartoon drawings with a thin line, fre-
quently on graph-paper backgrounds—implies notebook doo-
dles and features ethnic diversity among the depicted children. 
A superfluous final section, illustrated with photos of diverse 
children, gives examples of programmed technologies such as 
televisions, vending machines, cellphones, laptops, and gaming 
consoles. The text features overly wordy passages and suffers 
from sentence-to-sentence redundancies. That said, the expla-
nations are all solid, and the computer-logic portions—Boolean, 
if-else statements, and loops—are demonstrated well through 
speech-bubble exchanges among characters. A glossary con-
cisely defines terms.

A broad-(key)strokes rather than nuts-and-bolts com-
puter-science introduction. (Nonfiction. 69)

EVERYBODY SAYS MEOW
Lombardo, Constance
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-06-268988-7  

It’s really a simple instruction: Say “meow!”
The leader of a group of cavorting kitties looks out at readers 

and declares, “Welcome to that magical time when everybody 
says, ‘Meow!’ ” All the kitties comply, but a pup leans in from 
off the page to say, “Woof.” The lead kitty patiently repeats the 
instruction, but the pup can say only “Woof.” The kitty gives in 
and amends the instruction: “Everybody says, ‘Meow’ [and] one 
guy says, ‘Woof.’ ” But then a frog leans in, croaking, “Ribbit.” 
After a short froggy interview, the instruction is changed again, 
now accommodating dog and frog. However, a “Quack” from 
a duckling in a hat disrupts the process yet again. So the final 
instruction is: “Welcome to the magical time when everybody 

says whatever they want!” That goes fine…but a “ROAR” star-
tles everyone, and they all scatter, leaving a little lion to wonder 
if it said the wrong thing. Readers never learn the reason why 
this is “the magical time” to meow in Lombardo’s foolish furry 
picture book, but little listeners will likely enjoy the constant 
animal interruptions. The pleasantly silly illustrations feature 
simple, cartoon creatures with huge eyes and a two-dimensional 
appearance cavorting on a green lawn. The messages of inclu-
sion and acceptance are welcome.

Maybe not a first purrchase but an enjoyable addition 
to noisy storytimes. (Picture book. 26)

DOUBLE BASS BLUES 
Loney, Andrea J.
Illus. by Gutierrez, Rudy
Knopf (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-5247-1852-7
978-1-5247-1853-4 PLB  

A young musician is inspired by the beat and rhythm of his 
commute.

Nic’s journey begins with an enthusiastic “Ziiiiiiiiiiip!” and 
a contemplative “Hummmmm…” as he’s applauded in orchestra. 
Then, with his double bass strapped to his back, he trades the 
trees and space of his suburban school for towering buildings 
and city buses. He dodges dogs, bullies, and rain, hustling home 
to warm hugs and a jazz jam session replete with onomatopoeic 
improvisations taken from his commute. The, “whoosh” of the 
bus’s windshield wipers pairs with the “plunk” of rain and the 

“clap” of his classmates as Nic releases the sounds and sights of 
the afternoon through his music. Acrylic-paint illustrations 
include geometric squiggles and swirls that outline and empha-
size musical vibrations and the spare, expressive text. Defined 
shapes are rendered in a vibrant palette that brings out the 
range of colors present in the characters’ skin tones. Nic, who 
presents black, is a blend of blues, blacks, golds, and reds, with 
his boxy, spiked hair a muted mixture of oranges, browns, pinks, 
and greens. One exceptional double-page spread uses interlock-
ing triangles to separate scenes that capture Nic’s movement 
from the suburbs to the city. This journey is also expressed in 
the stenciled endpapers, the front showing Nic in his orchestra 
and the back, at home, jamming.

Simple language complements complex paintings to 
create the perfect literary melody. (Picture book. 49)
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WHOSE FOOTPRINT IS THAT?
Lunde, Darrin
Illus. by Oseid, Kelsey
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-58089-834-8  

Who goes there?
Readers must guess which creatures left their distinctive 

tracks behind in this fact-filled book. On the verso page of 
each spread, the question reads, “Whose footprint is that?” and 
a clue to the maker of the print appears with a snippet of its 
anatomy—e.g., snout, ears, tail, feather, even, in one case, a sec-
tion of a body. The recto page displays the print or prints with 
a sentence or two explaining how the tracks were produced. A 
page turn yields another spread and the answer: a portrait of the 
mystery animal and some interesting facts about its feet. A very 
ancient track maker is included, too. A tantalizing puzzle chal-
lenges kids at the end: “Can an animal change its footprints?” 
Adult readers would do well to let a few moments elapse while 
children ponder responses before they turn the page and reveal 
the answer—and another brainteaser. This charmer will hold 
young children’s interest and will succeed one-on-one or as 
a group read-aloud. It will help develop vocabulary as young-
sters learn new words including “wallaroo” and “slithering.” The 
gouache illustrations are appealing. Tracks are large enough to 
be seen well (and, possibly, traced with little fingers), and their 
makers are portrayed along with glimpses into their habitats, 
with furry, feathered, and scaly charms charmingly intact.

Kids will make tracks to this one—and likely step up 
for repeat visits. (Informational picture book. 37) 

STRIKE ZONE 
Lupica, Mike
Philomel (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-525-51488-6  

A new dimension is brought to the 
sports genre with expertly developed 
characters and bold exploration of social 
issues.

In this companion book to Heat 
(2006), seventh grader Nick Garcia is 

the gifted pitcher for his Bronx team, the Blazers. He lives and 
breathes baseball and is happiest when he’s pitching strikes dur-
ing the summer-league tournament. His life at home stands in 
stark contrast to the simple joy of the game: His family lives 
in constant fear of deportation to the Dominican Republic, 
and his older sister, Amelia, struggles with complications from 
lupus. Nick works hard to leave the stresses of home off the 
field, but it proves nearly impossible as immigration enforce-
ment tightens its grip on his neighborhood and Amelia’s con-
dition worsens. Readers follow Nick through each exciting 
championship game, feeling the sting of injury and the thrill 
of each thrown strike. Lupica skillfully addresses the timely 

and complicated topic of living as the child of undocumented 
immigrants and the uncertainty facing many American families. 
Issues and dilemmas are carefully constructed throughout the 
novel and mirror the real problems that many young people are 
experiencing today.

This exceptional baseball novel delivers both lively 
sports action and critical subject matter. (Fiction. 1014)

GOD MADE BOYS AND GIRLS
Helping Children Understand 
the Gift of Gender
Machowski, Marty
Illus. by the author
New Growth Press (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 2, 2019
978-1-64507-031-3  

Apparently, transgender people don’t exist.
After an author’s note stating that “You might be able 

to change the clothes you wear, but nothing can change your 
God-given, biological sexual identity,” this picture-book screed 
opens with a boy teasing a girl: “If you keep playing with the 
boys, you will turn into a boy!” Their teacher uses this as a 
springboard to explain that gender is “God’s good gift.” Chro-
mosomes are “a code that says you are a boy and a code that 
says you are a girl,” and “God is the one who chooses your code.” 
The leadenly expository text whirls through original sin and 
the crucifixion, citing select bits of Scripture, lecturing that 

“God gave us our gender as a special gift, and God never makes 
mistakes.” There’s mention about how gender stereotypes 
are misguided, but only as a means of dismissing transgender 
identities. Backmatter references intersex conditions, claiming, 
horrifyingly, that “Because of the fall, a very small percentage of 
people are born with genetic disorders. Some of those disorders 
would affect a person’s sexual characteristics.” Crude, unartful, 
apparently computer-generated illustrations show a multira-
cial cast, including brown Bible characters. The admonition 
to love people despite their so-called gender confusion could 
possibly be considered harm reduction, but while the text does 
not advocate for violence or exclusion, it remains an attack on a 
marginalized population.

Clumsy propaganda for those already in the target 
audience. (Picture book. 68)

AVA THE MONSTER SLAYER
Cousin Power
Maggiore, Lisa
Illus. by Felten, Ross
Sky Pony Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5107-4810-1  

Ava, “the FAMOUS Monster Slayer,” 
uses all her resources to rescue her 

stuffed toy from the dark woods at camp.

Lupica skillfully addresses the timely and complicated topic 
of living as the child of undocumented immigrants.

strike zone
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This is not Ava’s first heroic adventure. In her eponymous 
2015 debut, she was called upon to rescue Piggy from the base-
ment. Now, Ava and her cousin Sophia are at overnight camp 
for the first time. Ava is “a little scared.” Sophia is “really scared.” 
The first night, they all go for an evening hike and eat dinner 
watching the sunset. But when they return to their cabin, Piggy 
and Sophia’s beloved Teddy are “GONE!” The counselors say it 
is bedtime. The boys are no help either. So Ava the FAMOUS 
Monster Slayer convinces Sophia to sneak out and save their 
friends. They make weapons out of common objects and pre-
pare themselves for battle. They conquer a serpent, a flying 
creature, and the terrifying creature (which looks suspiciously 
like a tree) that has their friends in its clutches. Finally, thanks 
to “cousin power,” their mission is complete. The comic-book–
style layout features the humorous first-person narration of a 
child who takes her tasks seriously. The crosshatched drawings 
let personalities shine but call a bit too much attention to the 
line marks, resulting in a slightly unpolished look. The com-
bination of tenderness for stuffed companions and the fierce 
bravery required to rescue them is fun and refreshing. Both 
girls have light skin; Ava has straight, dark hair and glasses while 
Sophia wears her dark, puffy hair with a bow.

Light entertainment for kids who like drama. (Graphic 
fiction. 68)

THE GHOST IN APARTMENT 2R
Markell, Denis
Delacorte (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-0-525-64571-9
978-0-525-64572-6 PLB  

Everything changes for 13-year-old 
Danny when older brother Jake leaves 
for college.

Danny sleeps in a converted closet 
in a two-bedroom apartment in an old 

brownstone in Brooklyn. He has long been promised Jake’s 
room, but the promise is broken when his parents decide to 
host tourists to supplement their limited income. There are 
computer problems and disappearing digital photos, easily 
accepted as odd glitches by his parents. Danny experiences cold 
drafts, strange voices, faces at the window, mirror writing, hum-
ming, and glowing lights. Visitors appear to be possessed by a 
grieving young woman who demands to know the whereabouts 
of her little boy. His parents don’t believe him, assuming he’s 
dreaming. When Danny tells his best friends, Gus and Nat, they 
treat it all lightly at first. But his bubbe Ruth and his friends’ 
grandfathers are more willing to listen, telling him of dyb-
buks, ghouls, local ghosts, and more. The friends get to work 
researching ghosts and the history of Danny’s building, finally 
finding some answers. Danny speaks directly to readers, always 
with a light touch, making his fearsome experiences even eerier. 
He intersperses the narration with admiring, insightful descrip-
tions of his robustly diverse Brooklyn community, amusing 
translations of his Bubbe’s Yiddish expressions, and hilarious 

chapter headings. Danny and his family are Jewish, Nat is Arab 
Christian, and Gus is white.

The tale is gently scary with plenty of fun and a sweet 
conclusion, and its protagonist is absolutely delightful. 
(Fiction. 913)

THE GREAT 
SHARK RESCUE 
Saving the Whale 
Sharks
Markle, Sandra
Millbrook/Lerner (48 pp.) 
$31.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-1041-8
Series: Sandra Markle’s Science Discoveries 

The largest fish in the ocean, whale sharks are threatened by 
commercial fishing, climate change, and lack of scientific knowledge.

Once again, Markle (The Great Rhino Rescue, 2018, etc.) ably 
introduces a vanishing species to her wide audience. She grabs their 
attention with a suspenseful opening: Two not-yet-grown sharks 
(16 and 22 feet long) are accidentally trapped by the purse seine 
of a commercial fishing boat. Before she relieves readers with an 
account of their rescue, she has introduced the species, described 
their “oceans of problems,” and explained the tools scientists have 
developed to investigate their “mysterious life.” Strictly speak-
ing, this is less about that rescue and more about the developing 
research that may save the species, listed as endangered in 2016, 
but Markle and her publisher may be forgiven the title which sets 
this solidly in her Science Discoveries series. As in previous entries, 
her clear and well-organized exposition is supported by lively 
design, diagrams, maps, and eye-catching photographs, including 
one of the trapped juveniles. Short stand-alone sections compare 
whale sharks to humpback whales, describe the shark’s filter feed-
ing, and explain how researchers identify individual sharks by their 
patterns of spots and stripes. Finally, she notes that great white 
sharks need our help, too, concluding with some words about her 
research and a few additional facts.

Another wonder of the animal world, adeptly displayed. 
(author’s note, additional facts, timeline, source notes, 
glossary, further reading, index, photo acknowledgments) 
(Nonfiction. 914)

THE TROUBLE WITH 
TIME TRAVEL
Martin, Stephen W.
Illus. by Li, Cornelia
Owlkids Books (24 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-77147332-3  

Want to get back to the future? Bet-
ter rectify the past—and fast!

One slip of the wrist, and the next thing Max knows her 
Frisbee has thoroughly smashed her 18th-century ancestor’s 

Markle’s clear and well-organized exposition 
is supported by lively design.

the great shark rescue
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vase (the sole thing saved when the woman’s houseboat mys-
teriously sank). Facing the daunting prospect of fessing up, 
Max opts instead to rewrite the past by inventing a time-travel 
machine with the hope of pre-destroying the vase. But while 
time travel may be a science, it apparently isn’t an exact science, 
and Max finds herself to be the cause of the houseboat’s demise 
in the first place. At last she comes up with a new solution, but 
will her past self heed her future self ’s warning? Although this 
is as nicely convoluted as any good time-travel yarn should be, 
older children should have no difficulty piecing together its 
coincidences and repercussions. What could have felt like a 

“Calvin and Hobbes” retread is instead fresh and new. Max’s path 
of destruction cuts through a swath of time, and it abounds in 
clever visual gags including the fates of the Sphinx’s nose and 
the Venus de Milo’s arms as well as the occasional futuristic 
robot uprising. Reds and blues suffuse the visual palette, and 
while Max, who presents white, and her hijinks read well, the 
eclectic, energetic art steals the show.

Rev up your flux capacitors, because the space-time 
continuum will never be the same again! (Picture book. 47)

ANTS DON’T WEAR PANTS!
McCloskey, Kevin
Illus. by the author
TOON Books & Graphics (40 pp.) 
$12.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-943145-45-4 
Series: Giggle and Learn 

Ants are always moving, as this comic’s insect inhabitants 
collectively proclaim, and McCloskey’s fast-paced narrative 
stays true to this assertion. 

Two children on a playground shrink to investigate an ant-
hill, cursorily revealing myriad ant facts. Ant anatomy, the life 
cycle of an ant and a colony, the structure and hierarchy of the 
colony, and an exploration of the four ant senses (touch, smell, 
hearing, and taste) are covered in one- to two-page spreads, 
revealing some interesting tidbits of information (e.g., ants hear 
with their legs). The second half of the anthill tour provides 
some detail on various types of ant species, such as leaf-cutter 
ants, trap-jaw ants, and exploding ants. An amusing (and incom-
plete) list titled “What Ants Eat” is followed by a superfluous 
reintroduction of the children, again child-sized, which closes 
the volume. The book’s best feature is its illustrations. Painted 
on recycled grocery bags, the ants are detailed and expressive, 
making the children (one white-presenting and one black-) 
seem static in comparison, an impression exacerbated by the 
clumsy dialogue passing between the two. The facts fare better, 
although some spreads feel a bit crowded and organization is 
loose. The brevity of the information revealed may inspire inde-
pendent research in older readers, which has the potential to 
yield some fascinating results. Somewhat disappointingly, the 
title has no bearing whatsoever on the text.

A good-enough gateway to more detailed texts but not 
on par with earlier works. (Graphic informational early reader. 
46)

T-BONE THE DRONE
McCloskey, Shanda
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-316-51038-7  

A little black boy and his drone get 
into quite a conundrum trying to retrieve 
a ball from a neighbor’s backyard. 

It is love at first sight when Lucas first lays eyes on T-Bone 
the drone. Lucas does everything with his drone, but actually 
maneuvering the device proves challenging. In his determina-
tion to help T-Bone fly, Lucas prefers companionship with his 
electronic pal to playing whiffle ball with his friends. When a 
friend hits the whiffle ball and it bounces off of T-Bone over the 
fence into a neighbor’s yard, Lucas sees an opportunity to get 
the ball and win back his friends. Lucas decides to trespass into 
the neighbor’s yard to retrieve the ball, but there’s an unfriendly 
dog on the other side of the fence, and he gives up. Lucas 
decides to use his drone to help get the ball back, so his friends 
help build a contraption that will allow T-Bone to fly over the 
fence and lift the ball from the dog’s jaws. Cheerful illustrations 
glow with yellows and cool blues that evoke lightness and fun, 
but they are betrayed by darker themes of trespassing, severed 
human interaction, and electronic obsession. The friendly twist 
at the end does not mitigate the danger inherent in Lucas’ deci-
sion to trespass, one that in the real world could have dire con-
sequences for a black boy like Lucas.

Despite the novelty of a character of color using tech-
nology, this book is one to skip. (Picture book. 48)

I DO NOT LIKE THAT NAME
McGill, Erin
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-06-245577-2  

A rabbit and a girl send away for a 
pachyderm friend.

Sophie, a white girl with blonde hair, 
and Herb, an extremely goofy rabbit, are eating breakfast one 
day when “Sophie noticed something on the cereal box.” A 
breakfast-foods company called Velveteen Valley claims that if a 
consumer redeems six box tops, they’ll send a free elephant. The 
friends get to work and mail the required materials, and soon 
a gigantic box with eyeholes shows up. During introductions, 
Sophie and Herb find out that it’s their responsibility to name 
their large gray friend. After a few false starts, readers learn that 
Herb is an old family name, and Sophie is named after a balle-
rina, so the elephant “remembered an elephant from long, long 
ago named Tony the Woolly,” so Tony it is. “The best part of hav-
ing a name is making it your own,” remarks Sophie, and the trio 
rides off together on a bicycle built for three. With choppy page 
turns, unrelentingly upbeat dialogue, and an almost nonexistent 
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conflict, this story is like the cereal the characters begin it eat-
ing: sweet, trying to appeal to both kids and the adults who have 
purchasing power, and extremely unsatisfying. The crude col-
lage, ink, and gouache illustrations are fun but not enough to 
carry the bland plot and lukewarm message.

Extremely skippable. (Picture book. 36)

RUNNING ACROSS AMERICA
A True Story of Dreams, 
Determination, and Heading 
for Home
McGillivray, Dave & Feehrer, Nancy
Illus. by Li, Hui
Nomad Press (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-61930-875-6  

How do you make a dream a reality?
In 1978, at age 23, McGillivray, inspired by a cyclist who rode 

3,000 miles across the country, began a run of nearly 3,450 miles 
across America to raise money for kids with cancer. How did 
he do it? With four years of planning, grit, hope, and apprecia-
tion of others for a start. This well-intentioned autobiographi-
cal selection traces his route, focusing on his resilience, his 
hard work, and the lessons he learned along the way. Colorful, 
sometimes awkward illustrations accompany a text that’s full of 
positivity, each double-page spread concluding with an affirma-
tion such as “BIG dreams require BIG Faith” or “Every dream 
is sprinkled with doubts. Dream anyway!” While the story’s—
and McGillivray’s—aspirations are praiseworthy, the tale itself, 
clearly designed to inspire others, has a tone that’s disarming but 
sometimes pedantic, and the development of skill and necessity 
of practice are glossed over in favor of the account of the run 
itself. Still, this selection may well inspire and motivate young-
sters and can easily serve as a vehicle to teaching and developing 
social emotional skills, the importance of setting and reaching 
goals, and the need for fundraising and volunteerism. McGilli-
vray and most of the people he encounters present white; there 
are some people of color in the backgrounds.

Its heart’s in the right place, but the execution’s lacklus-
ter. (Informational picture book. 58)

FRANK AND BEAN
Michalak, Jamie
Illus. by Kolar, Bob
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-7636-9559-0  

A hilarious tale of hot dog meets 
bean. 

With his campsite all set up in the 
great outdoors, solitude-seeking Frank 
(a bespectacled frankfurter in hat and 

bun) is more than ready to get down to business writing. But, 

alas, his “top secret” musings are interrupted by animals. Frank 
relocates a few times until he finds his desired level of peace 
and quiet. The next day, Bean (a kidney bean) arrives on the 
scene with a “HONK!” a “TOOT!” and a “BOOM!” Armed with a 
plethora of instruments and with a motorcycle atop his micro-
bus, Bean—ever the musical fruit—makes all the noise he can 
as a “one-bean band.” Even so, Bean needs words in order to 
write a new song. Frank volunteers to help him. But whether 
Bean is too “loud” or too “messy,” Frank always finds something 
to frown about. Good gravy! Will the two ever get along? The 
Bert-and-Ernie–esque odd-couple pairing results in countless 
laugh-out-loud exchanges. Kolar’s digitally rendered full-color 
illustrations take the jokes one step further, offering expressive 
physical cartoon comedy that’s on a par with Michalak’s clever 
wordsmithing. Though most pages break up blocks of short 
text with illustrations, a few pages do reach a double-digit sen-
tence count. With four chapters and a vocabulary of around 200 
words and their variants, the story requires a fair degree of read-
ing confidence.

Beanie weenies served just right for young campers. 
(Early reader. 58) 

PICKLES VS. THE ZOMBIES
Misri, Angela
DCB (184 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-77086-558-7  

Not even the zombie apocalypse can 
keep a cat from her beloved two-legged 
pets.

Mounting anxiety after her 2-year-
old charge, Connor, doesn’t come home 
from day care and the pet grown-ups go 

missing as well at last drives house cat Pickles to screw her 
courage to the sticking place and set out to the rescue. The 
world has turned strange, she discovers, as many humans 
have become vicious zombies—the slow, stupid kind, for-
tunately—and left the streets strewn with their half-eaten 
victims. Pickles is less disturbed by that (“I’m an indoor cat 
who watches way too much TV. My tolerance for dramatic 
violence might be a little messed up”) than by the annoyances 
of locks, doorknobs, and finding food that doesn’t run away. 
As she searches she faces challenges ranging from thuggish 
sewer rats to human fugitives hungry enough to trap and eat 
domestic animals…not to mention, of course, all those danger-
ously infectious undead. Luckily, she acquires a band of loyal 
sidekicks along the way, including a portly urban raccoon and 
a berserker hamster. Pickles’ steadfast loyalty makes her seem 
more doglike than feline, but she certainly has heart, and by 
the end she’s a long way from the shy, unadventurous kitty she 
began as. Misri artfully leaves gorier details to the imagination, 
so readers who really don’t thrill to blood and guts can focus 
on the adventure rather than the body parts.

A rousing odyssey. (Horror. 911)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   1 8 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

SURPRISE LILY
Moranville, Sharelle Byars
Holiday House (176 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-8234-4264-5  

What happens when generations of 
family are filled with surprising secrets?

Ten-year-old Rose Lovell had every-
thing she wanted: farming with her 
grandmother Ama (aka Tulip) on the 
land in southern Illinois that had been 

in their family for years, a dog named Myrtle, a big farmhouse, 
cows, ponds, pastures, and woods. Ama is “the polestar in 
Rose’s sky,” ever since Rose’s own mother, Iris, wandered out of 
her life, seemingly challenged by mental health issues similar to 
those experienced by others in earlier generations of their fam-
ily. The unambiguous rhythm of farm life is comforting to Rose, 
and readers will be drawn to the contrast between the stability 
of her existence with Ama and the chaos of Iris’ lifestyle. Even-
tually, a real-life “surprise lily” (Ama’s favorite flower) enters 
their lives. Rose soon demonstrates that she can take on more 
responsibility than her own mother can or has, and she gains 
new insight into and empathy for the challenge of good parent-
ing even if a few plot details strain credulity. The gradual reveal-
ing of an accurate family tree, begun as a fourth-grade school 
report, works as a thoughtful organizing tool for the story. Rose 
and her family present white.

An affectionate window into Midwestern farm life and 
families with common threads of struggle. (Fiction. 812)

THE PRESIDENT SANG 
AMAZING GRACE
Mulford, Zoe
Illus. by Scher, Jeff
Cameron + Company (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-944903-84-8  

Mulford’s song about the tragic 
church shooting in Charleston in 2015 is 

transformed into a picture book.
The rhyming lyrics are simple, describing how a stranger 

came to a house of worship and was “let…in,” though “he was 
not friend, he was not kin.” The stranger “seemed to pray” but 
then he “drew a gun / and killed nine people, old and young.” On 
this spread, white text contrasts with an all-black painted back-
ground. President Barack Obama’s appearance with the com-
munity of mourners is then pictured with the chorus: “no words 
could say what must be said / for all the living and the dead // 
So on that day and in that place / the president sang Amazing 
Grace.” The painted pictures, with tones of blue, black, and 
purple, move from the church to a montage of clasped hands, 
a crowd of mourners, various pictures of Obama, and a spread 
showing each of the nine victims. The song can be found online, 
and its performance is deeply moving; in the video, the lyrics 

and paintings are a stunning combination, making this book 
seem like a great idea. Without the music though, the book 
lacks the soulfulness of the video, and the unfinished look of 
the static paintings is not nearly so effective. Endnotes describe 
each contributor’s relationship to the work (including per-
former Joan Baez and filmmaker Rick Litvin) and contain a QR 
code to access the video; endpapers provide sheet music.

Best read in addition to watching the video, this piece 
represents an important moment in U.S. history. (Picture 
book. 57)

DEAR SWEET PEA 
Murphy, Julie
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins 
(288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-247307-3  

Near the end of seventh grade, a girl 
tangles with her family’s changing shape, 
her friendships’ changing shapes, and 
a professional advice column that’s left 
temptingly unguarded.

Sweet Pea lives in Valentine, Texas. Her therapist mother 
and housepainter father are divorcing—so amicably that Dad 
moves only two houses away, into a house almost identical in 
both structure and décor. This “twinning-parent-freak-show” is 
meant to keep Sweet Pea’s life stable, but it doesn’t. An ex–best-
friend reenters Sweet Pea’s life; a current best friend feels (justifi-
ably) unappreciated; and Sweet Pea’s job facilitating paperwork 
for a newspaper advice columnist—the peculiar old woman liv-
ing between Sweet Pea’s two “mirror” houses—gives Sweet Pea 
unfettered access to the incoming letters and the columnist’s 
typewriter. What’s a girl to do? Sweet Pea’s first-person narra-
tion is endearing and funny while her oblivious self-absorption 
on certain topics lets readers figure out connections first. Mur-
phy’s portrayal of a fat protagonist whose body is neither sym-
bolic nor problematic is cheerworthy; a scene about the juniors’ 
section carrying only sizes too small for Sweet Pea is the only 
one that shows discrimination, and her parents and community 
support her. Sweet Pea, her parents, and the advice columnist 
are white (refreshingly, specified rather than assumed); one best 
friend is Mexican, the other mixed-race (black/white). A few 
characters are gay.

An excellent blend of eccentricity, humor, genuine 
sweetness, and mild drama. (Fiction. 812)

Murphy’s portrayal of a fat protagonist whose body is 
neither symbolic nor problematic is cheerworthy.

dear sweet pea
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UNDER THE BROKEN SKY
Nagai, Mariko
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-250-15921-2  

Twelve-year-old Natsu lives with her 
father and 6-year-old sister, Asa, in the 
Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo in 
northern China.

Kachan died while giving birth to 
Asa, so when Tochan is conscripted to 

support Japan’s failing war effort, Auntie, an older neighbor, 
moves in—but the summer of 1945 brings the Soviet invasion. 
The settlers set off on foot toward the city of Harbin. Facing 
harsh weather, angry Chinese villagers, bullets from Soviet 
planes, hunger, and exhaustion, many die along the way. Harbin 
is filled with desperate Japanese, and Natsu begs on the streets, 
dreaming of finding Tochan. Some parents kill their own chil-
dren, believing that a more merciful fate; others sell them to 
Chinese or Russians, hoping they will at least be fed and cared 
for. Unfortunately, the characters and their relationships feel 
static and two-dimensional in Natsu’s free-verse narration, 
limiting the emotional impact. The historical note troublingly 
compares the plight of Japanese settlers who took over Chinese 
land and whose government inflicted appalling atrocities on the 
local population (glossed over in the book) to refugees such as 
those from Rwanda and Syria. Readers may struggle to make 
sense of a scene in which Natsu and Asa aggressively confront 
a hungry Chinese boy. The suffering of the Japanese settlers—
duped and abandoned by their country—and the suffering of 
the Chinese they displaced are not fully contextualized.

Sheds light on a fascinating episode in history but sadly 
does not do justice to the nuances. (afterword) (Historical 
verse fiction. 1014)

TREASURY OF BIBLE STORIES
Napoli, Donna Jo
Illus. by Balit, Christina
National Geographic (208 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $34.90 PLB  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-4263-3538-9
978-1-4263-3539-6 PLB  

Following her Treasury of Egyptian 
Mythology (2013) and Tales From the Ara
bian Nights (2016), Napoli brings her lit-

erary eye to a yet another ancient tradition.
Napoli opens with ebullient prose in her retelling of Cre-

ation with a “wondrous beginning” and “crystalline start” lead-
ing to an Earth that is “lush” and “fragrant,” standing in pointed 
contrast to the sparse simplicity of the source material found 
in Genesis 1. Continuing onward she spends the first half of 
the treasury covering stories from just the first two books of 
the Torah, retelling the ubiquitous tale of Noah and the estab-
lishment of Jewish identity. As the Children of Israel reach 

the promised land, the treasury begins to diverge from a strict 
chronology, and succeeding entries follow the order of the Jew-
ish canon, introducing the Nevi’im with David, Goliath, and 
later Jonah, then on to the Ketuvim, in which such women as 
Ruth and Esther shine. Title notwithstanding, this collection 
does not include the Christian New Testament. Balit’s bold 
illustrations accompany each tale and feature a diversity of skin 
tones that reflects the many lands from northeast Africa to the 
Middle East where the drama unfolds; Adam and Eve appear to 
be sub-Saharan Africans, echoing current thinking on human 
origins. Sidebars throughout add historical and scientific con-
text to the stories presented while backmatter includes maps, 
timelines, and brief biographies of the major players.

A worthy cultural treasury with appeal to both the 
faithful and irreligious. (Religion. 812)

THERE’S A DRAGON IN 
MY DINNER
Nicoll, Tom
Illus. by Horne, Sarah
Tiger Tales (160 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-444-8
978-1-68010-166-9 PLB 
Series: There’s a Dragon in… 

How much trouble can one tiny 
dragon be? Apparently loads.

Eric’s turning 9 soon, and all he has to do to get his dream 
gift of a scooter is to avoid incurring three strikes before his 
birthday party. Staying out of trouble should have been fairly 
easy, but in their Chinese takeout, delivered by Eric’s classmate 
Min Song from her family’s restaurant, is a surprise order of 
bean sprouts. Even more surprising is the talking, eggroll-sized 
dragon in the bean sprouts. Pan the Mini-Dragon had been on 
his way to Mexico to live with his aunt and uncle, but he’s ended 
up in the United States instead. After Pan’s disastrous flying 
demonstration earns Eric a first strike, Eric tries to keep the lit-
tle guy secret—but annoying, rich neighbor Toby soon discovers 
Pan and thinks he’s a high-tech toy. With Min’s help, Eric learns 
a bit about Mini-Dragons from the Encyclopaedia Dragonica, but 
will it be enough to keep Pan secret? Their adventures are just 
beginning. This British series opener (There’s a Dragon in My 
Backpack! publishes simultaneously in the U.S., and there are 
several more out in the U.K.) has been smoothly Americanized 
with only a couple translational blips. Chapter-book readers 
looking for a bit of silly adventure will likely enjoy this fluffy tale 
of friendship. Eric and his family present white, as does Toby; 
Min is Chinese, and Eric’s best friend, Jayden, presents black.

Fiery farts and burps included—who needs more? (Fan
tasy. 69) (There’s a Dragon in My Backpack!: 9781680101676 PLB, 
9781680104455 paper)

Balit’s bold illustrations feature a diversity of skin tones that 
reflects the many lands where the drama unfolds.

treasury of bible stories
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WHEN JULIA DANCED 
BOMBA / CUANDO JULIA 
BAILABA BOMBA
Ortiz, Raquel M.
Illus. by de Vita, Flor
Trans. by Baeza Ventura, Gabriela
Piñata Books/Arté Público (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 31, 2019
978-1-55885-886-2  

Afro–Puerto Rican dance traditions are celebrated through 
one girl’s breakthrough moment with bomba.

Julia is not thrilled to be practicing dance at the cultural 
center after she’s dragged along by her brother Cheíto, who is 
adept at drumming on barriles to make music for the bomba 
dance. “Julia didn’t want to practice dancing. She preferred to 
play make believe. Julia loved to daydream about becoming an 
astronaut.” After she watches an older dancer and tries her own 
clumsy steps, Julia is ready to give up. But when she’s invited to 
participate in bombazo, an opportunity for dancers to perform 
solos as everybody sings, she finds her nervousness transformed 
to joy as she locks in with the main drum. “TAN, rang out the 
drum again, loud and clear. ‘Wow,’ Julia thought, ‘the drum 
is talking to me!’ ” Readers won’t learn much about Julia, her 
brother, or other dancers in the story, but what Ortiz elucidates 
in the text and de Vita conveys in motion-filled illustrations 
and close-ups on drums is how music can break through one’s 
defenses and take over. The way Julia’s expressions change and 
her movements go from stiff and frustrated to unencumbered 
works. Throughout the book, English and Spanish versions 
of the text are featured, including lyrics from the music from 
Julia’s solo performance. A pagelong explanation of bomba cel-
ebrations and a brief glossary round out the package.

A solid reminder of music’s power and a good primer on 
Puerto Rican dance culture. (Picture book. 58)

ALI CROSS
Patterson, James
Jimmy Patterson/Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 25, 2019
978-0-316-53041-5  

The prolific king of the beach read is 
back with an intergenerational mystery 
for the 9-to-12-year-old set.

Ali Cross, the son of Patterson’s 
most famous creation, African American 
homicide detective Alex Cross, is “start-

ing to think the worst might have happened” to his mixed-race 
friend Gabriel “Gabe” Qualls, who disappeared on Dec. 21 and 
hasn’t been heard from as of Christmas Eve, when the book 
opens. Ali offers an impromptu prayer for Gabe at the pre-holi-
day service at his all-black church as well as an impromptu press 
conference outside of it as journalists and paparazzi confront 
Alex about his alleged coma-inducing assault of a murder sus-
pect’s father. Then someone robs the Crosses’ home that night 

along with four other homes; the Crosses’ Christmas gifts are 
stolen. Ali, obsessed with finding Gabe and feeling that these 
events will distract his dad and the police from searching for 
him, starts his own investigation—complete with looking at 
some contraband footage of Gabe’s unusually loaded backpack 
obtained by Ali’s stepmother, also a cop—and questioning his 
school and gaming pals, a diverse group. Writing in Ali’s voice 
with occasional cutaways to third-person chapters that follow 
Alex, Patterson sprinkles the narrative with pop-culture refer-
ences even as he takes readers through the detective process.

Written in workhorse prose, it’s an amiable enough 
read. (Mystery. 912) 

BIGGER WORDS FOR 
LITTLE GENIUSES
Patterson, Susan & Patterson, James
Illus. by Pan, Hsinping
Jimmy Patterson/Little, Brown (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 2, 2019
978-0-316-53445-1  

More labial lollipops for logomanes and sesquipedalian 
proto-savants.

The creators of Big Words for Little Geniuses (2017) and Cud
dly Critters for Little Geniuses (2018) follow up with another 
ABC of extravagant expressions. It begins with “ailurophile” 
(“How furry sweet!” Puns, yet), ends with “zoanthropy,” and 
in between highlights “bioluminescent,” growls at a grouchy 

“gnashnab,” and collects a “knickknackatory” of like locutions. 
A list of 14 additional words is appended in a second, partial 
alphabet. Each entry comes with a phonetic version, a one- or 
two-sentence verbal definition, and, from Pan, a visual one 
with a big letter and very simple, broadly brushed figures. 
Lending an ear to aural pleasures, the authors borrow from 
German to include “fünfundfünfzig” in the main list and add a 
separate list of a dozen more words at the end likewise deemed 
sheer fun to say. Will any of these rare, generally polysyllabic 
leviathans find their way into idiolects or casual conversations? 
Unlikely, alas—but sounding them out and realizing that even 
the silliest have at least putative meanings sheds liminal light 
on language’s glittering word hoards.

Only gnashnabs would cavil at this eximious display of 
lexicographical largesse. (Picture book. 36) 



1 8 4   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

LOOK, IT’S RAINING
Pierloot, Mathieu
Illus. by Dek, Maria
Princeton Architectural Press (44 pp.)
$17.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-61689-828-1  

A young girl discovers the fascination 
of nature.

Camille is bored one rainy Sunday 
and decides to go outside. There she communes with the rain-
drops, sticking out her tongue (“the rain tastes like dust, like 
clouds”), and “shivers with happiness” when the thunder comes. 
She talks to the ants, who tell her they are “going to a show.” 
Camille naturally wonders what the show is, but the story 
doesn’t go there directly. Instead, Camille cavorts. (Young read-
ers will notice here that the illustrations do not sync with the 
text, which reads that she ‘“runs her hands through the tall, wet 
grass” whose “strands tickle her palms,” while the illustration 
shows Camille stretching on a brick wall and then splashing in 
a puddle.) When she spies a spider on a rose bush, weaving a 
web, she, too, mentions the show. Again, Camille wonders what 
the show is but, again, doesn’t go looking. While pondering a 
big tree, she inadvertently comes upon the show—a chrysalis 
opening. While the somewhat-scattered text doesn’t follow a 
strong story arc, its meandering does underscore the whimsy 
of an unplanned walk in the rain. However, Dek’s illustrations—
rendered in watercolor (but so opaque as to look like gouache)—
dampen rather than uplift. Their clunky, ponderous style just 
doesn’t appropriately complement a story about the evanes-
cence, transformation, and luminosity of nature. All humans 
shown are white.

A worthy theme of noticing the “show” of nature 
receives an uninspired illustrative treatment. (Picture book. 
37)

UNSEEN WORLDS
Real-Life Microscopic 
Creatures Hiding All Around 
Us
Rajcak, Hélène  & Laverdunt, Damien
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Skipworth, Patrick
What on Earth Books (36 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-9999680-1-4  

All manner of tiny living things are introduced in this gener-
ously sized French import.

Organized by habitat, each of 10 double-page spreads 
includes an extra foldout, on which is printed a clever heading 
and a lyrical introduction. The flap also holds an inset drawing 
that includes a magnified detail, which is further enlarged on 
the double-page spread. Here, detailed ink drawings filled with 
color allow readers to see the tiniest of creatures magnified by as 
many as 120 times. The conversational text beneath the foldout 

describes the numbered creatures in the art, offering facts and 
vocabulary words galore. Cross-referencing is used frequently; 
tardigrades, for example, appear in a patch of beach sand as 
well as a tuft of moss. Among the creepier illustrations is the 
55x rendition of microscopic beasts in “The Miniature Jungle of 
Your Bed,” in which light-gray, louselike dust mites march across 
the enlarged, lavender fibers of a bedspread even as somewhat 
larger, different mites prey on them. A female of this latter mite 
carries a dozen babies on her back while several males busily 
inject into prey “fluid that paralyzes them and liquifies their 
insides.” An accessible preface and backmatter emphasize the 
importance of microbes and introduce both taxonomy and the 
history of microscopes. Ironically, some of the type could use 
magnification, which readers will need to provide. Quiet humor 
balances the ick factor.

Microbes rock! (glossary, index, selected sources) (Non
fiction. 1014)

A BOY IS NOT A BIRD
Ravel, Edeet
Groundwood (192 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77306-174-0  

When his Romanian town becomes 
part of Soviet Ukraine in 1940, how long 
can Natt’s naiveté last?

Eleven-year-old, asthmatic, Jewish 
Natt is happy in Zastavna, where he speaks 
five languages. There’s German at home, 

Ukrainian to speak to his Ukrainian neighbors, Hebrew from his 
secular, Zionist Hebrew school, Yiddish to talk to some of his 
Jewish neighbors, and, of course, Romanian at school. When 
Soviets take over Zastavna, Natt’s excited to learn Russian, too. 
He’s pleased about many changes the Soviets bring: The mean-
est teacher is gone, the new teacher is nice (if oddly nervous), 
and Natt will soon be a Pioneer with a red kerchief. But not all 
the changes are good. The Russians take over Natt’s house, and 
there’s never food anymore. Though Natt’s torn between the 
cynicism of his best friend and his mother’s attempts to paint a 
rosier picture, he sees the grim truth when his father is sent to a 
Siberian gulag. Soon Natt, too, is arrested, and this once-proud 
Pioneer is deemed “an Enemy of the People” and deported to 
Siberia with his mother. Basing her story on the experience of a 
beloved teacher, Ravel has Natt tell his own story in an ingenu-
ous present tense that never loses its youthful quality even as it 
gains wisdom. Though a historical note focuses on Hitler, Natt 
never encounters the horrors of Nazis.

An accessible gateway to mid-20th-century Eastern 
European history. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 811)
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NO MORE BEDTIME!
Richards, Chuck
Illus. by the author
Crown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Dec. 10, 2019
978-0-553-53561-7
978-0-553-53562-4 PLB  

A whiz-kid comes up with an inven-
tion to stop time.

Elliot hates how bedtime stops his fun every day, so he 
creates zany inventions to slow the progression of time. His 
exasperated parents punish him with an even earlier bedtime, 
telling him, “Because at the end of the day, son, it’s time to go 
to bed.” This curt rationale leads Elliot to dream up an inven-
tion to make “a day that never ends.” He researches a plan with 
the unwitting school librarian, Mr. Takaki, who explains how 
the Earth spins on its axis to create the movement from day 
to night. Inspired, Elliot creates the Sun-Snagger 5000 with 
magnets, balloons, and a windmill with the hours marked on 
its vanes in his backyard. Readers must suspend a lot of disbe-
lief to accept that the rickety, homemade contraption stops the 
Earth’s rotation, achieving his goal of stopping time. At first, 
Elliot is delighted by the never-ending day, but he soon realizes 
that an eternal day means no more birthdays, or holidays, or 
growing up. So he simply turns off the invention, delivering an 
anticlimactic end to the story, which is weakly remedied by his 
little sister’s sly, final-page invention to create an eternal night. 
Elliot and his family present white in the stiff illustrations, 
which verge on caricature.

Something of a snooze. (Picture book. 47)

FAR FROM HOME
A Story of Loss, Refuge, and 
Hope
Rubio, Sarah Parker
Illus. by Anaya, Fátima
Tyndale House (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4964-3673-3  

Forced to leave home, a young boy finds comfort in a story 
of Jesus Christ.

An unnamed boy living in an unnamed desert village in 
Syria is rudely awoken one night when his parents tell him 
that their country is no longer safe, that they must flee. The 
boy hates both the thought of leaving and the reality of wait-
ing to arrive at a destination, and his frustrations boil over in 
a tearful outburst. An old woman in a refugee camp tells him 
one of her “favorite stories”: that of the infant Jesus Christ 
and his flight to Egypt. Using the words of the boy’s own flight, 
she hearteningly points out that despite the successes of Jesus’ 
ministry, “he never forgot what it was like—the leaving and the 
waiting and the different.” Notably, the old woman never names 
Jesus in the story; readers, however, will likely infer his identity 
through the illustrations. All characters are dark-haired and 

olive-skinned; the family and other refugees are cued as Mus-
lim, with the women and girls wearing hijab in public. The old 
woman, dressed in peasant clothing evocative of Turkey or the 
Caucasus, also appears in hijab—a disconcerting contradiction 
to her evident belief in aspects of Jesus’ story not subscribed 
to in Islam. This contradiction is never addressed in the text; 
indeed, the text never addresses much at all, delivering a warm 
but bland tale of faiths coming together. The resolution fails to 
delve deeply into the struggle of adjustment, further undermin-
ing the story’s emotional impact.

Nobly intentioned, certainly misguided. (Picture book. 
48)

THE HOUSE AT THE END OF 
THE ROAD
Rust, Kari
Illus. by the author
Owlkids Books (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-77147-335-4  

Three cousins come upon an old 
house and find something they never 
expected.

It’s summer vacation, so Patrick and his sibling, the narrator, 
take the bus as they always do to visit Grandma; their rambunc-
tious cousin Robert is already there. The trio gathers Grand-
ma’s old bikes to cycle around town, eventually coming across 
a dilapidated house. They decide to get closer. Robert dares 
to throw a rock at one of the windows. A spooky ghost face 
appears! The kids high-tail it off the property, Patrick jumping 
on behind the narrator and accidentally leaving his bike behind. 
When Grandma finds out what happened, she takes them all 
back to the house to apologize. The kids learn that the figure in 
the window wasn’t a ghost at all but a person. In fact, they may 
have all just made a new friend. Related in the unnamed sib-
ling’s first-person, past-tense narration, this Canadian import 
is ultimately a sweet story of intergenerational friendship. The 
comic-book–panel layout, coupled with Rust’s mixed-media 
cartoon illustrations, gives a cinematic quality that builds sus-
pense with each page turn. Speech bubbles provide additional 
details to the account, which reads like a reminiscence, through 
sparse dialogue. The colors, switching from bright and sum-
mery to spookily desaturated, evoke emotion. While the red-
haired, freckled narrator character presents white, the others 
have darker, more ambiguous coloring.

Quiet and reflective, as fleeting as summertime itself. 
(Picture book. 48) 

The comic-book–panel layout gives a cinematic quality 
that builds suspense with each page turn.

the house at the end of the road
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ZAHA HADID
Sánchez Vegara, Isabel
Illus. by Amar, Asun
Frances Lincoln (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-78603-745-9 
Series: Little People, BIG DREAMS 

An introduction for young readers 
focuses on the architect’s journey and 

how she became the “Queen of Curve.”
Readers are introduced to “little Zaha,” a “Muslim girl who 

lived with her family in Baghdad,” and learn that at 7 she was 
designing clothes. Sánchez Vegara leads readers through Zaha’s 
childhood and adulthood, covering her schooling, favorite sub-
jects, and how she became the woman who experimented and 
dared to change architecture. Amar’s illustrations are simple, 
bright, and colorful, portraying Zaha in a space mostly occupied 
by men. Little details such as the letters “ZH” on construction 
helmets worn by men listening to Zaha’s project plan emphasize 
her role as a leader. When Sánchez Vegara points out that Zaha 

“changed the way that people thought about women—especially 
an Arab woman—in an industry run by men,” Amar dedicates a 
spread that draws attention to Zaha’s status with a wall of por-
traits of notable architects in which she is the only woman. Like 
other titles in the series, this one ends with more facts on Zaha 
and her family along with four black-and-white photos taken at 
different points in her life and suggested titles for further read-
ing. Series companion Mary Shelley, also by Sánchez Vegara but 
illustrated by Yelena Bryksenkova, publishes simultaneously.

A great introduction to an architect, a feminist, and a 
leader who showed the world the impossible. (Picture book/
biography. 58) (Mary Shelley: 9781786037480)

A DIFFERENT STORY
Serra, Adolfo
Illus. by the author
Eerdmans (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-8028-5527-5  

A rhinoceros and a rhinoceros beetle 
feature in this picture book imported 
from Spain.

Striving for more wisdom than the 
story delivers, author/illustrator Serra uses the rhinoceros and 
the rhinoceros beetle to illustrate that while creatures may be 
different, they also have similarities. The story begins with a 
double-page long shot showing a tiny rhinoceros contemplat-
ing the enormous moon. “There are moments when the world 
feels small,” says the text, and the page turn shows another dou-
ble-page spread of a foregrounded rhinoceros beetle facing the 
sun, which looks small by comparison: “And other times when it 
feels huge.” This observation, while not startling, could be the 
springboard for an original storyline. Alas, it is not. “Sometimes 
we sink,” is followed by the clichéd “But sometimes we can 

soar.” When the rhinoceros and the beetle meet, “We’ll under-
stand that we are unique.” How they will understand this when 
the illustration shows the beetle on the rhino’s tail looking at 
the rhino’s rear end is not immediately clear. Serra’s illustrations 
combine sharp-edged collaged shapes for the beetle and flora 
with a scribbly drawing style for the rhinoceros, and these two 
very different techniques don’t meld well visually. The theme 
that creatures can be different but also similar tries but doesn’t 
extend beyond the obvious, and the reach for the universal in 
similarity in the final line—that we all share the same planet—
lacks impact.

A worthy idea presented without flair. (Picture book. 58)

SURVIVORS OF 
THE HOLOCAUST
True Stories of Six 
Extraordinary Children
Ed. by Shackleton, Kath
Illus. by Whittingham, Zane
Sourcebooks Explore (96 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4926-8892-1  

Shackleton works very hard to pro-
tect readers from the stories she’s presenting.

Each chapter of this graphic novel recounts the true expe-
riences of a Jewish child who survived the Holocaust, and the 
stories, told by the survivors and edited by Shackleton, can be 
painful to read. Arek was nearly sent to a gas chamber at Birke-
nau and had to watch a girl being pulled away from her mother 
by the guards. But each chapter ends with the child living in 
a safe place. This is not to say that every chapter has a happy 
ending. One boy sees rockets exploding during an air raid. A girl 
named Suzanne finds shelter on a farm far out in the country and, 
ironically, doesn’t learn that the war has ended until two years 
after it’s over. But every segment concludes on a positive note, 
as in: “Suzanne was eventually rescued by the Red Cross and 
taken to live with her grandmother in…England.” This makes 
some sections of the book feel truncated, but readers may be 
grateful for the relief. Suzanne even ends up surrounded by farm 
animals in a truly lovely illustration. Whittingham’s character 
designs are inventive and, in their bleakest moments, resemble 
the animated sequences in Pink Floyd’s The Wall, which seems 
appropriate, since the book was inspired by animated films 
from the BBC.

Choppy storytelling doesn’t lessen the power or truth 
of the stories. (glossary, timeline, index, recommended 
websites) (Graphic nonfiction. 1012)

Little details emphasize Zaha’s role as a leader.
zaha hadid
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JUST SO WILLOW
Shacter, Sara
Illus. by Laberis, Stephanie
Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4549-2741-9  

A youngster’s passionate efforts to keep things pristine 
prove challenging.

Willow, a white bear cub, prefers things prim and tidy, even 
going to lengths to unscramble her spaghetti. When a fresh 
snowfall makes her backyard into “a crisp, white sheet,” she 
thinks it’s “perfect.” But then an errant snowball from some 
kids playing nearby (other arctic animals, including a seal, puf-
fin, and hare) threatens to turn the snow into “a lumpy, bumpy 
mess.” She tries yelling remonstrations to them, but they’re too 
loud and she’s too far away. She tries to get closer, jumping from 
her back porch to her swingset, fully aware of the consequences 
to her precious snow if she falls. Eventually, she jury-rigs a zip 
line to the fence, but the force takes out some boards, on which 
she toboggans wildly, making “a crisp, white ribbon” in the snow 
that is, in her eyes, “perfect.” Everyone happily joins in for some 
winter fun. The narrative stretches on a bit long and sometimes 
feels itself like wildly thrown snowballs in its effort to reach 32 
pages. Nevertheless, the lesson to accept changes and messi-
ness is a valuable one for similarly minded readers. The illustra-
tions are animated, especially in Willow’s expressions (perhaps 
overly so). Pleasing highlights include many piles of soft, convex 
snow and coloring that’s just outside the lines.

Subtly imperfect. (Picture book. 37)

UPSIDE-DOWN SID
Shearsby, Dylan
Illus. by the author
Kane/Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 2, 2019
978-1-61067-889-6  

It’s hard to be upside down in a right-side-up world.
It is challenging for Sid to make friends and fit in, so he opts 

to spend time alone at home, but even there all the furniture is 
on the floors while he is on the ceilings, and it is lonely. When 
a basketball crashes through his window, his neighbors want to 
fix it and make it up to Sid by taking him to the amusement 
park. It goes disastrously, so Sid invites everyone for lunch, 
only for it to also go badly. The next day, while Sid is out, the 
neighbors sneak in to fix the window, but they also rearrange his 
house so that the furniture is on the ceiling. This act of friend-
ship, along with deeper messages about accessibility, shows that 
when people are different, they shouldn’t have to adapt to the 
world—the world should adapt to them. Cartoon art with a 
bold use of line and a pared-down simplicity aids in maintaining 
the book’s lighter tone. It’ll be hard for readers not to chuckle 
at the sight of Sid using a fishing rod to access a book or placing 
his TV upside down so he can watch it while doing the dishes. 
The egg-shaped characters in this Australian import present 

mostly white with a few darker-skinned characters, including 
one neighbor.

A humorous read-aloud that can lead to deeper conver-
sations. (Picture book. 48)

MAMA MABLE’S ALL-GAL BIG 
BAND JAZZ EXTRAVAGANZA!
Sieg, Annie
Illus. by the author
Make Me a World (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5247-1808-4
978-1-5247-1809-1 PLB  

A look at music and feminism during 
the 1940s.

Research reveals that African American women made 
strides in entering the workforce during World War II, yet 
they suffered both racial and gender discrimination, funnel-
ing them into menial jobs. In this story set during the Great 
Migration, Sieg introduces female musicians of color who seem 
to be exceptions to this. The titular Mama Mable is a black 
bandleader who gathers “girls from near and far— / the bold, 
the bright, the brilliant” to make music. A little white girl nar-
rates how they come to her community and spend a night play-
ing music that would change the lives of all the women worrying 
about their menfolk and taking care of business in their absence. 
This rhyming picture book seems to be trying to show sister-
hood through music and its power to cross barriers and heal a 
community. However, the juxtaposition of large, black Mama 
Mable and the little white girl combines with Mama Mable’s 
role as nurturer to summon uncomfortable echoes of the ste-
reotypical mammy figure. Furthermore, the women Sieg bases 
her fictional characters on played music and faced discrimina-
tion, racism, and segregation while touring, all realities that are 
absent from this cheery text. One inspiration was Willie Mae 
Wong, who played in the all-women integrated band known as 
the International Sweethearts of Rhythm. That was a real band 
that defied the segregation of their time; piecing together a fic-
tional band inspired by different famous women from that era 

“to cheer up this good nation” does them and history a disservice.
A fascinating music history that is diminished in its 

execution. (author’s note) (Picture book. 36)

MY WILD CAT 
Simler, Isabelle
Illus. by the author
Eerdmans (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-8028-5525-1  

An unseen (until the end) narra-
tor describes a beloved cat; snippets of 
information about feline physiology and 
behavior are included.
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Feline fanciers will be immediately charmed by the 
unnamed, yellow-eyed black cat who prowls the pages of this 
French import (and, in one utterly convincing portrait, sprawls 
atop a radiator in boneless comfort). Brief text describes typical 
cat activities; humorously contradictory illustrations add to the 
charm. Pictures of a sleeping cat across two spreads, for exam-
ple, appear with this sentence: “When he runs // his athletic 
body propels him.” Declarative sentences employ sometimes-
challenging vocabulary, including “vigilant” and “agile and 
acrobatic.” Occasionally split over two double-page spreads, 
the straightforward sentences move the book along smoothly 
despite a longer-than-usual format. Asterisked notes appear 
at the bottoms of most double-page spreads to provide basic 
information and some quirky details. Readers may skip them 
entirely with no negative impact, but they will likely add inter-
est for some young listeners. Simler’s artwork, which has the 
appearance of drawings created with pastels, has a delightfully 
scratchy texture and displays an intriguing use of light, particu-
larly in the nighttime scenes. Backgrounds are simply sketched, 
and abundant white space allows the text to stand out crisply. 
Bright colors and appealing details create a sense of the com-
fortable home where the cat and his companion dwell.

With evident affection and sly humor, this paean to a 
beloved pet perfectly captures this (and thus every) cat’s 
allure. (Picture book. 37)

SAM SAVES THE NIGHT
Simpson, Shari
Disney-Hyperion (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-368-00761-0 
Series: SleepWakers, 1 

A girl discovers a spectral world of 
jovial abandon when all she wanted was 
a cure for somnambulism.

Sam is a sleepwalker—has been for 
most of her 13 years. The bully at her 

middle school constantly makes fun of her sleep-deprived state. 
Lately, her nightly escapades are getting more and more dan-
gerous (think: waking-up-in-a-tree-with-a-running-power-tool 
level of danger), so her anxiety-ridden mother takes her to 
an unorthodox specialist. His treatment works, and Sam can 
finally get a good night’s sleep—but she’s shocked to discover 
that now her soul separates from her body as she slumbers! 
Guided by another “detached” person, the oh-so-cute Byron, 
she learns about the many other young SleepWakers, who are 
divided into like-minded subgroups, with one that threatens to 
ruin the nighttime freedom for the rest. The rosy moral lesson: 
Bullies have stories, too, and, once seen and forgiven, they will 
turn into unlikely friends. While this can be true, the book’s bul-
lies—one at school, one at nighttime, and several others—come 
across as so mean that something more than apologetic words 
are really needed as an apology. Aside from Byron’s light brown 
skin and an Indian tertiary character, the remaining cast is pre-
sumed white. The fantastical plot tries to keep one foot planted 

in realism, but hokey dialogue and the flippant treatment of the 
fundamentally unsettling premise throw it off balance.

Just too bizarre. (Fiction. 813)

SONGS IN THE SHADE 
OF THE CASHEW AND 
COCONUT TREES 
Lullabies and Nursery 
Rhymes From West Africa 
and the Caribbean
Soussana, Nathalie & 
Hoarau, JeanChristophe
Illus. by Gueyfier, Judith
Trans. by Roulston, Hélène & Lytle, David
The Secret Mountain (80 pp.)
$16.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-2-924744-53-3  

A chorus of drums, woodwinds, strings, creoles and indig-
enous languages will delight the ears at bedtime.

The rich sounds collected by Soussana travel between the 
West African coast and the Caribbean. From the dark and pain-
ful history of slavery and colonization, these lullabies give mel-
ody and rhythm to cultural values, traditions, fables, and familial 
struggles shared by the diaspora. “Lóba” speaks of the wonders 
of nature and calls on the people to protect it. “Oyiri Marie” 
tells the story of a hairdresser and a man who turns into a lion. 
In “Hormiguita Retozona,” an ant has every excuse not to help 
her mother do chores. The book provides further education on 
the languages spoken and a map of the countries represented; 
accompanying each song are the lyrics in both English and the 
original language, along with beautiful illustrations by Gueyfier. 
African and Afro-Caribbean children adorned in bright prints 
and patterns dance, play, sleep, and sing across the pages. Other 
songs have images of indigenous flora and fauna, city skylines, 
the sea, and the forest. The vibrant colors mirror the diversity 
of each country and ethnic group, and the tunes are catchy and 
easy to hum.

Readers will dance in their dreams. (Picture book. 37)

KID ACTIVISTS
True Tales of Childhood From 
Champions of Change
Stevenson, Robin
Illus. by Steinfeld, Allison
Quirk Books (224 pp.) 
$13.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-68369-141-9 
Series: Kid Legends 

Introductions to iconic world chang-
ers of the present and recent past who 

stood up for racial justice and human rights.
Most of the 16 main figures are or should be familiar to 

young readers, but along with the likes of Frederick Douglass, 
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Dolores Huerta, and Rosa Parks, Stevenson lays out early expe-
riences and influences for some less-high-profile names: There’s 
gay politician Harvey Milk, for instance, transgender activist 
Janet Mock, and formerly enslaved child advocate Iqbal Masih, 
assassinated at the age of 12. In between the main profiles, the 
author slips briefer ones of associates, such as Mama Sisulu for 
Nelson Mandela and, for Milk, nods to the Mattachine Society 
and the Daughters of Bilitis, both early gay and lesbian orga-
nizations. Only a few are or were true “kid activists,” but the 
reminder that they all started out as children may make them 
and their causes seem accessible, and the preponderance of 
smiling faces in Steinfeld’s frequent, neatly drawn cartoon 
vignettes keeps the hardships and violence that many of them 
experienced safely distant. From Martin Luther “Little Mike” 
King’s “When I grow up I’m going to get me some big words” 
to 10-year-old Anishinaabe activist Autumn Peltier’s standing 
before the United Nations with the demand to “warrior up” in 
defense of clean water for all, their stories offer inspiration as 
well as memorable moments.

A broadly diverse roster of role models. (bibliography, 
index) (Collective biography. 1012)

LOVE YOU ALWAYS
Stickley, Frances
Illus. by Blanco, Migy
Random House (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-593-12400-0  

Many books have similar titles and 
highlight the parent-child bond, but this gently flowing rhyme 
by Stickley elicits new warm, snuggly feelings.

Lush, boldly colored illustrations capture Mommy hedge-
hog and her son, Hedgie, as they amble through the fall woods. 
When Hedgie notes the turn of seasons, she explains: “ ‘Every-
thing is changing,’ Mommy said. ‘It’s nature’s way. / But change 
makes nature lovelier with every passing day.’ ” Hedgie’s ques-
tions continue. “Mommy… / would you love me MORE…if I 
change?” Hedgie repeats his question as they encounter other 
mother-child pairs (squirrels, dragonflies, frogs, and rabbits), 
and, each time, Mommy explains that she could not love him 
more. At the end of the walk, Mommy and Hedgie return to 
their burrow and Hedgie asks the million-dollar question. “But, 
Mommy…will love always last forever, / even if I change just 
like the seasons or the weather?” She reassures him: “ALWAYS.” 
The final couplet ties the bow on it: “ ‘Always,’ whispered Hed-
gie / as he curled up in his bed. / ‘Imagine that,’ he murmured. 

‘Just imagine,’ Mommy said.” All characters are simply and real-
istically drawn animals but with anthropomorphic facial expres-
sions and body language. The cartoon landscape they dwell in is 
a benign one, round-lobed oak leaves, flowing water, and other 
organic shapes exuding comfort.

Loving thoughts, especially appropriate for bedtime. 
(Picture book. 35)

A DAY FOR SKATING
Sullivan, Sarah
Illus. by Valentine, Madeline
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-7636-9686-3  

A child and their parent enjoy a win-
try skating outing while other skaters of varying degrees of abil-
ity and expertise surround them.

When the child takes a few skating steps, slides, turns, and 
promptly falls, the parent moves in to help and gently assure 
that falling is part of learning. A break taken in the snack-bar 
hut provides warmth, hot cocoa, and sandwiches. Later, another 
whirl around the pond together comes to a close with skates 
coming off and a ride home to a bath and cozy bedtime routine. 
The lively, brief rhyming text outlines the story’s sequence as 
it depicts the adjoining scenes. “Good friends gliding in a row. 
/ Holding on and letting go. // Hockey sticks go clatterclack. / 
Figure skaters stay on track. // Couples waltz. Children race / 
Happy people. Happy place.” Lovely drawings with simple 
details, done digitally and using watercolors and colored pen-
cil, move the verse from a brisk, snow-covered day scene to the 
deeper purple hues of a winter dusk and a final, deeper blue 
when nighttime creatures enjoy the frozen pond. Though the 
protagonist and parent present white, multiracial representa-
tion is evident throughout the skating community.

This winter sports portrayal is a fine and attractive 
addition to the season’s preschool collection. (Picture book. 
36)

LIFE AS A MINI HERO
Tallec, Olivier
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Bedrick, Claudia Zoe
Enchanted Lion Books (56 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-59270-290-9  

Donning a costume doesn’t make a small, would-be hero’s 
life any easier.

Capes and hoods can’t, alas, prevent rainy-day boredom, 
occasional spells of fear of the dark, unwanted “missions” such 
as cleaning one’s room, or (as a bat-child discovers, finding a 
tutu under the holiday tree) being “a little misunderstood.” 
Tallec pairs his cautionary comments, originally published in 
French, to small, loosely sketched scenes of tiny children of 
multiple gender presentations sporting familiar full or partial 
hero wear and expressing a range of emotions: anxiety (on a 
diving board, in a dentist’s chair), outrage (at a pregnant mom, 
at another partygoer in the same costume), or mortification (a 
windy day, a flappy cape). Though the cast is largely white, one 
caped mite presents black, and children in a group scene else-
where show at least some diversity. A final street scene with all 
in costume—children, grown-ups, even a dog—and the thought 
that sometimes “Mini Heroes wonder what would happen if 

Required reading for any prospective 
dark knights or superheroes.

life as a mini hero
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everyone in the world were a Mini Hero” end this tongue-in-
cheek rumination on a thoughtful note.

Required reading for any prospective dark knights or 
superheroes. (Picture book. 58)

BUTTON & POPPER
Tanninen, Oili
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Jeremiah, Emily
Thames & Hudson (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-500-65201-5  

A pixie family struggles to find a new 
home.

Mother and Father pixie and their 
12 children need another place to live: With winter setting in, 
their apple tree no longer provides adequate shelter. Two of the 
boys, twins Button and Popper, sneak out early one morning, 
but all the people they ask about accommodations are aghast 
at the size of their family and have no idea where they could 
possibly go. Mistakenly carried home in a basket by an absent-
minded professor and placed in his cellar, the adventuresome 
duo escapes and returns to the market to retrieve the profes-
sor’s actual basket, left behind when he picked up the wrong 
one. They deliver it back to him, whereupon he offers them use 
of his home until the spring. The family rejoices. Illustrated 
in saturated shades of yellow, orange, and black with simple 
geometric shapes and line designs reminiscent of Marimekko 
textiles, this 1960s reissue from Finland possesses retro charm. 
The pixies wear pointed hats with bobbles on top. While gen-
der is ambiguous for most of the children, it’s the male charac-
ters who tend to demonstrate agency. Skin tone is mostly white 
but occasionally orange, yellow, or black. Inquisitive readers 
may wonder where the family lived the previous winter as well 
as about the scale of the pixies’ world (Button slips an apple into 
his pocket but later appears to be about the size of the profes-
sor’s bottle of juice). However, this simple story is sweet and 
appealing.

A visual delight. (Picture book. 36)

A BABY LIKE YOU
Thimmesh, Catherine
HMH Books (48 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-328-55312-6  

Animal babies are compared with 
human babies through selected facts and 
full-page photos.

Sibert Medalist Thimmesh (Team Moon, 2006) explores the 
similarities and differences in how human and animal babies do 
things like eat, walk, learn, and play. On each two-page spread, 
the narrative portion is set in large, bold type while below it 
in a smaller font is a specific fact relating to the featured baby. 

Because the narrative portions run across several page turns, 
the informational pieces—which serve as asides—disrupt the 
flow. This issue is mitigated a bit by Thimmesh’s use of the 
same refrain to begin each new topic: “Each new day, in differ-
ent ways, a baby like you” signals readers to resume the pace. 
The informational asides about animals are concise and high 
interest, and while the human facts will be familiar to adult 
readers, younger readers are likely to learn something new. The 
photography is gorgeous, with fuzzy, adorable animal babies 
and diverse, equally cute human ones. Though this book is 
addressed to a baby, they are not the appropriate audience. This 
one is best read to preschoolers who can appreciate the book’s 
length and details. The phrase “a baby like you” may be a misfit, 
but the past-tense descriptions of things babies do (like learn-
ing to walk) make sense for older readers.

Interesting animal facts and beautiful photographs, 
but despite the title, best suited to preschoolers (who will 
love it). (Picture book. 35)

SOLDIER FOR EQUALITY 
José de la Luz Sáenz 
and the Great War
Tonatiuh, Duncan
Illus. by the author
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4197-3682-7  

In 1918, José de la Luz Sáenz left his 
teaching job and enlisted in the United States Army, where he 
joined thousands of other Mexican American soldiers.

“He wanted to demonstrate that Mexican Americans loved 
America and would give their lives fighting for it,” writes Tona-
tiuh. Luz felt that the white people of Texas would start treat-
ing Tejanos (Texans of Mexican descent) fairly after seeing their 
sacrifice. Once in France, Luz taught himself French and was 
assigned to the intelligence office to translate communica-
tions, but he was not given credit or promotions for this vital 
work. After the war, he and other Tejano veterans found preju-
dice against them unchanged. They organized and became civil 
rights leaders. In 1929, 10 years after the end of World War I, 
they formed the League of United Latin American Citizens. 
Together they fought against school segregation, racism, preju-
dice, and “for the ideals of democracy and justice.” The author’s 
insightful use of Sáenz’s war-diary entries boldly introduces this 
extraordinary American’s triumphs and struggles. In Tonatiuh’s 
now-trademark illustrations, Luz crouches with other stylized 
doughboys in French trenches as shells explode in no man’s 
land and mourns a fallen fellow Mexican in a French cemetery. 
Extensive backmatter includes an author’s note, war timeline, 
timeline of LULAC’s successful civil rights lawsuits, glossary, 
and bibliography.

An important contribution to this volatile chapter in 
U.S. and Mexican American history. (Picture book/biography. 
68)

Insightful use of Sáenz’s war-diary entries boldly introduces 
this extraordinary American’s triumphs and struggles.

soldier for equality
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NOT YET A YETI
Treleaven, Lou
Illus. by Neal, Tony
Maverick Publishing (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-84886-414-6  

A British import presents an allegory 
about self-knowledge, acceptance, and, 

maybe, coming out.
George’s grandad, mom, dad, and older sister are all yetis—

all of them but George. George asks his grandad, dad, and older 
sister: “When will I be a yeti?” Each of them give him various 
responses: “When you can survive alone on a frozen mountain, 
waiting to lure stray hikers to their DOOM,” or “when you can 
chase people round the mountain until they SCREAM with 
TERROR.” Not wild about those options, George turns to 
Mom, who asks, “Do you want to be a yeti?” He thinks about 
it only to realize that he wants to be a unicorn. At the moment 
when George realizes his innermost desire, Neal depicts a rain-
bow bridge atop which gambol pastel unicorns holding balloons, 
riding a bicycle, and blowing bubbles. In a decision that feels 
odd for a book about nonconformity, Mom dons pink pearls 
and an apron, older sister wears pink bows, and Grandad and 
Dad are aggressive and loud, all reinforcing gender stereotypes. 
The title of the book goes for alliteration and humor but seems 
to lack forethought. If the yetis are a metaphor for normative 
culture, then what is the book saying about them? Treleaven 
delivers a well-meaning message inclusive of self-definition 
and acceptance—but readers should consider opting for Jessica 
Love’s Julián Is a Mermaid (2018) instead.

Not yet affirming. (Picture book. 48) 

THE BAR MITZVAH BOYS
Uhlberg, Myron
Illus. by Arcabascio, Carolyn
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-0570-0  

A grandfather and his grandson 
become b’nai mitzvah together.

This picture book opens with an old 
man who has “only one regret.” An 82-year-old Holocaust survi-
vor, he and his entire Polish village were sent to a concentration 
camp during World War II, where he was too busy fighting for 
survival to “begin the traditional yearlong training for his bar 
mitzvah, the Jewish coming-of-age ceremony that celebrates a 
boy becoming a man when he is thirteen.” The first few pages 
briefly describe that history as the soft illustrations show the 
old man getting into a car with his family and driving toward a 
warmly lit synagogue. The text explains the deep bond between 
grandfather and grandson and that the boy’s father “suggested 
that his father and his son be bar mitzvahed together.” Age and 
youth study together, learn together, and celebrate together, 

“combining remembrance of the past and the unfolding of the 

future, recognition of the unbroken chain.” While clearly heart-
felt and sweet, this story does not work as a picture book or 
read-aloud. Bogged down by lengthy, complicated sentences, 
no readily discernible underlying structure, and a flat plot, the 
story is neither entertaining nor particularly educational and is 
likely to confuse young audiences, who are several years from 
their own bar or bat mitzvahs.

A loving but unsuccessful portrait. (Picture book. 48)

AUGUST THE TIGER
van Ditshuizen, Marieke
Illus. by the author
Crocodile/Interlink (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-62371-936-4  

A boy named August can’t help but 
make a carefree mess.

His mom admonishes him with a smile, “August, don’t act 
so WILD!” The stripe-shirted boy reasons, “tigers are WILD, 
so [he] must be a TIGER.” Mom relocates the rambunctious 
August to the sandbox. Bemoaning his banishment, August 
wants to yell, but, instead, he lets loose a roar. Surprised, he real-
izes he has turned into an actual, child-sized tiger. He leaves his 
backyard and carouses in his new feline freedom, hunting prey 
(a butterfly; a zebra-striped crosswalk). August finds his friends 
at the park, but they run away in fear, not recognizing him. Sad 
and alone, he hears his mom calling. After running home, tiger 
and mom good-naturedly roughhouse until August, now back 
in human form, is ready for bed. August declares that he’s done 
being a tiger, but, since “tomorrow is another day,” he might be 
a dinosaur! The text, translated from Dutch, is fairly prosaic and 
not always fluid, but the illustrations serve the straightforward 
story well. Paintbrush effects keep visuals smooth, as when giv-
ing tiger fur its apropos softness, and even the urban elements 
seem arcadian. The tiny ears and tail that appear as August 
wishes to be a real tiger are well-placed hints at the change to 
come—some of the many elements for readers to laugh at and 
explore. Both August and his mom present white.

An imaginative and playful escapade. (Picture book. 37)

COG
van Eekhout, Greg
Illus. by Blue, Beatrice
Harper/HarperCollins (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-268607-7  

Pinocchio and WallE meet Escape 
From Witch Mountain in this heartwarm-
ing sci-fi novel.

Cog (short for cognitive develop-
ment) is a 7-month-old android who 

looks 12 and is eager to learn more about the world. Designed 
by Gina, a scientist for uniMIND with whom he lives, Cog 
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spends his days slowly learning all about what it means to be 
human, from grocery shopping to learning wisdom through 
making mistakes. After an accident results in Cog’s being taken 
from Gina and locked in the main uniMIND headquarters, he 
becomes painfully aware of the sinister side of the organiza-
tion. Refusing to spend any more time as an experiment, Cog 
escapes along with ADA, his sister android, and several oth-
ers and attempts to find Gina. In his latest novel, van Eekhout 
(Voyage of the Dogs, 2018, etc.) brings considerable heart and 
wisdom to this coming-of-age tale. The central relationships 
between Cog and Gina and between him and his sister—all of 
whom are brown-skinned—feel heartbreakingly human and 
provide a timely example of the difficulties of being an outsider. 
The author nicely inverts gender roles, making Cog introspec-
tive and shy while his sister—a weapon android—is brasher and 
braver; watching the pair grow together as they explore human-
ity provides pathos and humor.

A thought-provoking tale for younger readers about 
hubris and what it means to be human. (Science fiction. 812)

MAYBE DYING IS LIKE 
BECOMING A BUTTERFLY
van Hest, Pimm
Illus. by Brandenburg, Lisa
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-60537-494-9
978-1-60537-505-2 paper  

A young child and grandfather have a conversation about 
death.

When Grandpa suggests that a caterpillar might die if 
Christopher puts it in a jar, Christopher asks some questions 
about death, beginning with “Are you going to die, Grandpa?” 
The response: “Someday, sweetheart. But I hope not too soon.” 
The pair, both white, with big heads and small bodies in the car-
toonlike illustrations, are walking and playing together in a park. 
Grandpa is stooped and walks with a cane; Christopher wears 
yellow boots. Their simple exchange covers a lot of philosophi-
cal ground. Grandpa acknowledges no one knows when they 
will die and that Christopher could die before him, but that 
the chance is small. Grandpa allows that “no one really knows” 
what happens after death, but he tells Christopher that some 
people think of heaven (“a place without sadness or war”), oth-
ers of rebirth (“each time, you get wiser”), and others of “noth-
ing” (“the same as before you were born”). The pair discusses the 
whys of death (“dying is part of life”), birth (“to learn all sorts 
of things”), and feelings of fear or comfort about dying. A con-
cluding letter from Christopher to Grandpa, accompanied by 
an illustration of Christopher alone, offers the titular analogy 
about becoming a butterfly. Backmatter offers a brief comment 
and tips for discussion from a grief therapist.

Straightforward, gentle, useful, and engaging. (Picture 
book. 48)

ICE BREAKER
How Mabel Fairbanks 
Changed Figure Skating
Viña, Rose
Illus. by Almon, Claire
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-3496-0 
Series: She Made History 

Mabel Fairbanks is not found in textbooks, but she made 
history as the first African American inducted into the U.S. Fig-
ure Skating Hall of Fame.

As the book opens, young Mabel is orphaned and homeless 
in New York City. Taken in by a white family, she provides child 
care in exchange for shelter. Looking out the apartment win-
dow at skaters in the park, she’s inspired to save up for skates, 
and two successive double-page spreads show the excitement 
and joy Mabel finds on the ice. Subsequent pages reveal that the 
story takes place in the 1930s, and the phrases “colored are not 
allowed” and “WHITES ONLY” underscore the segregation 
of the era. Ultimately a sympathetic rink manager lets her in, 
and her talent is quickly noticed—but she still can’t compete. 
She continues to work and train hard, her dedication paying off 
when she’s able to showcase her skills in a Harlem nightclub and 
eventually make her way to Hollywood for a TV show and then 
to international performances in a supporting role. Unfortu-
nately, her talent doesn’t surpass the racism of the time, but as a 
coach, Mabel promotes change by encouraging her students of 
diverse backgrounds and advocating for them. The text does an 
adequate job of portraying both the racism and her determina-
tion, but readers will wonder at gaps in the timeline. Almon’s 
bright, cheery illustrations belie the challenges Mabel faced.

An important figure; a pedestrian introduction. (Picture 
book. 48)

THIS BOOK IS GRAY
Ward, Lindsay
Illus. by the author
Two Lions (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-4340-3  

A gray character tries to write an all-
gray book.

The six primary and secondary col-
ors are building a rainbow, each contrib-

uting the hue of their own body, and Gray feels forlorn and left 
out because rainbows contain no gray. So Gray—who, like the 
other characters, has a solid, triangular body, a doodle-style face, 
and stick limbs—sets off alone to create “the GRAYest book 
ever.” His book inside a book shows a peaceful gray cliff house 
near a gray sea with gentle whitecaps; his three gray charac-
ters—hippo, wolf, kitten—wait for their arc to begin. But then 
the primaries arrive and call the gray scene “dismal, bleak, and 
gloomy.” The secondaries show up too, and soon everyone’s 
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overrunning Gray’s creation. When Gray refuses to let White 
and Black participate, astute readers will note the flaw: White 
and black (the colors) had already been included in the early 
all-gray spreads. Ironically, Gray’s book within a book displays 
calm, passable art while the metabook’s unsubtle illustrations 
and sloppy design make for cramped and crowded pages that 
are too busy to hold visual focus. The speech-bubble dialogue’s 
snappy enough (Blue calls people “dude,” and there are puns). A 
convoluted moral muddles the core artistic question—whether 
a whole book can be gray—and instead highlights a trite mes-
sage about working together.

Low grade. (glossary) (Picture book. 46)

A STORM OF WISHES
West, Jacqueline
Greenwillow (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-06-269172-9 
Series: The Collectors, 2 

In the second installment of the Col-
lectors series, 11-year-old Van, his friend 
Pebble, and Barnavelt the squirrel must 
stop an ancient monster that has the 
power to grant wishes.

Giovanni “Van” Carlos Gaugez-Garcia Markson is able to 
see things other people cannot: wishes, the mysterious Collec-
tors who bottle them up for safety, and the monstrous Wish 
Eaters who make them come true. It has been some time since 
Van heard from his magical friends when Pebble, a young Col-
lector, enlists him to help stop her uncle Ivor from awakening 
an ancient Wish Eater. Van is hard of hearing, and there is a 
tiresome implication that Van can see the magical occurrences 
around him due to his “different” senses, but luckily West does 
not focus on that idea for long. As the action ramps up, Van 
experiences increasing difficulty hearing the people around him, 
and the other characters’ lack of consideration for Van’s com-
munication needs—despite his repeated explanations—paints 
a realistic, if frustrating, picture. The author skillfully employs 
the classic setup of a regular kid swept up in magical events. In 
the end, Van and readers both must question right and wrong 
in a fairy tale in which the good guys use questionable methods 
and the monsters might not be so monstrous after all. Van’s race 
is not clarified; he has black hair and Spanish, Italian, and Eng-
lish names. Pebble presents white.

A warm and enchanting read. (Fantasy. 813)

HOME IN THE WOODS 
Wheeler, Eliza
Illus. by the author
Nancy Paulsen Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-399-16290-9  

Wheeler shares a poignant tale, 
based on her grandmother’s childhood, of a Depression-era 
family’s hard times.

Marvel, 6, has seven siblings. Their newly widowed mother 
guides them, as they carry their worldly goods along, into the 
woods, where they find an abandoned shack. Though decrepit, 
it’s got a root cellar, a functioning water pump, a wood stove, 
and a garden spot rich with leaf mold. As summer yields to 
autumn, Mum does chores for pay in town. The children draw 
lots for the home tasks: laundry (hand-scrubbed and hung to 
dry), wood-splitting, and more. A bountiful harvest engen-
ders prodigious canning as the family prepares for the bitter 
weather ahead. While the children must buy only basic supplies 
at the general store, their doleful window shopping produces 
an inventive outdoor game, in which “We can buy anything we 
want!” Winter brings snow and cold, quilting, reading by the 
wood stove, and a wild-turkey stew. Wheeler’s lovely ink-and-
watercolor double-page spreads, in somber grays, sunlight yel-
low, and meadow green, evoke both the period and the family’s 
stark poverty. The thin faces are gray-white, with dark hair and 
pale pink cheeks. Delicate visual details abound, from the spar-
kle of evening raindrops to Mum’s side-buttoned apron. Mar-
vel’s ruminative narration takes occasional poetic turns: “Mum 
stays awake / into the night… / …whispering / to / the / stars.”

A quietly compelling look at an impoverished family’s 
resourcefulness and resilience. (author’s note) (Picture book. 
59)

WHO IS THE 
MYSTERY READER?
Willems, Mo
Illus. by the author
Hyperion (96 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-368-04686-2 
Series: Unlimited Squirrels 

The Unlimited Squirrels return for a 
metafictive romp—hooray!

Carrying a copy of the book (yes, this book), one squirrel 
asks “Who is the MYSTERY READER?” The others respond, 
one after another: “Let’s. Read. And. Find out!” So begins this 
sequel to I Lost My Tooth! (2018), a brilliant, 96-page laugh track 
composed of four stories and three “acorn-y” jokes. In the first 
story, the squirrels struggle to decode the letters of a stop sign. 
Thankfully, the heroic Mystery Reader arrives on the scene—
complete with mask and underpants—to help them sound out 
their letters: “Ssssttt… / …OP!” The second story includes a 
brief history of writing systems (and a web address for further 

Delicate visual details abound, from the sparkle of 
evening raindrops to Mum’s side-buttoned apron.

home in the woods



1 9 4   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

info); the third divulges “Mo Squirrel’s” own writing process. 
Though narratively all over the place (in a good way), this takes 
the self-referential torch from We Are in a Book! (2010) and high-
lights the next step up in reading development. Willems’ high-
interest presentation and formula create a familiar, entertaining 
format that combines fact, fiction, and plenty of squirrels. The 
text complexity is similar to that found in the Elephant and Pig-
gie books, but there are more color-coded dialogue bubbles per 
page. Willems also employs “emote-acorns” to highlight char-
acters’ emotions. Readers may never find out who the Mystery 
Reader is, but, in the process of investigating, they just might 
sound out their own reading superpowers!

Delightfully on-brand. Kids will book it to the shelves 
for this one. (Early reader. 58) 

MAX’S BOX
Letting Go of Negative 
Feelings
Wray, Brian
Illus. by Penfield, Shiloh
Schiffer (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2019
978-0-7643-5804-3  

A boy’s parents instruct him to put things, like emotions, in 
his box.

Max first places his toys inside the palm-sized box, each one 
making it slightly bigger, and soon needs a wagon to carry it. 
He then adds in a series of negative emotions: “hurt,” “anger,” 
and “embarrassment.” The apparent requirement that the box 
remain with him and its increasing heft make fun activities, like 
riding a bike, difficult. Eventually, Max can do nothing except 
sit next to it and be envious of other children without boxes. 
The cartoon illustrations, mostly in black, white, and gray, with 
Max’s blue jacket adding some color, augment the text’s anxiety-
ridden mood. A passing boy provides an emotional connection, 
which, paired with a suddenly appearing ladybug, makes for an 
awkward transition to Max’s decision to draw a balloon on the 
box’s side. Once other people draw colorful balloons, including 
Max’s parents, the box becomes light, and the people also take 
on colorful hues. Only Max’s hold on the connected rope keeps 
it from floating away, but, at his father’s encouragement, Max 
lets it go. The art’s soft coloring matches the gentle story. (Max 
and his family present white.) An author’s note addressed to 
adult caregivers offers some guidelines on managing emotions, 
especially in terms of expected gender roles.

An appropriate metaphor to help children manage 
their emotions. (Picture book. 48)

A MAP INTO 
THE WORLD 
Yang, Kao Kalia
Illus. by Kim, Seo
Carolrhoda (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-3836-8  

A young Hmong American girl shares 
the small things of wonder that make up 

her world.
When Paj Ntaub moves into a new green house with big 

windows with her family, the garden grows with “tomatoes, 
green beans, and a watermelon as round as my mother’s belly.” 
Soon, the green house becomes their house. Paj Ntaub helps 

“Tais Tais hang the special story cloth about how the Hmong 
got to America.” She exchanges waves with her neighbors Bob 
and Ruth, an elderly white couple even older than Tais Tais. And 
changing seasons usher in life and death. In gentle prose, Yang’s 
picture-book debut explores nature, community, and connec-
tion. Twin brothers are born amid the summer bounty in the 
garden. On a snowy, cold morning, loss arrives, and bare gingko 
trees “[reach] for the sky with their thin fingers” against the 
new emptiness of the house across the street. When the world 
becomes green again, Paj Ntaub draws together these connec-
tions in a neighborly gesture of comfort. Using digital graphite, 
pastels, watercolor, and scanned handmade textures, Kim brings 
detailed dimension to the green house and the world around it. 
Alternating perspectives capture the expansiveness of the out-
side as well as the intimacy of Paj Ntaub’s observations.

Contemplative, curious, and kind. (Picture book. 59)

b o a r d  &  n o v e lt y b o o k s

NORTH AMERICA
A Fold-Out Graphic History
Albee, Sarah
Illus. by Exley, William
What on Earth Books (22 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-9999679-2-5  

Thirteen accordion-folded feet of 
North American history.

Printed on both sides and parading chronologically over 
the past 13,000 years, this panoramic timeline includes some 
notes on the continent’s natural history but leans largely toward 
human events and cultures—from an observation about the 
sophisticated medical practices of the ancient Aleuts (dated 
10,000 B.C.E.) to the election in 2019 of two women of Indig-
enous heritage to the U.S. Congress. Along with using care-
ful, respectful language when referring to Native groups and 

Contemplative, curious, and kind.
a map into the world
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“enslaved people,” Albee highlights women, both in general 
comments about their influence in various cultures and by 
adding several, such as Mexico’s Sor Juana and Canada’s Laura 
Secord, to her select roster of significant historical figures. This 
evenhanded approach also comes out in, for instance, a com-
ment that the U.S. earned its independence with “a ragtag army 
and a lot of help from France,” references to “white emigrants” 
moving westward in the 19th century, and the dates when all 
three North American countries entered World War II. Exley 
uses both general placement and a four-color system to differ-
entiate small scenes and figures in northern, central, southern, 
or Caribbean regions. Sandwiched between maps of the conti-
nent, his impressionistic background landscapes occasionally 
give way to watery stretches that provide both additional infor-
mation about select topics and visual relief.

Perforce superficial but tailor-made to lay out, and 
with, on a clear stretch of floor. (index, resource lists) 
(Informational novelty. 712)

KISSES!
Aracil, Virginie
Illus. by the author
Twirl/Chronicle (10 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
979-1-02760-702-0  

Everybody loves kissing their babies! 
Whether it is a tiny mouse father giv-

ing a tiny mouse child a peck on the nose 
or a gigantic mother elephant kissing her 

baby by touching trunks, every animal parent featured in this 
book loves his or her child. On the final page, which features 
an illustration of a female-presenting human parent kissing a 
baby, the voice shifts to second person, prompting the adult 
reading to shower the child listening with affection. The book 
itself is well designed: Each sturdy page is cut into the shape 
of a different animal, making it fun and easy for small fingers 
to manipulate, and inviting children to explore the outline and 
texture of each creature featured in the narrative. Aracil’s soft, 
smudgy illustrations, rendered in pastel colors, are soothing 
and cozy, infusing the simple, clean text with a sense of warmth 
that enhances the read-aloud experience. Laudably, none of 
the babies are gendered, allowing the readers flexibility in the 
characters’ gender assignments and giving children the chance 
to identify with them no matter what their identity. Unfortu-
nately, the same is not true of the parent animals: The author 
assigns genders via name (mama, papa) and/or pronoun to all of 
the parents, thereby excluding families that may have different 
structures and adult caregivers that might have more complex 
gender identities than what’s depicted on the page. Despite this 
shortcoming, it remains a delightful, visually interesting read.

A quick and cozy read-aloud perfect for bonding 
between caregivers and their children. (Board book. 6 mos.2)

TONIGHT
A Book of God’s 
Bedtime Promises
Assell, Emily
Illus. by Copple, Lauren
Tyndale House (20 pp.) 
$7.99  |  May 2, 2019
978-1-4964-3624-5  

This bedtime book pairs reassuring, original blessings with 
Bible verses from Psalms, Proverbs, and Deuteronomy.

Almost every double-page spread features a young animal 
with an older companion, likely a parent. A very pale-green 
whale and a calf surface on a gray sea at sunset; a gray-and-white 
wolf and cub frolic in the moonlight; and a black-and-white bird 
feeds a young hatchling still in the nest. Text set in a large, white 
or deep gray type displays Assell’s sweet messages (“Tonight, 
most precious gift, you are safe”) while the Bible verses that 
inspire them appear below (“I lay down and slept safely” Psalm 
3:5, Amplified Bible version). Exclusively male language is used 
for God, and several different translations of the Bible are 
quoted; in addition to the AMP, readers will encounter the New 
Living Translation, New International Version, and God’s Word. 
While Copple’s cartoon animals can be endearing, the color pal-
ette rests heavily on shades of gray, white, and dull orangey-pink, 
making many of the landscapes look bleak rather than comfort-
ing. The penguin perched by itself on an angular iceberg facing 
the setting sun, for instance, looks very much alone, textual 
assurance otherwise notwithstanding.

The dullness of the chosen hues dampens the soothing 
lines. (Board book. 13)

GREEK MYTHS AND MAZES
Bajtlik, Jan
Illus. by the author
Trans. by KradomskaJones, Zosia
Candlewick Studio (80 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5362-0964-8  

Unusual journeys await young explor-
ers in an introduction to select ancient 
Greek myths, legends, monsters, and 

sites that have been mapped onto a series of mazes.
Working on large folio spreads, Bajtlik concocts massive 

tangles of routes and passageways for viewers to tackle: There’s 
the Minotaur’s labyrinth, of course, but also intricate visual 
plotlines for the “Twelve Labors of Heracles,” the voyage of 
the Argo, the Trojan War, Odysseus’ journey home, and how 
Oedipus came to marry his mother. There are fanciful scenes 
too, such as a cross-section of fiery Mount Etna showing the 
forge of Hephaestus and a sea battle between Achaeans and Tro-
jans. Mazes are present but peripheral in other scenes, such as 
an aerial view of the Acropolis, a “Bestiary” of 35 mythical crea-
tures, and an overview of the ancient Olympics with 14 events 
identified. Tiny figures, nearly all light skinned and mostly in 
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armor or filmy dress but occasionally naked, pose dramatically 
as if drawn directly from old murals and ceramics. Most bear 
identifying names or labels. Readers in search of less arduous 
versions can turn to the back, past a partial family tree of gods 
and heroes, to sanitized prose summaries and descriptions that 
(unlike the sometimes-graphic mazes) downplay the sex and 
violence. These summaries mention no sources but do include 
relevant expressions still in use, such as “Achilles’ heel” and 

“siren song.”
Tangled tales and knotty challenges for veteran maze 

runners. (Novelty. 710)

BADABOOM BADABUMP!
Baou, Bartélémi
Illus. by Deneux, Xavier
Trans. by Hardenberg, Wendeline A.
Twirl/Chronicle (10 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
979-1-02760-706-8  

A trip to visit Zebra turns into a game of colliding creatures 
in this French book-and-toy import.

Young readers can play along, as the episode comes pack-
aged in a slipcase box with eight thick, rounded, particle-board 
animal figures. Gorilla, who’s “bored, bored, bored,” decides 
to visit Zebra for a round of the titular diversion and is joined 
along the way by Elephant, Lion, Giraffe, and Rhino—the last 
offering a willing Crocodile to ferry everyone across the wide 
river. Unfortunately, in midriver the travelers (literally) run into 
Hippo. “BADABOOM / BADATHUMP!” All end up in a heap 
in front of Zebra…who thinks that game looks like even more 
fun than Badaboom Badabump. Deneux cheats a little, stretch-
ing Crocodile out in the illustration so that all the animals line 
up neatly on its back at once, which is not possible with the 
accompanying toys. Still, along with offering a basic lesson in 
Newtonian principles, the challenge of finding a way to stack 
the animals in a stable formation followed by the gratification 
of ramming them into Hippo and seeing them fly makes a pleas-
ing experience for anyone who likes to bang things together.

Expect gleeful chortles from budding atom-smashers 
and collision-safety experts. (Board book/novelty. 1.53)

THE ULTIMATE BOOK OF 
PLANET EARTH
Baumann, AnneSophie & Graviou, Pierrick
Illus. by Balicevic, Didier
Twirl/Chronicle (18 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
979-1-02760-562-0  

Flaps, pull tabs, and pop-ups large 
and small enhance views of our planet’s 

inside, outside, atmosphere, biosphere, and geophysics.
It’s a hefty, high-speed tour through Earth’s features, cli-

mates, and natural resources, with compressed surveys of special 

topics on multileveled flaps and a spread on the history of life 
that is extended by a double-foldout wing. But even when teem-
ing with small images of land forms, wildlife, or diverse groups of 
children and adults, Balicevic’s bright cartoon illustrations look 
relatively uncrowded. Although the quality of the paper engi-
neering is uneven, the special effects add dramatic set pieces: 
Readers need to hold in place a humongous column of cumulo-
nimbus clouds for it to reach its full extension; a volcano erupts 
in a gratifyingly large scale; and, on the plate-tectonics spread, 
a pull tab gives readers the opportunity to run the Indian Plate 
into the Eurasian one and see the Himalayas bulge up. A final 
spread showing resources, mostly renewable ones, being tapped 
ends with an appeal to protect “our only home.” All in all, it’s a 
likely alternative to Dougal Jerram’s Utterly Amazing Earth, illus-
trated by Dan Crisp and Molly Lattin (2017), being broader in 
scope and a bit more generous in its level of detail.

It’s nothing new in territory or angle, but it’s still a 
serviceable survey with reasonably durable moving parts. 
(Informational novelty. 69)

PLANET EARTH
Illus. by Bomboland
Big Picture/Candlewick (30 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5362-0854-2 
Series: Paper World 

Flaps and cutouts add layers to this 
tour of our planet’s inside and outside.

Rendered in thick, geometric forms 
that often look piled up, the mountains, 
rivers, caves, coastlines, and seascapes 

already have a 3-D look, but actual cutouts that go part- or all 
the way through add a tactile dimension. Along with lifting 
flaps to expose added images and information on each topical 
spread, readers can feel as well as peer through gray cumulonim-
bus clouds to a dark tornado on the next page. They can also use 
their fingertips to follow an iceberg to the sea, trace a river’s 
meanders, or touch lava flowing down a volcanic slope. Aside 
from a debatable claim that wetlands are the most biologically 
diverse biome, the narrative, scattered into easily digestible 
blocks, offers a spare assortment of reasonably accurate if stan-
dard-issue facts and observations—mostly about tectonic fea-
tures and phenomena, but with pauses to view rivers and caves, 
deserts, coasts, clouds, and storms. Most but not all of the small, 
rare human figures have pale skin.

A quick, lightweight tour with literal feels. (glossary) 
(Informational novelty. 68)
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ANIMAZES
Extraordinary Animal 
Migrations
Illus. by Castrillón, Melissa
Big Picture/Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5362-0853-5  

For young naturalists, an invitation to guide 14 animals 
through migratory rounds.

Castrillón (The Balcony, 2019) casts each route as a wander-
ing maze through uncrowded landscapes or waterways, with a 
red flag showing where to start, a checkered flag at the midway 
point, and explanatory notes and prompts placed throughout. 
The animals range from the far-traveling likes of humpback 
whales and Arctic terns to the red crabs of Christmas Island, 
which scuttle out of the rainforest to mate on the shore and 

“flick their eggs into the sea.” “Migration” is defined broadly 
enough to include the daily ups and downs (“diel vertical migra-
tion”) of Antarctic krill and loosely enough to include the per-
egrinations of polar bears along with annual journeys such as 
that of Zambia’s straw-colored fruit bats or the sockeye salm-
on’s once-in-a-lifetime odyssey. Obliquely acknowledging the 
often high attrition rates with occasional skulls or scatterings of 
bones, she recognizes the hazards migratory species face. Her 
animals are small cartoon figures that generally smile and often 
even cavort friskily about while both animal and human preda-
tors lurk on the sidelines watching. Piecemeal though it is, the 
narrative will leave younger readers with a basic grounding in 
the concept, and the mazes are simple enough that the visual 
key to their routes at the end may go unneeded.

Light in tone but not content, an imaginative way to 
map comings and goings in the natural world. (Informational 
novelty. 69)

AMERICA ABC BOARD BOOK
Illus. by Chan, Irene
HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-06-279527-4  

An alphabetical tour of all things Amer-
ican, from Abraham Lincoln to zipper.

The uncredited author uses a predicable alphabet-book 
captioning structure (“B is for Baseball”; “J is for July Fourth”), 
relying on adult readers to explain the relationships of the var-
ious items included to the United States of America. They may 
well be unable to answer what makes a Ferris wheel American 
or, even more mystifyingly, a uniform (several military-style 
uniforms are depicted) or a volcano. A mix of full-page and 
double-page spreads presents each letter; the letter “E” spread 
must be rotated 90 degrees to accommodate the height of 
the Empire State Building. There are some odd pairings when 
two incongruous images are flush up against each other due 
to their sequence in the alphabet (chocolate chip cookies 
and Death Valley?). Many of the scenes are quintessentially 

American, such as the Liberty Bell and Martin Luther King 
Jr., while others seem to be have been selected for their initial 
letter alone. While diverse people are present in many of the 
group scenes, the New Orleans jazz band looks rather a bit too 
white, and the Thanksgiving page depicts stereotypical, smil-
ing Native Americans and Pilgrims. The flat, inviting imagery 
in bold colors and rounded lines will support language devel-
opment in toddlers learning to name their world and, in this 
case, their nation.

An accessible if imperfect American album. (Board book. 
24)

WHO AM I?
A Let’s Learn Spanish Book
de Anda, Diane 
Illus. by Sanchez, Sara
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (16 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-5344-2667-2  

Six rhymes and six flaps introduce six animals by their Span-
ish names: gato, perro, pájaro, ratón, conejo, and ardilla (cat, 
dog, bird, mouse, rabbit, and squirrel).

On the left-hand page of each spread, one rhyming couplet 
and the first line of a second describe common behavior and 
characteristics of an animal. On the recto, a declarative state-
ment printed on a flap offers a bit more description. Lift the flap 
to see the animal and to complete the rhyme with the animal’s 
name in Spanish; an English translation appears below. For exam-
ple, on the left: “I wag my tail, then leap and bark / and run with 
you out in the park. / I jump and catch the balls you throw.” Then 
on the right: “I am your frisky brown [lift the flap] perro. // Perro 
means dog.” The final spread presents all six animals with their 
Spanish names and phonetic pronunciations. Sanchez’s illustra-
tions are simple cartoon drawings decorated with visual clues to 
the animal being described (balls of yarn and paw prints for the 
cat, bones, chew toys, and balls for the dog, etc.). Similarly, each 
flap is shaped like an item associated with that animal (cheese for 
the mouse, a carrot for the rabbit). This very elementary intro-
duction to some child-friendly vocabulary is the first in a planned 
series of Let’s Learn Spanish books for very young children.

A lightweight way to familiarize English-speaking 
youngsters with a few simple Spanish words. (Board book. 14)

PETE THE KITTY’S FIRST DAY 
OF PRESCHOOL 
Dean, Kimberly & Dean, James
Illus. by Dean, James
HarperFestival (24 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-06243582-8 
Series: Pete the Cat 

The popular character enjoys storytime, painting, and a 
snack on the very first day of preschool.

Light in tone but not content, an imaginative way to map 
comings and goings in the natural world.

animazes
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The younger incarnation of Pete the Cat packs his backpack 
that he picked out from the store himself, gets a snack from his 
mom, and rides the school bus with his big brother, Bob (who 
isn’t much bigger than Pete, sizewise). At school, Pete meets his 
stylish teacher, Mrs. Lopez, and fellow feline classmates while 
keeping his signature cool. The day ends with Pete declaring: 

“Preschool is awesome! Pete loves everything!” James Dean’s big-
eyed cats populate the simply drawn scenes that look as though 
they were painted in preschool-esque fashion with thick swaths 
of tempera. At a couple of moments (when he eats his banana 
and declares it tasty and when he sings along) his customar-
ily expressionless face actually breaks into a smile. Kimberly 
Dean’s text is uninspired, but it’s in sync with the upbeat tone 
of the series. Pete’s preschool experience, while not particularly 
realistic, is a highly positive one; refreshingly, there is no trace 
of the separation anxiety or anxiousness found in many first-
day-of-school books.

 Likely to be popular with young Pete the Cat fans and 
parents seeking a gentle introduction to preschool. (Board 
book. 24) 

ASTRONAUTS
Dussausois, Sophie
Illus. by Peintre, MarcÉtienne 
Twirl/Chronicle (14 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
979-1-02760-703-7 
Series: Ultimate Spotlight 

Astronauts train, ride a Soyuz rocket 
up a slider to the International Space Sta-

tion, then return to Earth when their mission is done.
This introduction is so sketchy that the narrative and the 

pictures differ on the actual number of astronauts involved, and 
the captions offer a mix of specific facts and fragmentary filler 
(“The third stage includes an engine”; “The spacesuit provides 
oxygen for breathing”). Nevertheless, this quick overview of a 
generic visit to the ISS does reflect both the international char-
acter of space missions (at least currently) and the diversity of 
modern flight crews. Aside from the sliding Soyuz, there are 
only two small pop-ups, but each of the five openings features 
cut or folded flaps with additional information or inside views 
beneath. Along with simply drawn spacecraft and technical gear, 
Peintre casts a mixed crew of men and women, mostly light 
skinned but some with darker skin and/or puffy hair. Though 
individualized, they seem to be just interchangeable place hold-
ers, as in one scene the same figure appears twice. The inter-
active effects are larger and more varied in the co-published 
Savannah Animals, also by Dussaussois but illustrated by Aurélie 
Verdon.

A dud rocket. (Informational novelty. 68) (Savannah Animals: 
9791027607044)

SLEUTH & SOLVE
20+ Mind-Twisting Mysteries
Adapt. by Gallo, Ana
Illus. by Escandell, Victor
Chronicle (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4521-7713-7  

Captions and cartoon drawings offer 
clues to the solutions of 23 brainteasers, 

from murders to missing exam questions, in this Spanish import.
Rated (arbitrarily) for difficulty and categorized as need-

ing either “logic” or “imagination” to solve, the haphazardly 
arranged scenarios each feature a brief setup, two to 10 num-
bered duotone line drawings of participants (or, more often, 
suspects) with brief descriptive notes, and a solution hidden 
behind a glued-on flap. Along with classic posers such as the one 
about getting a dog, a chicken, and a bag of corn safely across a 
river, young Sherlocks are tasked with figuring out why only four 
of five men heading for a cemetery get wet in a sudden shower, 
how only one of two “mobsters” sharing iced drinks is poisoned, 
how young Katia is supposed to get a key out of a bottle without 
breaking glass or removing the cork, and, in several felonious 
situations, whose alibi doesn’t hold up. A few solutions will be 
greased with prior knowledge, but most are self-contained and 
well enough supplied with verbal or visual clues to require only 
a moment’s head-scratching. The ending comes on abruptly; 
Gallo compensates, at least in part, by opening with sugges-
tions for turning these exercises into a family or team game and 
keeping score. Escandell’s caricatured human figures represent 
uniformly as white as the paper they are printed on.

Nourishing fare for budding Encyclopedia Browns and 
even preteen Poirots. (Novelty. 710)

PEEK-A-BRUCE
Higgins, Ryan T.
Illus. by the author
Disney-Hyperion (24 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-368-02857-8 
Series: Mother Bruce 

A grumpy bear is a reluctant playmate to a persistent pack of 
baby goslings in an inescapable game of hide-and-seek.

Lovable, curmudgeonly Bruce, the scowling black bear of 
the Mother Bruce picture-book series, makes his second board-
book appearance for younger readers, following 1 Grumpy 
Bruce (2018). The setup is simple: “The geese want to play with 
Bruce today. // Bruce does not want to play. / He’s going for a 
walk alone. Let’s join him!” The remainder of the book depicts 
Bruce’s unsuccessful attempts to elude his would-be sidekicks 
and his hilariously perturbed reactions when his diligent seek-
ers find him at every turn. Bruce hides behind trees, tries to 
blend in with rocks, attempts to escape in a bubble bath, tries 
to slip away with a cup of his favorite warm beverage, and 
finally flees in desperation till he and his pursuers all collapse in 

Bruce plays the long-suffering straight man to 
the charmingly oblivious baby geese.

peek-a-bruce
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exhaustion. The final caption reads, “Good night Bruce. Let’s 
play this game again tomorrow!” Refreshingly, Bruce’s grouchi-
ness is not presented as a problem that needs to be fixed. Rather, 
Bruce plays the long-suffering straight man to the charmingly 
oblivious baby geese, whose unwavering affection for their dis-
inclined companion is genuinely touching. The artwork, as in 
all the Mother Bruce books, is exquisite, in the same league as 
any of the great children’s classics: rich in detail, deft, smooth, 
elegant, and expressive.

Part Are You My Mother? part The Odd Couple, all delight-
ful. (Board book. 14)

HELLO DINOSAURS! 
Holub, Joan
Illus. by Dickason, Chris
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (26 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5344-1870-7 
Series: Hello…! 

A group of smiling dinosaurs chases after some runaway 
eggs while modeling some of the traits that make our prehis-
toric predecessors so fascinating to toddlers.

Though at first glance this resembles any number of other 
dinosaur-themed board books, there’s a lot to like here. The 
artwork makes no attempt at realism, but the bright hues and 
vibrant personalities of the dinosaurs are eye-catching and fun. 
The text has an engaging, simple cadence: “Hello dinosaurs / 
Hello eggs / Hello GIANT stomping legs,” etc. The plot, such 
as it is, is uncomplicated: A group of inquisitive dinosaurs pokes 
and prods at some eggs in a nest, accidentally sending them 
rolling down a hill. Their pursuit of the eggs becomes a vehicle 
for comparing different modes of dinosaur locomotion; other 
comparisons made include diets, size, teeth, and protective fea-
tures (think claws, plates, tails, and horns). The book conveys 
a surprising amount of information in terms that kids will eas-
ily understand: “Carnivores snag a treat / on the go they gobble 
meat. / Herbivores grab plants to munch / Omnivores grab both 
for lunch.” After the eggs safely come to a complete stop, the 
pages fold open on both recto and verso into a double-gatefold 
panorama wherein 21 types of dinosaurs are named. The pro-
ceedings conclude with the hatching of three adorable baby 
dinosaurs.

Fun, accessible Jurassic jargon and hijinks. (Board book. 
14)

GRITTY KITTY 
Hutton, John
Illus. by Brown, Christina
blue manatee press (14 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-936669-76-9  

Help toddlers learn to find their true 
grit with this charming primer on resilience.

This lovely introduction for tots to the value of persever-
ance and working through adversity is both gentle and persua-
sive. The lessons are well-stated and clear, making this book 
both a welcome addition to board-book literature and a great 
alternative to yelling, “Suck it up!” Gritty Kitty and friends play 
out a variety of scenarios that could end in tears. Instead of 
treating each incident like a catastrophe, though, Gritty Kitty 
demonstrates that there are healthier, easier, and more enjoy-
able ways to respond to each situation: “Gritty Kitty, stumble 
and fall, / stand back up—no problem at all! // Build a tower. 
Blocks tumble down. / Keep trying, look: a purrfect town!” 
When the blocks fall, of course, Gritty Kitty looks appropri-
ately unhappy but then beams with joy when persistence pays 
off and the town is complete. Other pint-sized potential cri-
ses that Gritty Kitty navigates in an emotionally healthy way 
include impatience, boredom, trying new food, and fear of the 
dark (it can be cozy, too). The cartoon illustrations complement 
the lessons perfectly—each animal character is fully realized 
and expressive, with plenty of fun detail in each panel.

A gem of a book that encourages kids to toughen up, 
gently. (Board book. 14)

MY TWO MOMS AND ME
Joosten, Michael
Illus. by Zenou, Izak
Doubleday (22 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-525-58012-6  

A new board book about babies and 
toddlers with pairs of moms.

This title will help address the dearth of materials for young 
children with depictions of two-mom families. First-person, 
affirming text is delivered in a matter-of-fact voice detailing 
moments in the daily routine of a young child with two moms. 

“At the pool, my moms bounce me in the water. What a life!” 
reads a representative spread. The accompanying illustrations 
don’t follow one child and their parents, however. Instead, each 
spread shows a different child (or in some spreads two children) 
interacting with their moms. This opens up possibilities for 
racially diverse representation, and many impeccably dressed 
families depicted in the retro-style art by fashion illustrator 
Zenou appear multiracial. Diversity doesn’t include depic-
tions of people with visible disabilities (apart from two moms 
wearing glasses), and adults appear uniformly slim and mostly 
cisgender. The companion title about children with two dads 
is similarly executed with a first-person child’s voice, racially 
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diverse characters, and limited representation of other diversity. 
It is a pity for the baby and toddler audience that the illustra-
tions do not embrace the blank backgrounds of cover art and 
instead fill every bit of space. Both titles will undoubtedly be 
scooped up by families seeking queer representation in board 
books.

Needed, but there is still lots of room for better 
books to come. (Board book. 6 mos.2) (My Two Dads and Me: 
9780525580102)

WHERE IS FUZZY PENGUIN?
Illus. by Kawamura, Yayo
Cartwheel/Scholastic (16 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-338-53802-1  

Find Fuzzy Penguin on every page of 
this delightfully teeming book.

Fuzzy Penguin lives in Antarctica with her penguin friends, 
penguin family, and a small host of other fascinating creatures, 
such as whales and seals. Follow Fuzzy through her adventures 
playing with her friends, waiting for eggs to hatch, swimming 
in the cold ocean, and, finally, falling asleep at night. If readers 
want to know what Fuzzy is specifically doing in each panorama, 
though, they will have to search carefully by either feeling the 
page until they find her velvety, textured body or scanning for 
her three-feather topknot. On each spread of this board book, 
rhyming text tells a short, pithy story about what Fuzzy is doing 
with her penguin friends and family. The cartoon drawings are 
filled with action and detail, lending themselves to additional 
scrutiny and storytelling. Readers will enjoy running their 
hands across the pages until they feel Fuzzy’s soft body—and, 
for those with more-advanced reading comprehension, using 
the clues in the text to locate Fuzzy’s exact spot on the page. 
The use of repeated onomatopoeia such as “Crack, crack, crack! 
Scratch, scratch, scratch!” is not only a lot of fun to read aloud, 
but also an invitation for children to quickly memorize the text 
and “read” along.

Readers will want to revisit this visually and textually 
lively, tactile story over and over again. (Board book. 13)

LUDWIG THE TIME DOG
Löhlein, Henning
Illus. by the author
Kane/Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-61067-864-3  

Returning a mysterious, outsized egg 
to its home takes a veteran canine trav-
eler on an unexpectedly long journey.

Ludwig adds a fourth dimension to his 3-D adventures as a 
…Space Dog (2016) and a …Sea Dog (2017) when the egg—which 
is nearly as big as he is—turns out not to belong to any modern 
birds or reptiles. Into a mammoth tome titled The Entire History 

of the World he dives. After a consultation with Mary Anning 
(unnamed but recognizable at least to readers familiar with the 
history of paleontology) and quick stops in several earlier eras, 
he fetches up in a spooky forest to be surrounded, with the 
opening of a double gatefold, by huge, smiling dinosaurs. When 
the egg hatches, there is mommy dino, a big, green sauropod, to 
welcome it and to start Ludwig on his safe return with a boost 
back into his biblio-tunnel. Even more than in previous outings, 
the plot is just a pretext for the 3-D pictures. These feature cut-
out figures and artful shadows that seem to float even without 
the supplied cardboard eyewear; with it, they acquire a beguil-
ing shimmer as well as a convincing depth of field for the flocks 
of birds bursting up in one scene, charging medieval knights in 
another, and the climactic prehistoric landscape. Ludwig has a 
multispecies circle of bookish friends (some literally bookish, 
such as a certain familiar hatter), but humans, including a set of 
leopard-skin–clad cave artists, are white throughout.

Thin though the plot may be, the art makes the trip 
well worth the time. (Novelty picture book. 69)

JUMP! 
Matsuoka, Tatsuhide
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Hirano, Cathy
Gecko Press (36 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-77657-231-1  

A playful and kinetic assemblage of animals.
As the title implies, this volume celebrates the act of jump-

ing, as demonstrated by nine different types of animals. A 
simple and elegant whimsy underlies every aspect of the book, 
beginning with the practical conceit of reorienting the book 
by 90 degrees. After each animal is introduced (“A frog jumps,” 
for example), an upward flip of the page reveals a picture of 
it vaulting skyward. Author Matsuoka has won picture-book, 
science-book, and children’s-book awards in his native Japan, 
and it’s easy to see why. The creatures in this book have a car-
toonish degree of personality. The big-eyed frog, for example, 
smiles softly in a lazy squat; in midflight, it has a proportional, 
fat-bellied, anatomical correctness. The grasshopper is another 
striking and even startling example, all legs and head in the 
first picture, then legs, body, and wings fully extended midleap. 
Apart from lines implying upward movement, there’s a beauti-
ful static quality to these snapshots of motion. Each jump is 
accompanied by a vibrant “BOING!” (or “Boi-oi-oi-oi-oing!” as 
the case may be), which makes for read-aloud fun for caregiver 
and child alike. Snails, readers learn, are predictably poor jump-
ers. “And I jump, too,” announces the young, Asian-presenting 
child who executes the final leap, placing humans in context 
within the animal kingdom.

Delightful—pounce on it! (Board book. 14)
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JUNGLE ANIMALS
Mazas, Maria
Illus. by Roy, Camille
Twirl/Chronicle (16 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-2-40801-284-7 
Series: Touch and Explore 

This board book is a tactile, factoid-filled visit with various 
jungle animals.

Mazas’ animal facts are paired with Roy’s clean and invit-
ing illustrations. Some featured animals, such as the iguana, 
are given full two-page layouts with multiple illustrations and 
an up-close image while other pages include multiple animals 
and facts shared together. There is no apparent pattern to how 
the animals are featured or why some receive a more in-depth 
treatment. Despite this, young readers will get a kick out of 
the information included, especially the note about sloth toilet 
habits. Some of the up-close images incorporate both an inset 
texture to feel and labeled body parts. These are the most inter-
esting illustrations in the book even though the tactile compo-
nents don’t add much informational value. The boa constrictor 
works well with its touchable, bumpy scales. Overall, the book 
suffers from a lack of clear direction: Is it an organized, up-close 
look at jungle animals? A picture dictionary of assorted animals, 
as the last two pages featuring seven animals and a few textures 
suggest? A lift-the-flap book (there’s only one)? The muddiness 
means an unclear readership. The touch-and-feel aspect points 
to younger readers, but the content hits a little older. Overall, 
the book has high appeal for animal lovers who get a kick out 
of related details.

Another cute book of animal facts—but far from a 
must-have. (Board book. 25)

PEEK-A-WHO TOO?
Mroziewicz, Elsa
Illus. by the author
Minedition (22 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-988-8341-81-8  

Lift the flaps to find out which crea-
tures are making each sound.

Each double-page spread of this triangular book opens into 
a diamond shape, featuring a question about an animal sound 
written in large, bold, black letters on solidly colored flaps: 

“Who TRUUUMPETS? // Who says GROWWWL?” The 
repetitive structure of the questions makes this text feel like 
a poem. When readers lift the flaps, some of which hinge up 
and some of which hinge down, they will delight in finding gor-
geously illustrated wild animals ranging from an elephant and a 
tiger through a monkey, an owl, a parrot, a lion, a frog, a bee, a 
mosquito, and a crocodile to a bear. Each illustration is colorful 
and heavily detailed, providing readers with visually rich, pat-
terned paintings that invite close looks. The animals chosen are 
either already familiar to most children or readily found in many 

children’s books. Mroziewicz’s use of onomatopoeia makes this 
an enjoyable and effective read-aloud for younger children. The 
final spread unfortunately breaks the poetic pattern of the ear-
lier text, transitioning from the question about vocalization to 

“Who sleeps all winter? ZZZZZZ ZZZZZZ.” The change feels 
like a bit of a jolt from the original rhythm, but overall it is a 
well-designed book that stands out for its gorgeous illustrations.

A visually enticing book based on a simple and enter-
taining concept. (Board book. 24) 

ALPHABIT
An ABC Quest in 8-bit
Illus. by Solon, Juan Carlos
Chronicle (36 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4521-7030-5  

A young hero quests for a diamond 
in this alphabet book for the vintage-
gaming set.

In pixelated, retro video game–style 
art, a plucky adventurer journeys through 

classic settings and scenarios. Each double-page spread presents 
one or two letters printed in a box along with the words starting 
with the letter. The majority indicate items to be found hidden 
in the image (genre-expected words such as “armor,” “potion,” 
and “skull” as well as all-around less-conventional words includ-
ing “antenna” and “invaders”) with occasional action words 
(“exercise,” “heal,” “jump,” “upswing”). A few letters lend them-
selves less successfully to illustration (such as the forced “Q” 
page’s options of “quit” or “quest on”). The story is told through 
the art, as the hero is joined by a band of fellow sprites to cross 
the various video game maps. While some page turns offer logi-
cal transitions, some feel arbitrary, undermining story cohesion. 
Violence in the battles is mostly depicted through splashes of 
nonthreatening color denoting speed or magic attacks. The 
protagonist has brown hair and racially ambiguous light-brown 
skin and is joined by a white-presenting Viking type, a dark-
skinned adventurer, and a light-skinned adventurer with floppy 
pink bangs. The fuzziness of the pixelated illustrations and 
crowded compositions make this a particularly poor offering 
for use with the typical board-book audience.

While quirky, unconventional, and artfully designed, 
this has more novelty factor than readability. (Board book. 
24)

When readers lift the flaps, they will delight in 
finding gorgeously illustrated wild animals.

peek-a-who too?
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DREAM BIG
Wan, Joyce
Illus. by the author
Cartwheel/Scholastic (24 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-338-33868-3  

Youngsters meet accomplished women, 
both historic and contemporary.

Zaha Hadid admires one of her buildings; Amelia Earhart 
flies an airplane; and Harriet Tubman braves the woods at night. 
In alternating double- and single-page spreads, prominent 
women are depicted with oversized, oval heads and toddler-
esque bodies along with the activities they are known for. This 
design choice may both attract and confuse little ones, as the 
audience is likely to assume these figures are children. The text 
follows a gentle pattern with the two-word phrases appearing on 
the single-page spreads and a three-word phrase on the double-
page spreads. For the first woman in space, Valentina Teresh-
kova, poet/author Maya Angelou, and scientist Jane Goodall, 
the verse reads: “Dream FAR, / Dream WIDE, // Dream WILD 
dreams.” However, the name of each featured woman is hard to 
find, as it hidden in a very small, script type embedded in each 
illustration. Thankfully, a list of all the women presented appears 
in the back along with a short description of their accomplish-
ment. The diversity of the women presented is refreshing, as 10 
of the 15 figures are people of color. While many of the activities 
these women engage in will be accessible to toddlers, such as 
Frida Kahlo’s painting and Florence Griffith Joyner’s running, 
others may take more explanation from a grown-up, such as 
the math and science of Katherine Johnson and Chien-Shiung 
Wu. The final double-page spread encourages children to follow 
their own dreams in a setting that shows women engaged in a 
variety of activities.

An empowering package that needs adult intercession. 
(Board book. 24) 

DEM BONES
Adapt. by Weane, Holly
Illus. by Forgo, Ivana
Flowerpot Press (20 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4867-1674-6 
Series: Flowerpot Holiday 

A board-book version of the familiar 
spiritual, revamped with animal charac-

ters in skeleton costumes.
A group of anthropomorphic, bipedal animals who appear 

to be wearing black, one-piece bodysuits with human skel-
etons printed on them dance from one spread to the next. The 
full-bleed cartoon art is dark and busy—especially for a board 
book—and there’s little variation from one spread to the next 
to sustain visual interest. No matter how catchy the implied 
tune may be to those who are familiar with it, the repetitive 
text is less than inspired, too. Following an opening spread in 

which diverse animals dance to the chorus, elephants come to 
the foreground to dance to the lyric reading “The TOE bone’s 
connected to the FOOT bone,” then ankle, then shin, culmi-
nating in the line, “Now shake dem ELEPHANT bones!” The 
next spread switches back to the chorus with the whole group 
dancing together (“Now shake dem ANIMAL bones!”). Then 
the pattern repeats with puppy dogs, kitty cats, and billy goats 
(each subgroup mysteriously joined by unmentioned dinosaurs) 
moving in shifts to the foreground as the verses move up the 
body to name different bones.

Dry. Dim. Don’t bother. (Board book. 02)

c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e s

THE KNIGHTS OF MARS
Alice, Alex
Illus. by the author
First Second (64 pp.)
$19.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-250-20680-0
Series: Castle in the Stars, 3
(Graphic steampunk. 1014)

NOTHING BUT NET
Aro, David
West 44 (88 pp.)
$18.95  |  $11.70 paper  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8214-1
978-1-5383-8213-4 paper
Series: Alton Heights All-Stars, 2
(Fiction. 812)

APPLE ADVENTURE!
Berrow, G.M
Little, Brown (128 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-316-48745-0
Series: Spirit Riding Free
(Fiction. 69)

SPEED DEMON
Bowen, Fred
Peachtree (144 pp.)
$14.95  |  $6.95 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-076-1
978-1-68263-077-8 paper
Series: Fred Bowen Sports Stories
(Fiction. 712)

The diversity of the women presented is refreshing.
dream big
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GHOULIA AND THE MYSTERIOUS VISITOR
Cantini, Barbara
Illus. by the author
Amulet/Abrams (64 pp.)
$9.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4197-3690-2
Series: Ghoulia, 2
(Fiction. 68)

NEW FRIENDS FOR ZAZA
Freeman, Mylo
Illus. by the author
Clavis (24 pp.)
$14.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-60537-489-5
Series: Zaza
(Picture book. 25)

JAVI TAKES A BOW
Gordon, Elizabeth
West 44 (88 pp.)
$18.95  |  $11.70 paper  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8246-2
978-1-5383-8245-5 paper
Series: The Club, 2
(Fiction. 812)

OUT OF CONTROL!
Gravel, Elise
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (192 pp.)
$12.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-06-235132-6
Series: Olga, 3
(Humor. 812)

13 AND COUNTING
Greenwald, Lisa
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (352 pp.)
$16.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-287524-2
Series: The Friendship List, 3
(Fiction. 812)

BRUCE’S BIG STORM
Higgins, Ryan T.
Illus. by the author
Disney Hyperion (48 pp.)
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-368-02622-2
Series: Mother Bruce
(Picture book. 35)

MAMMAL TAKEOVER!
Howard, Abby
Illus. by the author
Amulet/Abrams (128 pp.)
$15.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-4197-3624-7
Series: Earth Before Us, 3
(Graphic nonfiction. 812)

LIFERAFT
Khorana, Aditi
Scholastic (160 pp.)
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-35390-7
Series: Horizon, 5
(Fiction. 912)

DREW PENDOUS VERSUS RAY BLANK
Lewman, David
Illus. by Dress, Robert
Sterling (96 pp.)
$6.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4549-3110-2 
Series: Drew Pendous, 3
(Graphic fiction. 37)

GREEN ARROW’S PERFECT SHOT
Lyga, Barry
Amulet/Abrams (256 pp.)
$13.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4197-3738-1
Series: The Flash: Crossover Crisis, 1
(Fiction. 812)

STOLEN FROM THE STUDIO
Magaziner, Lauren
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (480 pp.)
$16.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-06-267630-6
Series: Case Closed, 2
(Interactive adventure. 812)

THE TIME TRAP
Mara, Wil
West 44 (88 pp.)
$18.95  |  $11.70 paper  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8359-9
978-1-5383-8364-3 paper
Series: Twisted, 3
(Horror. 812)
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BOY-CRAZY STACEY
Martin, Ann M.
Illus. by Galligan, Gale with Lamb, Braden
Graphix/Scholastic (176 pp.)
$10.99 paper  |  $24.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-30451-0 paper
978-1-338-30452-7 PLB
Series: The Baby-Sitters Club Graphix, 7
(Graphic fiction. 812)

RALPH MASIELLO’S ALIEN DRAWING BOOK
Masiello, Ralph
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  $7.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-57091-769-1
978-1-57091-770-7 paper
Series: Ralph Masiello’s Drawing Books
(Nonfiction. 58)

JUST MY BEST FRIEND
Mayer, Mercer
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$16.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-243147-9
978-0-06-243146-2 paper
Series: Little Critter
(Early reader. 48)

CASSIE AND CHARM
McKain, Kelly
Illus. by Stanley, Mandy
Tiger Tales (128 pp.)
$4.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-442-4 
Series: Pony Camp Diaries
(Fiction. 610)

EMILY AND EMERALD
McKain, Kelly
Illus. by Stanley, Mandy
Tiger Tales (128 pp.)
$4.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-443-8 
Series: Pony Camp Diaries
(Fiction. 610)

ELMER’S BIRTHDAY
McKee, David
Illus. by the author
Andersen USA (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5415-7764-0
Series: Elmer the Patchwork Elephant

(Picture book. 49)

DOUBLE CROSS
McMullen, Beth
Aladdin (272 pp.)
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4814-9026-9
Series: Mrs. Smith’s Spy School for Girls, 3
(Fiction. 913)

RUSTY
Miles, Ellen
Scholastic Paperbacks (96 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-30304-9 
Series: The Puppy Place, 54
(Fiction. 710)

SIDELINED
Palmer, IvaMarie
Illus. by Kissi, Marta
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (288 pp.)
$12.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-239186-5
Series: Gabby Garcia’s Ultimate Playbook, 3
(Fiction. 812)

HILDA AND THE MOUNTAIN KING
Pearson, Luke
Illus. by the author
Flying Eye (80 pp.)
$19.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-911171-17-1
Series: Hilda, 6
(Graphic fantasy. 710)

THE LAST OLYMPIAN
The Graphic Novel
Riordan, Rick
Adapt. by Venditti, Robert
Illus. by Collar, Orpheus & Dodé, Antoine
Disney-Hyperion (128 pp.)
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper | Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4847-8233-0
978-1-4847-8638-3 paper
Series: Percy Jackson & the Olympians, 5
(Graphic fantasy. 1014)
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LASER MOOSE AND RABBIT BOY
Time Trout
Savage, Doug
Illus. by the author
Andrews McMeel (144 pp.)
$9.99 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-4494-9745-3 
Series: Laser Moose and Rabbit Boy, 3
(Graphic novel. 811)

LUCKY STARS
Steinke, Aron Nels
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (176 pp.)
$24.99  |  $9.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-04789-9
978-1-338-04783-7 PLB
Series: Mr. Wolf ’s Class, 3
(Graphic fantasy. 710)

THE ISLAND OF DRAGONS
Stilton, Geronimo
Scholastic Paperbacks (320 pp.)
$14.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-54693-4
Series: Geronimo Stilton and the Kingdom of Fantasy, 12
(Fiction. 710)

I SURVIVEVD THE GREAT 
MOLASSES FLOOD, 1919
Tarshis, Lauren
Scholastic Paperbacks (144 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-31741-1 
Series: I Survived…, 19
(Fiction. 710)

MAGGIE & ABBY AND THE 
SHIPWRECK TREEHOUSE
Taylor, Will
Harper/HarperCollins (400 pp.)
$16.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-06-264434-3
Series: Maggie & Abby, 2
(Fantasy. 812)

LAND OF THE SPRING DRAGON
West, Tracey
Illus. by Loveridge, Matt
Branches/Scholastic (96 pp.)
$4.99 paper  |  $24.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-26375-6
978-1-338-26374-1 PLB
Series: Dragon Masters, 14
(Fantasy. 68)
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young 
adult

COLD AS MARBLE
Aarsen, Zoe
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5344-4431-7 
Series: Light as a Feather, 2 

High school students dabble in 
witchcraft in a race to break a deadly spell.

McKenna Brady is back from board-
ing school for winter break, having been 
expelled after unsuccessfully attempting 

to break Violet Simmons’ lethal curses. She now has just eight 
days to prevent Violet from killing her friend Mischa. Last fall, 
Violet predicted the deaths of their friends Olivia and Candace, 
with macabre details and accuracy during a game of Light as a 
Feather, Stiff as a Board. Now Violet is giving tarot card readings 
in school, and McKenna believes her predictions are connected 
to the lunar calendar. Aarsen quickly picks up where Light as a 
Feather (2018) leaves off, with improved results: The story is grip-
ping and fast-paced, with sharper dialogue and plenty of hair-rais-
ing spookiness mixed with high school tomfoolery. Readers will 
devour the juicy occult particulars as McKenna discovers that 
she is a medium and teams up with friends to use a divination 
pendulum, phases of the moon, and other Wiccan magick to try 
to stop Violet. There’s much to enjoy here, but the main premise, 
that McKenna and her friends must somehow force Violet to lie 
down and play Light as a Feather, Cold as Marble to break the 
spell, is flimsy enough that one hopes Aarsen uses her growing 
talents on new material. Most characters are assumed white.

A lively and captivating teen paranormal ride. (Horror. 
1316)

THE BEAUTIFUL
Ahdieh, Renée
Putnam (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5247-3817-4  

Forbidden love is tested by suspicion 
and murder in this latest addition to YA 
vampire lore.

Celine Rousseau, a French and Asian 
(mother’s exact origins unknown) seam-
stress, sails from Europe to America in 

hopes of leaving her shadowy past behind. En route, she bonds 
with Pippa, a white English émigrée, and both girls find refuge 
in an Ursuline convent. Celine’s talent as a couturier leads to a 

ONE PERSON, NO VOTE (YA EDITION) by Carol Anderson 
with Tonya Bolden ............................................................................ 208

ACCUSED! by Larry Dane Brimner ................................................ 209

FIREBORNE by Rosaria Munda .......................................................216

THE OTHER SIDE by Juan Pablo Villalobos; 
trans. by Rosalind Harvey .................................................................221

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

ONE PERSON, NO VOTE (YA EDITION) 
Not All Voters Are Treated Equally
Anderson, Carol with Bolden, Tonya
Bloomsbury (288 pp.)
$18.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5476-0107-3
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commission from Odette, a beautiful member of the opulent-yet-
mysterious Cour des Lions, where students of the occult practice 
their craft unmolested. Before long, Celine is swept up in a world 
of mystical forces centering around Sébastien Saint Germain, an 
enigmatic aristocrat to whom she is irresistibly attracted. When 
a fellow convent member is found murdered, Celine suspects 
all her acquaintances, including Sébastien. The novel, wading 
into the waters of forbidden romance between teenage girl and 
hunky immortal vampire previously navigated by Buffy Summers 
and Bella Swan, feels less magical than it should despite the lush 
Victorian-era New Orleans setting. At times the mounting attrac-
tion between Bastien and Celine is told rather than shown, which 
makes the central relationship feel forced rather than organic and 
passion filled. Ahdieh (Smoke in the Sun, 2018, etc.) brings New 
Orleans vibrantly to life, particularly when exploring the compli-
cated racial and gender restrictions of high society through main 
and supporting characters of mixed-race origin.

Sure to please fans of the author and of the vampire-
romance genre. (Fantasy. 12adult)

MICHIGAN VS. THE BOYS
Allen, Carrie S.
Kids Can (304 pp.)
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5253-0148-3  

Michigan wants to play hockey, 
which leaves one last audacious option—
the boys’ team.

Michigan Manning and her best 
friend, Brie, dream of victory as the 
new captains of their high school girls’ 

ice hockey team. Instead, Principal Belmont shocks them by 
announcing that budgets cuts will render the girls’ hockey team 
defunct. The close-knit hockey girls scatter—Brie to private 
school, the rest to other schools and other sports, but Michigan 
can’t afford private school tuition or long commutes. Inspired by 
Jack, a handsome, popular swimmer, and a brave girl on her broth-
er’s AAA bantam team, Michigan shrugs off ridicule, taunts, and 
bullying to earn her way to a coveted center position on the boys’ 
varsity team. It’s an exhilarating run, as debut author Allen cre-
ates a wonderfully authentic hockey world. Determined, resilient 
Michigan fights for her right to play despite feeling abandoned 
by old friends and ostracized by her new team. However, read-
ers may feel frustrated by the author’s portrayal of Michigan’s 
rationalizations and the alpha bad guy trope, which veers toward 
the cartoonish—after purposely injuring her, one bully “lowers 
his voice as if talking to a baby. ‘Are you going to be OK to play 
this weekend? Coach needs his widdle Michigan out there.’ ” The 
supportive relationships between Michigan and her brother, boy-
friend, and father are beautifully written, and the on-ice experi-
ence is similarly nuanced and breathtaking. Most characters are 
assumed white.

Nevertheless, a gritty and heroic athlete persists. (Fic
tion. 1316)

TEENS AND VAPING
Allen, John
ReferencePoint Press (80 pp.) 
$30.95 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019  
978-1-68282-755-0

A well-researched and up-to-date 
source for youth interested in or doing 
reports about teens and e-cigarette use.

The author makes his premise clear 
in the introduction: The controversy sur-

rounding teens and vaping is that the nicotine in e-cigarettes is 
addictive and more research is needed to determine whether 
the use of e-cigarettes carries other health consequences. This 
is of particular concern to young people who appear to be a tar-
get market for e-cigarette companies and who, as evidenced by 
recent statistics, are increasingly using e-cigarettes. Chapters 
build consecutively and cover topics such as “What is Everyone 
Worried About?” “Do E-Cigarette Companies Target Teens?” and 

“The Crackdown on Teen Vaping,” but each can also be read inde-
pendently. Because of this, those reading the book cover to cover 
will notice the repetitious nature of some facts, commentaries, 
and positions. Although the chapters are only about 12 pages long 
and feature photographs, some readers may find them dense with 
statistics. For this, more charts would have been helpful. Inserts 
that provide additional information and share personal narra-
tives from teens and adults enliven the text. Bubble insets high-
light selected quotes.

A balanced, engaging exploration of a burgeoning 
trend that combines expert voices, statistics, and personal 
experience. (source notes, organizations, further reading, 
index, picture credits) (Nonfiction. 1216)

THE LONESOME ERA
Allen, Jon
Illus. by the author
Iron Circus Comics (424 pp.) 
$30.00 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-945820-38-0  

The tricky dance of coming out and 
coming-of-age.

Camden is a cat, an astronomy enthusiast, and totally into 
his best monkey friend, Jeremiah. Camden is only comfortable 
writing about his attraction within a journal (one that his sister 
eventually finds, hinting that she knows and is very supportive). 
An encounter with an out rabbit selling T-shirts at a death metal 
concert nudges Camden toward a more open approach to living. 
He eventually kisses Jeremiah (blaming it on the dreadful cock-
tails they guzzle in the basement) and is also kissed by a girl who 
mistakes Camden’s politeness as flirtation. Camden ultimately 
finds his stride as a gay cat, even if he starts by mangling his 
ankle in a winceworthy accident. A slather of well-placed, well-
paced humor (death by exploding testicles, barfing up hot dogs 
gone bad) gives some relatable grit and grime that make this 
less out-and-proud proselytizing and more slice-of-life hilarity. 
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Unfortunately, the aggressive, lascivious, delinquent, drug-
dealing, casually homophobic character of Jeremiah reflects 
negative tropes of black people thinly veiled by the form of an 
anthropomorphized monkey. The black-and-white illustrations 
in this compact graphic novel feature heavy lines and simple 
cartoon-style images that evoke the retro 1990s setting.

A story with potential that’s unfortunately marred by 
blatant racial stereotyping. (Graphic humor. 1418)

ONE PERSON, NO VOTE 
(YA EDITION) 
How Not All Voters Are 
Treated Equally
Anderson, Carol with Bolden, Tonya
Bloomsbury (288 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5476-0107-3  

This YA adaptation of Anderson’s 
breakthrough 2018 book of the same 
name for adults demonstrates her schol-

arship on racial discrimination and voter disenfranchisement, 
presenting an urgent case for political intervention. 

“The millions of votes and voters that disappeared in 
2016 were a long time in the making,” begins this deep his-
torical investigation. The excitement of the Reconstruction 
era, when newly enfranchised black men were able to lever-
age such transformative policies as the shaping of the public 
school system, led to white people inventing de facto and de 
jure mechanisms to prevent black America from having any 
real political power. Civil rights struggles achieved the 1965 
Voting Rights Act in a period of U.S. global ideological compe-
tition, but simmering anger and backlash from whites strove 
to undo voter protections for black citizens. Coverage of the 
controversial 2000 presidential election results shows how 
the GOP–led reinvention of voter disenfranchisement strat-
egies undermined federal government–backed voter protec-
tions in order to focus on eliminating voter fraud. Persuasively 
emphasized throughout the book is the disproportionate 
impact of these policies on black citizens, as Anderson argues 
with clarity that predatory racial animus lies at the center of 
the American democratic project, culminating with the win-
ner of the 2016 presidential election. Bolden’s (Inventing Victo
ria, 2019, etc.) adaptation will fire up a new generation of civic 
activists through its gripping presentation. 

A significant people’s history and call to action for 
youth. (discussion guide, resources, notes, photo credits, 
index) (Nonfiction. 1318)

THE BURNING SHADOW
Armentrout, Jennifer L.
Tor Teen (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-250-17574-8 
Series: Origin, 2 

In this Lux spinoff, Evie continues 
grappling with her identity.

Still coping with the big revelation 
from The Darkest Star (2018) that Evie 
was Nadia before losing her memory, 

Evie struggles with who she is and against her attraction to 
Luc—she’s unsure if he loves her or if he loved a Nadia who’s 
gone for good. Meanwhile, April’s still involved in anti-Luxen 
protests while politicians attempt to pass laws to restrict Lux-
ens’ rights and freedoms, a storyline with clear parallels to 
real-world situations. The anti-Luxen camp is also pushing a 
narrative that sporadic outbreaks of a deadly flu are caused 
by Luxens. The prose suffers from repetition, with detailed 
recaps coming sometimes in intervals of only a few pages—but 
at least that means the expanded worldbuilding (and the dis-
tinctions among Luxen, hybrids, Origins, Arum, and another 
new type of superbeing) is easy to keep straight. Storylines 
heat up—romances involve nongraphic physical intimacy, and 
the conspiracies-and-aliens violence hammers in the stakes. 
As an added treat for loyal Lux fans, characters from the origi-
nal series appear. Gay and nonwhite characters are nominally 
present. In typical middle-book fashion, the ending does little 
in the way of resolving storylines; instead, it involves a charac-
ter giving pages of exposition confirming characters’ theories 
and explaining a setup for the next book.

Aside from a splash of politics, pretty much what read-
ers expect of the subgenre and author. (Science fiction. 1418)

RICOCHET
Berla, Kathryn
Flux (328 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-63583-040-8  

Four teenagers living in parallel uni-
verses must unravel the mystery behind 
their existence.

When Californian Tati sent off a 
saliva sample for DNA testing as part 
of her high school ethnic studies proj-

ect, she hoped she would learn more about her Russian birth-
parents. Instead Tati receives inconclusive results. Meanwhile, 
Ana—also in California and taking ethnic studies—gets nonhu-
man DNA results that stall her project’s progress. Tanya lives a 
sheltered life with her mother in Germany while in Russia, an 
isolated Tatyana lives with her famous scientist father. While 
circumstances vary for these four Tatiana/Tatyanas, one thing 
remains true for all of them: unexplained seizures (or me-
zures, as Tati dubs them). These seizures, they discover, bring 
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opportunities for them to meet and communicate. As turmoil 
infiltrates their four universes, it’s a race against time to fig-
ure out their shared history and stop the mastermind behind 
it. Berla (Beau & Bett, 2019, etc.) transitions from universe to 
universe in an often subtle flow. Readers will enjoy puzzling out 
how decisions big and small reverberate across the girls’ dif-
ferent lives. The stakes and the tension in the climax are low, 
however, as conflict buildup takes a back seat to backstory. The 
four main characters and most others are assumed white; Tati’s 
Indian American girlfriend, Priya, is an exception, and her fam-
ily is unfortunately portrayed in a two-dimensional and nega-
tively stereotypical way.

A lightly developed take on choice and the multiverse. 
(Science fiction. 1418)

ACCUSED! 
The Trials of the 
Scottsboro Boys: 
Lies, Prejudice, and the 
Fourteenth Amendment
Brimner, Larry Dane
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (192 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-62979-775-5  

Brimner (Blacklisted!, 2018, etc.) revis-
its the history of injustice in America.

Brimner has extensively researched the heartbreaking 
story of the suffering and stolen futures of nine African Amer-
ican teens falsely accused of the rape of two white women 
in Alabama in 1931, laying all the facts on the table in a con-
cise, gripping volume. The engaging, easy-to-follow text will 
draw readers into a historical account that mirrors many of 
today’s headlines. Ultimately, it took over 80 years for justice 
to finally be served for these young men; they were not fully 
exonerated until 2013. In the meantime, they were nearly 
lynched, attacked and beaten by guards, and faced execution. 
Even after they were released from prison, their lives were 
ruined, and they were never able to fully recover. The text is 
enhanced with primary sources including photos, newspaper 
clippings, ephemera, and court documents that give readers a 
sense of immediacy. The author’s note provides context about 
the enduring impact of the trials. This volume stands as a 
reminder to readers that lies have consequences and that no 
matter how long it takes, “We need to right the wrongs that 
have been done in the past.” The parallels between the perils 
the Scottsboro Boys endured and current news stories show 
the continued relevance of this history, making this a must-
have for both school and public libraries.

Engaging and historically accurate; highly recom-
mended. (author’s note, bibliography, source notes, index, 
picture credits) (Nonfiction. 13adult)

WHAT HAPPENED 
THAT NIGHT
Cameron, Deanna
Wattpad Books (328 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-9936899-1-8  

Murder, sexual torture, and other 
dark crimes among teens.

Clara Porterfield’s childhood crush, 
Griffin Tomlin, is dead. He was struck in 
the head with a rock before falling into a 

pool and drowning. Now her sister, Emily, is in jail awaiting trial 
for the murder. The town is shocked by the crime since Emily 
had been a well-liked cheerleader, seemingly normal and respon-
sible. But Clara is keeping an awful secret—that she was viciously 
raped and assaulted by Griffin on the night of a Super Bowl party. 
Clara’s struggle to cope with her emotional and physical injuries 
are further complicated by a developing romance with Griffin’s 
grieving best friend and her friendship with Aniston, a writer 
for her school newspaper who’s asking too many questions. The 
author’s note acknowledges that the book can be triggering and 
suggests that it is, in part, about topics “as real as young adults 
struggling with the aftermath of their sexual assaults.” The ele-
ments to do with the trauma of surviving a brutal rape are han-
dled well, and readers will ache for Clara. However, as a thriller, 
the writing is perfunctory, and the melodramatically unrealistic 
plot twists that include explicit, mature content involving muti-
lation of animal and human corpses, sodomy with a beer bottle, 
and more undermine the efforts toward authentic victim explo-
ration and instead devolve into violently pulpy fiction. Most char-
acters are assumed white; Aniston is Mexican American.

Graphic and disturbing elements are ultimately unre-
deemed. (author’s note) (Thriller. 17adult)

#NOTREADYTODIE
Carlyle, Cate
Common Deer Press (128 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 7, 2019
978-1-988761-39-8  

A school shooting changes dozens of 
lives.

Ginny is crouching under a desk in her 
homeroom, like the rest of her classmates. 
An unknown shooter attacked right after 
the start of school, wounding their substi-

tute teacher and Ginny’s crush, Owen, and putting the school on 
lockdown. As the hours pass, the Canadian teens from a town out-
side Toronto, all apparently white, struggle to cope. The situation 
makes Ginny, a cutter who began self-harming after her father’s 
death, wish for a razor. But a new friend helps: Kayla, a cheerleader 
Ginny has always dismissed as a Barbie and who happens to have 
an uncanny amount of medical knowledge for a teenager who vol-
unteers at a veterans’ hospital. Together, they work to keep their 
fellow students safe until they can be rescued—but will it be in 

The heartbreaking story of the suffering and stolen 
futures of nine African American teens.

accused!
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time for the injured? While Ginny’s first-person narration and the 
Twitter posts at the end of each chapter help to build suspense, the 
plot digressions to Ginny’s dead gay uncle, her former best friend, 
and her stunned realization about a classmate’s sexuality dissipate 
that tension and undercut the seriousness. In addition, the clunky 
dialogue and short length do not allow the characters to feel like 
realistic teens. The treatment of sexual orientation in the portray-
als of two gay teens, one whom girls try to “convert” while the other 
is outed by a gay peer, raises troubling questions.

A slight, stilted take on a weighty issue. (Fiction. 1216)

OUR WAYWARD FATE
Chao, Gloria
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5344-2761-7  

When the new student in town hap-
pens be Taiwanese just like her, Ali Chu’s 
world is turned upside down—and not in 
the ways she might have imagined.

Ali is used to being different: Since 
moving to Indiana, she’s been the only 

Asian in her whole school. Her classmates can’t pronounce her 
name, and she has to drive to another town for kung fu lessons—
where she’s still the only Asian. Things aren’t much better at 
home, with parents who won’t address any of their problems 
or family secrets. Instead, they don’t talk at all. Then Chase 
Yu arrives, and suddenly Ali has someone who understands her 
jokes and has her back when she stands up to teachers. The 
problem of Ali’s family remains. To move forward, Ali has to 
uncover what their past means for her future. Chao (Ameri
can Panda, 2018) brings readers a witty protagonist who breaks 
stereotypes of Chinese Americans by simply being herself. At 
the same time, she faces problems, including casual racism and 
balancing commitments to family and self, that she experiences 
in culturally specific ways. Interspersed throughout are scenes 
from “The Butterfly Lovers,” a folktale that at first seems a per-
plexing addition to Ali’s story but becomes relevant in the end.

A spirited novel exploring the clash between Midwest-
ern America and the expectations of immigrant parents. 
(note about Mandarin, author’s note) (Fiction. 1318)

THE NEVER TILTING WORLD
Chupeco, Rin
HarperTeen (496 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-282179-9 
Series: Never Tilting World, 1 

Can 17-year-old goddesses fix the world?
Ever since the Breaking, the world 

of Aeon has stopped turning. One hemi-
sphere exists in perpetual night plagued 
by ceaseless tsunamis while the other 

half is scorched by constant oppressive sunlight. Aeon is a dys-
topian world where critical resources are scarce and monsters 
and spectres lurk dangerously. Living in opposite hemispheres 
and unaware of the other’s existence, twin goddesses Odessa 
and Haidee embark on treacherous parallel journeys to the 
Great Abyss to revisit the site of the Breaking and try to heal 
the world that their mothers made so wrong. These are teens 
aching to understand the broken world they’ve inherited and 
figure out how to set it to rights. What are they willing to fight 
for and defend? In a book narrated by four alternating voices, 
Chupeco (contributor: His Hideous Heart, 2019, etc.) offers up 
an exciting page-turner that is so visually vivid that reading it 
feels like watching a movie. It’s chock full of narrow escapes, 
plot twists, and great characters—even a queer romance—that 
work in concert. Give this to fans of Holly Black’s The Cruel 
Prince (2018) and Tomi Adeyemi’s Children of Blood and Bone 
(2018); they will devour this story that is part epic adventure, 
part political thriller and eagerly await its sequel. Most charac-
ters are presumed white; two major and several secondary char-
acters are coded as East or South Asian.

Magical and exhilarating. (map) (Fantasy. 1418)

GRAVEMAIDENS
Coon, Kelly
Delacorte (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-525-64782-9  

Can 16-year-old Kammani’s skills as a 
healer save her family?

Kammani’s mother is dead. Her 
father—who was once the best healer 
in the city of Alu—drowns his grief in 
alcohol. Her brother, Kasha, was stolen 

by the royal family as a punishment for Kammani’s father’s 
inability to heal the ruler’s dying son years before. Kammani’s 
sister, Nanaea, is all she has left. But when Nanaea is unexpect-
edly chosen to be a Sacred Maiden—one of three young women 
chosen to be killed and buried with the ruler upon his death—
Nanaea believes it’s a chance to recapture her family’s glory. 
Kammani knows better. In a desperate bid to save Nanaea’s life, 
Kammani is determined to heal the ruler at any cost—even her 
own life. Coon builds a rich and detailed world complete with 
a history and rules that readers will enjoy uncovering slowly. 
While the setting feels satisfying, the characters do not. Kam-
mani’s constant insecurity about her romance with Dagan, for 
example, feels superficial, as does the entire town’s obsession 
with the Sacred Maiden ceremony. Furthermore, the prose 
often feels clunky and stilted, a pattern that becomes even 
more obvious when compared to many passages of easy, witty 
dialogue. The last third of the book is the strongest, as though 
the author finally found her way. Characters have a variety of 
different skin tones.

A middling debut that promises a more polished sequel. 
(resources) (Fantasy. 1418)

A witty protagonist breaks stereotypes of Chinese 
Americans by simply being herself.

our wayward fate
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PANIC
Dawn, Sasha
Carolrhoda Lab (312 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-3574-9  

After discovering an origami moon 
with a poem inside at her favorite cafe, 
Madelaine Joseph’s seemingly quiet life 
is plunged into a thrilling adventure.

Madelaine has been a performer 
for as long as she can remember. As the 

daughter and client of Jesse Joseph, a well-known talent man-
ager for Broadway and the television industry, Madelaine seems 
to enjoy the privileges that come with her insider connections. 
However, her life isn’t as glamorous as it seems. Caught between 
her divorced parents, she struggles with panic attacks and undi-
agnosed anxiety and yearns to find and express her own voice. 
The poem she discovers in the paper moon fits perfectly as lyr-
ics for a song she composed, prompting Madelaine to seek out 
its author. Her trusted circle of friends—twins McKenna and 
Brendon and her half sister, Hayley—now expands to one Dylan 
Thomas, who reaches out online and claims to be the artist 
behind the moon and poem. Madelaine finds herself easily able 
to confide in Dylan while also unsure of how much she can trust 
a stranger. Dawn (Blink, 2018, etc.) draws in readers, showing 
them that there is more to a person than what one sees on the 
surface. The author makes it easy to be both frustrated with the 
characters’ choices and yet to empathize with them. All charac-
ters are presumed white; Brendon is pansexual.

Compelling and captivating. (Fiction. 1318)

FULL DISCLOSURE
Garrett, Camryn
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-9848-2995-5  

Garrett’s debut novel not only suc-
cessfully tackles discrimination through 
the lenses of race, sexuality, and having 
HIV, but also shows the possibility of liv-
ing a full life despite it all. 

Simone Garcia-Hampton is perfectly 
ordinary in many ways—she gets embarrassed by her Pops and 
her Dad, obsesses over her dream of directing musicals on Broad-
way, tries to figure out if she’s bisexual, crushes on a boy in drama 
club, and thinks about having sex. But the San Francisco teen, 
who was adopted by her two gay dads, also has to consider her 
inherited HIV-positive status along with the threatening notes 
she starts to receive after she starts dating Miles. She knows what 
could happen if everyone at her new school found out about her 
status, but she also doesn’t want to give up what she’s got with 
Miles. Lydia and Claudia are her two best friends and, along with 
her fathers, her fiercest supporters. Simone will have to take a 
chance on trusting those closest to her with her secret before she 

can truly take back her power. Simone’s story will educate readers 
about the intricacies of living fully with HIV and controlling your 
narrative. The primary and most secondary characters are well 
developed, and the pace is spot-on. Simone, her Pops, and Miles 
are black; her Dad is Latinx; Lydia is Taiwanese and bisexual; and 
tan-skinned Claudia is an asexual lesbian.

A story about telling your truth, your way. (Fiction. 1418)

ORDINARY HAZARDS
A Memoir
Grimes, Nikki
Wordsong/Boyds Mills (336 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-62979-881-3  

For award-winning children’s and YA 
author Grimes (Between the Lines, 2018, 
etc.), writing, faith, and determination 
were the keys to surviving her tumultu-
ous childhood.

In the face of her father’s abandon-
ment and the revolving door of her alcoholic mother’s psychi-
atric hospital stays, Grimes becomes savvier and more resilient 
than any young child should have to be. After being abused by a 
babysitter when she was 3, Grimes and her beloved older sister, 
Carol, enter another set of revolving doors: foster care, some-
times loving, sometimes not. At a dark moment when she is 6, 
Grimes finds escape and comfort in prayer and writing. Despite 
the instability and danger she endures, Grimes blossoms into 
a gifted teen with a passion for books, journaling, and poetry. 
Her personal, political, and artistic awakenings are intertwined, 
with the drama of her family life unfolding against the back-
drop of pivotal moments in Civil Rights–era America. Grimes 
recounts her story as a memoir in verse, writing with a poet’s 
lyricism through the lens of memory fractured by trauma. Fans 
of her poetry and prose will appreciate this intimate look at the 
forces that shaped her as an artist and as a person determined to 
find the light in the darkest of circumstances.

A raw, heartbreaking, and ultimately uplifting story of 
trauma, loss, and the healing power of words. (Verse memoir. 
12adult)

OUR YEAR IN LOVE 
AND PARTIES
Hattrup, Karen
HarperTeen (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-241023-8  

Letting go of your past is hard, as two 
teens learn during four nights of parties 
over one year.

Despite their age difference, Tucker 
Campanelli and Erika Green really clicked 

when they worked together, but that was two summers ago. Now 
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Tucker, plagued by his fraught relationship with his abusive, dying 
father, has little enthusiasm for his last year of high school. Erika, 
still coping with the fallout from a leaked sex video, didn’t much 
enjoy her freshman year at college. When they reconnect at an 
impromptu end-of-the-summer bash, it prompts months of flirt-
ing, fighting, and, finally, a friendship encouraging both to mature. 
The repetitive pattern—attraction, misunderstanding, insult, 
apology—can get tiresome, but their alternating viewpoints reveal 
complicated, sympathetic characters. Tucker, endearingly goofy 
and nerdy, is consumed by low self-esteem and self-pity; smart, 
compassionate Erika is also bitter, mistrustful, and crippled by 
internalized shame; both are self-absorbed to the point of wound-
ing their supportive families and friends. While the protagonists 
are white, the racial, ethnic, economic, and sexual diversity of 
suburban D.C. appears in their social circle along with a culture of 
casual sex and underage drinking studded with pop-cultural refer-
ences (which may date quickly). Some readers will be exasperated 
by their relationship’s lack of resolution; others will adore the echo 
of real life’s sloppy coincidences and messy ambiguities.

Not exactly coming-of-age but definitely coming-in-
range. (Fiction. 1418)

A RIVER OF ROYAL BLOOD
Joy, Amanda
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-525-51858-7 
Series: River of Royal Blood, 1 

Princess Evalina Killeen attempts to 
tap into her magical abilities in prepara-
tion for a magical showdown.

Eva has always known she was born 
with the feared magick of marrow and 

blood which she is supposed to use in a fight to the death with 
her sister, Isa, for the queendom once they both come of age. 
But Eva’s only accessed her magic twice, and both times its vio-
lence frightened her. Mere months before her nameday, Eva is 
desperately searching for a magick teacher when she stumbles 
across Baccha, a fey of immense power who shares her magi-
cal abilities. Though Eva is often empathetic, she’s sometimes 
whiny, and her lack of awareness and acknowledgement of 
her own privilege—and complete obliviousness toward other 
people’s needs—may irritate readers. However, as she learns 
to access her magic and begins uncovering family secrets, she 
also continues to grapple with the current and historical bias 
(species, not color, based) of Myre, whose diverse population 
is made up of humans, fey, bloodkin, and khimaer. Her willing-
ness to question the status quo may help readers forgive her for 
being otherwise self-centered and sometimes rash. A surprising 
twist and multiple unsolved mysteries will leave readers look-
ing forward to the next book. Black-haired Eva is biracial (her 
father is brown-skinned while her mother has light pink skin) 
while Isa has golden hair and lighter brown skin. Supporting 
characters are racially diverse.

A compelling debut. (Fantasy. 1418)

GIRLS WHO RUN THE WORLD
31 CEOs Who Mean Business
Kapp, Diana
Illus. by Karman, Bijou
Delacorte (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-984893-05-5  

CEOs are often portrayed as men, 
and this volume helps rectify the bal-

ance by focusing on successful women leaders from a range of 
industries.

Readers meet 31 women who serve as CEOs of companies 
such as Spanx, Mitú, 23andMe, and Minted. Jessica O. Mat-
thews, of Uncharted Power, a green energy company, got the 
germ for her idea while attending a family wedding in Nigeria 
and experiencing a power outage. A project for a class at Har-
vard led to the prototype for her company, which is grounded 
in her personal belief in giving back to communities. Like her, 
all the women in this book found ways to turn their ideas and 
dreams into success stories. Beyond just data and numbers, 
readers learn fun details about their personal lives (favorite 
candy, favorite childhood book), habits that make them suc-
cessful, and advice they would share with their teen selves. Each 
approximately seven-page profile features eye-catching graph-
ics, including bold, full-color portraits. The tone is relentlessly 
upbeat, and while the range of women featured is reasonably 
diverse and some volunteer stories about facing barriers to suc-
cess, little effort is made to deliberately engage with systemic 
obstacles relating to gender, race, socio-economic status, or 
other factors that readers may encounter. The final chapters 
offer general encouragement and guidance on creating a busi-
ness plan and elevator pitch, managing finances, and other nec-
essary skills.

Appealingly packaged and readable but lacking in 
depth. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 1216)

MONSTER OF THE WEEK
Lukens, F.T.
Duet (304 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-945053-82-5 
Series: Rules, 2 

Werewolves, manticores, and mer-
maids? Nothing compared to a bitter 
blonde TV host, a bigoted dad, and the 
pressures of prom sex.

By nature, Bridger Whitt is anx-
ious and awkward. By choice, he’s assistant to an intermediary 
between humans and cryptids. NBD. Having acclimated to 
his after-school job, he’s also happier in his skin as the bisexual 
boyfriend to the hottest boy in school, Leo. But all the magical 
activity within his small Michigan town has been a magnet for 
telejournalist Summer Lore. She descends, ready to pick, poke, 
and prod until she gets what she wants: a breaking story for the 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   2 1 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

supernatural-themed show she hates hosting. As Bridger strains 
to keep her from stumbling across ghosts, creatures, and uni-
corn poop, he walks the line between dedicated employee and 
liability. Lore isn’t the only challenge: Bridger’s toxically mas-
culine, homophobic, deadbeat dad is ready to reconnect. Plus 
there’s the whole awkward expectation of prom night delights 
with Leo. It’s enough to give a boy more buckets of anxiety 
than he already has. Sexual orientation and gender identity are 
layered freely within the narrative. Bridger is open about his 
commitment to his boyfriend and his attraction to women. An 
interesting parallel to Bridger’s openness is the closeted exis-
tence the magical community has to lead as a matter of self-
preservation. By and large the cast is white; Leo is Puerto Rican 
and white.

A light read with all the magic and monsters. (Fantasy. 
1418)

THE PROPHETESS
Marzouk, Evonne
Bancroft Press (320 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 16, 2019
978-1-61088-504-1  

Rachel doesn’t think of herself as an 
especially observant Jew, but when her 
87-year-old Orthodox grandfather dies, 
her relationship to spirituality begins to 
shift.

Although her extended family prac-
tices Orthodox Judaism, Rachel’s mother became less obser-
vant when she met Rachel’s father, who is not religious. For 
Rachel and her older sister, Beth, a dedicated dancer, Judaism 
has not been their priority. The Baltimore high school student 
prioritizes her academics, writing poetry, and close female 
friendships. However, Rachel starts to experience visions—
direct messages from G-d—and begins to uncover a mystical 
power deep within herself. After learning more about Judaism 
from Yonatan, an intense, charismatic stranger she meets at 
synagogue, Rachel starts to meditate, accessing her gifts more 
deeply until she goes to Israel, where she actualizes her powers. 
Toggling between Rachel’s daily life and her visions, this story 
exquisitely accomplishes a partnership between the divine and 
the quotidian. Debut author Marzouk integrates Jewish prac-
tice, philosophy, and mysticism into a complex yet accessible 
coming-of-age story. Though Rachel’s visions are described in 
less rich detail and language than her worldly life, the excite-
ment over her realizing of her powers carries readers through 
the character-driven narrative.

Fuses the mystical past with a teenager’s complicated 
present through a richly rendered world of Jewish prayer 
and ritual. (Fiction. 1318) 

I SPY SOMETHING WICKED
Meyers, Susan York
Doodle and Peck Publishing (218 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-7327713-9-0  

Mysteries and ghosts abound when 
Tessa Kelling is named heir to her late 
uncle’s remote estate.

Seventeen-year-old Tessa remembers 
being saved from falling out of a tree as 
a child by Andre, a strange, handsome 
man who disappears after introduc-

ing himself. Now, Andre becomes her ghostly roommate (and 
maybe something more) when Tessa inherits her uncle’s house 
and moves to Ama, Oklahoma. But the house is nothing like she 
imagined—in fact, it harbors secrets that Tessa’s uncle leaves 
her clues about and which lead to multiple break-ins peppered 
throughout the story, without much substance in between. 
The mystery plotline is introduced early on but then forgotten 
about until the end of the narrative, where it finally shows up to 
give readers a speedy and transparent climax. Tessa shows keen 
insight about what’s going on in her new house and is the most 
well-developed character; the rest of the cast is unfortunately 
one-dimensional. The only part of the novel that evokes real 
emotion involves a very difficult experience Tessa endures with-
out her mother’s support, although her trauma is never quite 
dealt with. All characters are assumed white.

Predictability and muddled language make this a mys-
tery not worth solving. (Mystery. 1216)

ECLIPSE THE SKIES
Milan, Maura
Whitman (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-8075-3638-4 
Series: Ignite the Stars, 2 

Wormholes, chaos, and soul-search-
ing dominate in this thrilling follow-up 
to Ignite the Stars (2018).

Ia Cōcha, once the universe’s most 
feared criminal, cooperates with the 

Olympus Commonwealth to hunt down her brother, Einn, 
who is hellbent on tearing open the universe. Half-Tawny 
Cadet Brinn Tarver fears for her family’s safety as her younger 
brother, Faren, joins refugee communities in protesting the 
potential termination of the Sanctuary Act that protects them. 
Knives Adams is suddenly appointed as Aphelion’s new Head-
master by his father, General of the Commonwealth’s Royal 
Star Force. Even as war rages on around them, war also rages 
within them. Knives feels lost in his new role and unable to 
match the greatness of his deceased sister, Marnie, and mentor, 
former Headmaster Weathers. Ia’s controlling nature pushes 
Brinn to question her own purpose and side with an unlikely 
ally. After nearly facing death at the hands of Einn again, Ia’s 

Fuses the mystical past with a teenager’s complicated present.
the prophetess
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self-confidence collapses. The constant shifts in perspective 
feel hasty, but each protagonist’s emotional growth is interest-
ing to witness—Brinn’s most of all. Other fascinating charac-
ters, such as Goner, Ia’s chameleonlike supposed archnemesis, 
and Kami, an unexpectedly powerful being with otherworldly 
abilities, season the narrative and will leave readers hungry for 
more information about them. Characters are racially diverse 
but only refugee heritage is significant here.

Readers will only be disappointed if there isn’t at least 
one more installment. (Science fiction. 1218)

ALL THE THINGS WE DO IN 
THE DARK
Mitchell, Saundra
HarperTeen (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-06-285259-5  

A teen loner grapples with buried 
demons as she stumbles on someone 
else’s secret in the woods.

In her latest novel, Mitchell (The 
Prom, 2019, etc.) again explores the 

sexual awakening of adolescent identities—this time against 
the backdrop of childhood sexual assault. Though hesitant to 
open up to anyone apart from her best friend, Syd, 17-year-old 
Ava Parkhurst reveals early on that she was raped at age 9 and 
visibly scarred for life when her attacker traced “a razor blade 
finger” down her cheek. As if Ava, a good student who strives to 
live in the present and not fixate on past trauma, doesn’t have 
enough challenges—Syd is keeping secrets from her; her father 
has moved out, leaving her and her mother on their own; and, 
for the first time, she’s finding herself physically attracted to 
the daughter of the policeman who, years before, handled her 
assault case—a walk in the woods one snowy Maine night leads 
to a harrowing discovery that dangerously tests the confines of 
Ava’s carefully guarded world. Mitchell’s roller-coaster confes-
sional narrative runs the gamut from teen melodrama between 
friends and the throes of first love to reckoning with guarded 
secrets and the psychological fallout from astoundingly brutal 
acts. Most characters default to white; her love interest is bira-
cial (white Jewish and Korean).

A searing, fast-paced whodunit that addresses sexual 
assault head-on. (author’s note, resources) (Thriller. 1418)

WHAT MAKES US
Mittlefehldt, Rafi
Candlewick (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-7636-9750-1  

A crowded sophomore effort tack-
les nature and nurture, family secrets, 
friendship, the place of violence in pro-
test, terrorism and patriotism, Judaism 
and Zionism, and all the things that 
make a person.

Racially indeterminate 17-year-old Eran knows he gets his 
(sometimes uncontrolled) anger from his Israeli mother. He is 
sure his unknown father could have provided the cure—until 
he learns his Algerian Israeli father was a terrorist who bombed 
an Israeli Day parade before being fatally shot himself. In first-
person, present-tense, Eran deals with the fallout when he gets 
involved in a social justice protest, his father’s past becomes 
news, and people in their suburban Texas town suspect he and 
his mother are terrorists, agitating to “SEND THEM BACK!” 
Intercut is the third-person, present-tense story of Eran’s new 
friend Jade, who is black and Baptist. Parallels between the two 
are made painfully obvious: Eran notes “no one ever talks about 
sunrise”; hundreds of pages later, Jade thinks the same about 
sunsets. Jade’s family also harbors secrets, and she too is deeply 
affected by events she doesn’t recall. With lyrical prose bor-
dering on overdone (“Many girls are drawn to the melody, she 
knows, but melodies bore Jade”) and a plot that stalls when the 
narrative moves to Jade, this is a book that wants to be many 
things and falls into an awkward space between quiet and con-
templative and boldly topical, doing justice to neither.

Provocative but uneven. (Fiction. 1318)

TOPSIDE
Monk, J.N.
Illus. by Bogosian, Harry
Graphic Universe (200 pp.) 
$33.32  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5124-4589-3  

When a small mistake quickly snow-
balls, a young girl of color braves the 
strange surface of her planet to prove she 
can set things right.

In a crumbling subterranean society 
like the Interior, repair technicians are essential, and Jo Wilson 
is one of the best. Skilled, vigilant, and committed to doing her 
job well and without help, Jo wants nothing more than to demon-
strate her competence and expand her opportunities to fix what 
is broken. So when a minor mistake turns into a major problem, 
Jo is determined to rectify the situation on her own (and ideally 
before any Interior agents take notice) by traveling to the planet’s 
ungoverned surface. But with forged papers, a clandestine mis-
sion, a con artist guide, and bounty hunters in pursuit, trouble 
is inevitable. Monk (editor: Enough Space for Everyone Else, 2016) 

Immersive, mysterious, and just the right amount of trippy.
topside
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has crafted a work that demonstrates the dynamic narrative bal-
ance so distinctive of science fiction in which a technology- and 
action-heavy plot is driven by thoughtful character motivations. 
Bogosian’s (Kringlewart and the Crookedest Christmas Tree, 2016) art 
follows through with visual depth for a planetary setting that lit-
erally comes alive and a refreshingly gender-expansive and racially 
diverse cast. Some readers may be a bit disappointed with a con-
clusion that falls short in narrative complexity, but the likelihood 
of sequels for further exploration is an effective balm.

Immersive, mysterious, and just the right amount of 
trippy. (Graphic science fiction. 1217)

BY ANY MEANS NECESSARY
Montgomery, Candice
Page Street (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-62414-799-9  

A college freshman reunites with an 
old crush and battles family obligations.

Torrence McKenzie is poor, black, and 
gay, and he has not had it easy; his father 
abandoned him as a baby, his mom is in a 
medically induced coma, the uncle who 

raised him was shot by police, and with no other family available, 
he has been living with his homophobic grandad. Torrey hopes San 
Francisco State University will be a fresh start—a true escape miles 
away from Baldwin Hills. But Torrey is barely moved into his dorm 
when his aunt calls to tell him that the beloved apiary his uncle left 
him is being seized by the city due to a failure to pay taxes. With 
developers pressuring him to abandon the bee farm and the dead-
line to drop classes looming, Torrey has to decide—this new begin-
ning for himself or his uncle’s dream. The author breaks the fourth 
wall with quippy asides and shade as Torrey struggles to figure out 
what to do; sometimes it works and other times it’s distracting and 
feels more suited to formats such as social media or TV. At times 
the sequence of past events is confusing, but a diverse cast of sup-
porting characters, including a biracial (black and Brazilian) love 
interest, is a strength of the book.

A fresh take on gentrification and the impact it has on 
both individuals and community. (Fiction. 16adult)

REHAB OR PUNISHMENT
What To Do About Drug 
Crimes
Mooney, Carla
ReferencePoint Press (80 pp.) 
$30.95 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019  
978-1-68282-739-0

A lopsided outline of arguments for 
treatment and incarceration of drug 
offenders in the United States.

In five brief, anecdote-laden chapters, Mooney (Biodiversity, 
2019, etc.) attempts to present both sides of her self-imposed 

titular binary. She first examines the rationales for and short-
comings of imprisonment in a nation where 20% of incarcer-
ated people are serving time for drug offenses. Though the 
harsh punishments wrought by mandatory minimums and truth 
in sentencing laws are invoked as deterrents by their defend-
ers, she summarizes a single study for partial evidence even 
though it did not focus on drug crime before citing contrary 
research specifically examining drug offenses which fails to 
note any significant correlation. Later chapters reviewing alter-
natives to incarceration prove a bit more substantial, describ-
ing in-prison substance abuse treatments, including cognitive 
behavioral therapy; therapeutic communities, that house and 
treat participants; and medication-assisted treatment, which 
combines behavioral therapy with approved medications to 
combat opioid addictions, noncarceral alternative sentencing 
programs, and drug courts. Troublingly, this account largely 
ignores systemic and institutional considerations. Mooney 
confines commentary on the relationship between race and the 
judicial system to a single half-page sidebar detailing disparities 
in arrests and outcomes; similarly, she makes no mention of the 
pharmaceutical industry’s role in precipitating the ongoing opi-
oid epidemic despite frequent references to the crisis.

This quick and dirty overview reads more like some-
thing written by teens than for them. (source notes, organi-
zations, further reading, index, picture credits) (Nonfiction. 
1216)

RESURRECTION GIRLS
Morgyn, Ava
Whitman (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-6942-9  

Three years ago, Olivia Foster’s 
3-year-old brother, Robby, drowned in 
the backyard pool while she flirted with 
her crush, Prescott Peters.

Since then, the pool has been filled 
in, her mother rarely emerges from her 

room, her dad’s work hours have mysteriously gotten longer, 
and 16-year-old narrator Olivia occasionally raids her mother’s 
prescription pill stash to dull her own pain and guilt as she 
assumes a lion’s share of the responsibility at home. The scorch-
ing Houston summer takes a transformative turn when Kara 
Hallas moves into the long-vacant house across the street with 
her cigar-chomping maternal grandmother, Sybil, and flame-
haired mother, Rhea. The wild and vibrant Kara is a magnet 
for everyone, including Prescott, whom Olivia has barely seen 
since Robby’s death. Friendship, and maybe something more, 
blooms, and Kara convinces Olivia to help her write letters 
to death row inmates as the Resurrection Girls, claiming that 
they’re giving them hope in their last days. A dark and unearthly 
something simmers in Kara that awakens a fire in Olivia and 
may be the key to finding a way out of the “endless parade of 
days” they’ve marched through like “automatons” since Robby’s 
death. The lovely, assured prose draws on ancient archetypes 
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and a lingering sense of dread to pave the way for a strange but 
satisfying conclusion. All characters are assumed white (the 
Hallas family are Greek American).

Morgyn’s supernaturally tinged debut is a heartbreak-
ing but hopeful exploration of death and grief. (Magical 
realism. 1318)

TAKE THE MIC
Fictional Stories of 
Everyday Resistance
Ed. by Morrow, Bethany C.
Levine/Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-34370-0  

Central themes emerge in this col-
lection of short stories by a diverse and 
representative group of authors: courage, 
bravery, and a refusal to be silenced. 

In two stories by Darcie Little Badger (contributor: Mythic 
Journeys, 2019, etc.), Lipan Apache Grace won’t be forced into 
anything, either by boys or so-called allies. Samira Ahmed’s 
(Internment, 2019, etc.) story in verse “Are You the Good Kind 
of Muslim?” shines a light on Islamophobia and how margin-
alized people cope with bigotry. In “Aurora Rising” by Yamile 
Saied Méndez (Where Are You From?, 2019, etc.), Rory, whose 
mother is from Argentina, won’t back down to appease abusive 
white “friends.” Laura Silverman (editor: It’s a Whole Spiel, 2019, 
etc.) chronicles in “Ruth” how a Jewish book blogger addresses 
internet trolls—and casual anti-Semitism from a friend. Jason 
Reynolds (contributor: Black Enough, 2019, etc.) and Keah 
Brown (The Pretty One, 2019, etc.) contribute poems on the 
cracks in U.S. society, revolution, and the myriad manifesta-
tions of resistance, including being #DisabledAndCute. Author 
and cartoonist Connie Sun contributes a short graphic chapter 
on heartbreak and hope. Some entries are more successful than 
others, but overall this is a solid and relevant anthology in which 
readers of many backgrounds will see their lives mirrored.

This ambitious collection is ultimately both worth-
while and timely. (contributor bios) (Anthology. 1218)

FIREBORNE 
Munda, Rosaria
Putnam (448 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-525-51821-1 
Series: Aurelian Cycle, 1 

What happens to the world after the 
dust from a revolution has settled?

Friends Annie and Lee were children 
from very different circles when Atreus 
killed Lee’s father, dragonlord Leon 

Stormscourge, ending the uprising on the bloodiest day in Cal-
lipolis’ history. For too long the dragonriders held all the power 

while their people starved and lived in fear. Nine years later, a 
new generation of dragonriders is emerging, children selected 
and trained on merit, not bloodlines. Their dragons are finally 
mature enough for them to compete for Firstrider, a position of 
power that can give Lee back a small part of what his family lost. 
However, not only is Lee competing against Annie, but rumors 
are circulating that some of the royal family have survived and 
have dragons of their own. Everyone will have to make a choice: 
Restore the old regime, support the First Protector and the new 
caste system he created, or look for a new way, no matter what 
the cost. From the beginning, this book pulls readers in with 
political intrigue and action. What keeps them invested, how-
ever, are the complex relationships between many cast mem-
bers. Choices are complex, and the consequences for all could 
be deadly. The world is well fleshed out and believable. Annie 
and Lee are light skinned; secondary characters are diverse, and 
race is a nonissue in this world.

Full of drama, emotional turmoil, and high stakes. 
(author’s note) (Fantasy.1417)

CUPID’S MATCH
Palphreyman, Lauren
Wattpad Books (352 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-9936899-3-2  

Fated love fails to ignite.
On the surface, 17-year-old Lila 

seems like a normal girl: She spends time 
with her best friend, Charlie, and her 
boyfriend, James, in the quaint, inexpli-
cably romance-oriented Southern Cali-

fornia town of Forever Falls. Ever since the death of her mother, 
Lila and her father have been unable to heal their broken hearts. 
The letter Lila receives from the Cupids Matchmaking Service 
is unexpected. It turns out Lila has been matched with Cupid—
the original cupid—and that’s not allowed, per company policy 
and Cal, the cupid assigned to prevent the match from happen-
ing. But when Cupid—coincidentally Cal’s brother—makes 
an appearance in Forever Falls, Lila has to try and resist him—
which should be easy since Cal is a better match for Lila, accord-
ing to her definition of love, than Cupid. For the story to work, 
the match between Lila and Cupid has to happen even though 
this match would bring about disaster. One twist will be obvi-
ous to readers with a knowledge of mythology and fails to add 
any tension to the lackluster, ponderous plot. Meanwhile, Lila 
is perpetually kept in the dark by Cal, Cupid, and others. Lila 
and most characters are assumed white; Charlie has dark skin.

The inevitability of destined love makes this book inev-
itably disappointing. (Romance. 1216)
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LOVE, HEATHER
Petrou, Laurie
Crooked Lane (288 pp.)
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-64385-116-7  

Acts of retribution careen out of con-
trol in this dramatic novel about bullying 
and its psychological effects.

Ninth grader Stevie has a passion for 
movies and her own YouTube channel. 
Her world drastically changes when her 

best friend, Lottie, begins hanging out with a crowd of image-
conscious girls. At the same time, one of Lottie’s parents, who 
has long been more of a support to Stevie than her own—reveals 
that he is transgender, news that Stevie embraces unreservedly 
and encourages Lottie to as well. She even does an episode for her 
channel featuring films that include trans characters, contribut-
ing to a rift between the girls. While this story can’t always escape 
its melodramatic tone, the painful descriptions of the bullying 
Stevie experiences, down to its often sexualized nature and the 
spot-on depiction of the mean girls’ feigned, wide-eyed, surprised 
laughter when they know they’ve hit a nerve, ring true. As she and 
others begin to fight back, Stevie’s interest in old movies works 
well as a device around which to explore some of these issues—
replete with references to films like Heathers and Carrie. A twist 
at the end is unfortunately not as effective and will likely be spot-
ted by readers much earlier than it is revealed. Stevie seems to be 
white, and there is some ethnic diversity in secondary characters.

An engaging, emotionally raw tale of social torment 
and explosive reactions. (Fiction. 1418)

GIRLS LIKE US
Pink, Randi
Feiwel & Friends (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-250-15585-6  

Four girls navigate the impact of 
pregnancies on their futures in 1972.

Ola, 16, and Izella, 15, are sisters living 
in rural Georgia with their devoutly reli-
gious mother, Evangelist. After visiting 
their seer neighbor, Ola discovers she’s 

pregnant by her long-term boyfriend, a Vietnam War veteran suf-
fering from PTSD, and she looks to Izella for support. Needing 
to be seen as mature, Izella feels obligated to take on the burden 
of Ola’s situation and find a way to get rid of the baby. Evangelist 
looks after 14-year-old Missippi, who longs for a mama to guide 
her and someone to talk to while her father is away working. Now 
pregnant by her sexually abusive uncle, she leaves for Chicago to 
live with Ms. Pearline and other girls like her. While there, she 
meets Sue, 17, a white politician’s daughter who is determined to 
rage against the silencing of women. As the nonlinear timeline 
goes on, each girl begins to understand the gravity of her situa-
tion, culminating in unbreakable bonds between them. Pink (Into 

White, 2016) weaves a heart-wrenching narrative through multi-
ple perspectives that examines life before Roe v. Wade. The author 
brings to light the reality about the lack of choices that women, 
especially young, unwed women, had in regard to their futures. 
Ola, Izella, and Missippi are black.

A timely, honest story about women’s right to choose. 
(author’s note) (Historical fiction. 1318)

ORPHEUS GIRL
RebeleHenry, Brynne
Soho Teen (176 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-64129-074-6  

Teen lesbians fight for acceptance in 
a small town.

In her debut novel, award-winning poet 
Rebele-Henry (Autobiography of a Wound, 
2018, etc.) gives the myth of Orpheus and 
Eurydice a modern twist, situating the 

timeless tale of forbidden heterosexual love in present-day rural 
Texas. The protagonists are best friends fated with the misfor-
tune of being raised in a place where being gay is “considered more 
offensive than any other sin.” Growing up poor, scarred by a birth 
defect, and raised by her widowed grandmother, who’s always 
resented that her daughter left her with a 2-year-old, 16-year-old 
Raya’s “obsessing over staying invisible” is only compounded when 
she realizes she’s gay and that her attraction for her best friend, 
Sarah, a preacher’s daughter, is requited. After the true nature of 
their relationship is painfully made public, the teens’ conservative 
families send them away for religious conversion therapy designed 
to “cure” their gayness. At the remote, prisonlike facility, Raya and 
Sarah band with other banished queer youths as they are subjected 
to hard labor and horrifying, identity-erasing treatments. Once 
desperate for acceptance of their sexual orientation, Raya and 
company now find themselves fighting for their lives. What the 
plot-propelled narrative lacks in thematic nuance it makes up for 
with probing character development, offering readers harrowing 
lessons in self-reliance. Characters default to white.

A bold, graphic tale about the costs of exclusion. (index 
of characters) (Fiction. 1318)

BID MY SOUL FAREWELL
Revis, Beth
Razorbill/Penguin (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5951-4719-6 
Series: Give the Dark My Love, 2 

A necromancer and her paramour 
uncover the truth about their divided 
empire.

Nedra, a small-town girl–turned–
powerful conjurer of revenants, is feared 

throughout the Allyrian Empire after killing its corrupt Governor 

A heart-wrenching narrative that 
examines life before Roe v. Wade.

girls like us
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Adelaide. Surrounded by her army of reanimated corpses—
including her twin sister, Nessie, who needs other souls to not 
lose her humanity—Nedra tries to navigate the responsibilities 
she feels to both them and her homeland. Dabbling with dark 
forces she does not quite understand, she reaps souls to feed to 
her sister. Handsome Grey Astor, a wealthy boy from a disgraced 
family who has been quickly rising through the emperor’s ranks, 
is desperate to help Nedra. As her swelling feelings for Grey 
collide with her obligations, Nedra discovers that the truth 
of her necromantic powers and the history of the empire may 
just destroy both her and Grey. Nedra is a flawed heroine, both 
strong and loyal, struggling to control a dark power that could 
subsume her. Revis’ (Give the Dark My Love, 2018, etc.) thrilling 
conclusion takes its time building, touching upon nuanced issues 
like economic disparity and wealth inequality, deliberately build-
ing into a white-hot conflagration that smolders with intensity. 
The ending feels a tad rushed but should nonetheless please with 
its thoughtful mix of romance, dark fantasy, and exploration of 
abuse of power. Characters default to white.

A slow burn that does not disappoint. (map) (Dark fan
tasy. 13adult)

I HOPE YOU GET 
THIS MESSAGE
Rishi, Farah Naz
HarperTeen (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-06-274145-5  

NASA has intercepted information 
revealing that an alien race will be decid-
ing Earth’s fate in one week. 

Against this doomsday backdrop, 
three teens must decide what to do with 

their remaining days. Adeem, a Pakistani American Muslim, 
lives in Carson City, Nevada, and misses his big sister, Leyla, 
who disappeared from his life two years ago after coming out 
as gay. Cate, a white San Francisco girl living with her mentally 
ill mother, wants to find the father who abandoned them. Jesse, 
who is gay and white, lives with his widowed mother in Roswell, 
New Mexico. Once word spreads that the aliens of the planet 
Alma are sitting in judgment, worldwide chaos ensues. Adeem, 
a ham radio enthusiast, hears a message from Leyla and sets 
out for Roswell, where the message originated. Cate goes on a 
quest to find her father. Jesse discovers a machine created by 
his father and starts a lucrative scam “sending” messages to 
Alma. The three teens’ compelling stories overlap and inter-
twine. Transcripts from Alma’s Interplanetary Affairs Commit-
tee offer clever insight into the moral dilemma faced by the 13 
alien jurors who must weigh the value of human life against our 
species’ violence, cruelty, and environmental destruction. The 
inclusion of details of Adeem’s Muslim background and the 
understated acceptance of the gay characters are strengths.

Tautly plotted, with realistic characters and situations, 
this debut will please enthusiasts of both science fiction 
and realistic fiction. (Science fiction. 1318)

LIFESTYLES OF GODS 
AND MONSTERS
Roberson, Emily
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-374-31062-2  

The Greek myth of the Minotaur 
collides with reality TV in Roberson’s 
debut.

Every year in Crete, 14 of the strongest 
and most beautiful young Athenian men 

and women navigate a maze full of deadly obstacles for a chance to 
slay the Minotaur for fame and fortune in the wildly popular real-
ity show The Labyrinth Contest. For 10 years, King Minos’ 16-year-
old daughter, Ariadne, who narrates, has taken up her ball of silver 
thread as the Keeper of the Maze: Only she can soothe the Mino-
taur during his earth-shaking rages. Unlike her glamorous sisters, 
Acalle and Xenodice, Ariadne shuns parties, social media, and scan-
dal for video games and time with her best friend and showrunner, 
Icarus. That is, until the handsome Theseus, a prince of Athens, 
catches Ariadne’s eye. When he asks her to help him win, ending 
the brutal contest once and for all, she sees a chance to be free and 
to claim her own destiny. When shocking secrets come to light, her 
unique bond with the tragic beast at the heart of the maze leaves 
her with a heartbreaking choice. Roberson largely sticks to the 
original myth, and its more twisted aspects fit neatly into the cut-
throat contemporary reality TV universe, where exploitation is the 
name of the game and ratings are everything. Icarus is gay, and all 
characters assume a white default.

A fresh new twist on an enduring myth. (Fantasy. 1418)

I’M A GAY WIZARD
Santoni, V.S.
Wattpad Books (352 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-9936899-0-1  

A (presumably Latinx) gay teen 
is forcibly taken to a school for teen 
wizards. 

Juan “Johnny” Diaz and his best friend, 
a transgender girl named Alison, think 
they’re just playing around when they cast 

a magic spell, but they are abducted to a secretive institute for 
teens exhibiting magical potential. At this facility, however, they 
are told that using magic is forbidden both on and off campus, so 
it’s unclear how they are expected to be trained, and it seems its 
true purpose is to suppress magical powers, or maybe to conduct 
nefarious research, or perhaps to do some other dastardly thing 
to the teens—who alternately want to get the hell out and want 
to stay put, especially Johnny, who finds an instant friend-turned-
boyfriend in Hunter (who rapidly goes from thinking he’s straight 
to understanding he’s gay—and then equally rapidly from wanting 
to keep that information to himself to wanting to shout it from 
the rooftops). Johnny and friends venture into the Everywhen, a 

Will please enthusiasts of both science 
fiction and realistic fiction.

i  hope you get this message
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place all humans enter when they sleep, and encounter monsters. 
The pacing can best be described as hurry-up-and-wait, and the 
characters’ motivations and needs change by the page. Magical 
beings seem to be drawn from myriad mythological and literary 
sources, which would be interesting if they weren’t so briefly vis-
ited and quickly dropped in favor of the next plot twist.

The entertaining title is the best part of this disaster. 
(map) (Fantasy. 1418)

THE ATHENA PROTOCOL
Sarif, Shamim
HarperTeen (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-284960-1  

A group of female spies enacts justice 
for exploited women around the world.

Jessie Archer, a white British woman, 
works for Athena, a female-led London-
based secret division of global corporation 
Chen Technologies, helping to covertly 

take down crime lords who traffic and kidnap women and children. 
When a high-tension mission goes awry, Jessie is taunted by a war-
lord, who says his capture will be a temporary stay. She kills him, 
endangering Athena’s secrecy, and is subsequently kicked off the 
team right as they are departing for Belgrade for an operation. As 
part of the intelligence-gathering effort for the operation, Jessie is 
frustrated by her termination, and, stuck at home and bored, she 
breaks into Athena’s servers, discovering leads to Paulina Pavlic, 
the alluring daughter of the trafficker Athena is targeting. Jessie’s 
feelings for Paulina are further complicated by the discovery of 
even more nefarious goings-on as well as information that endan-
gers both her and the Athena team. Meanwhile, Athena agents are 
given a directive to bring Jessie in. This riveting, female-centered 
romp includes diverse characters—African American, Palestinian, 
South Asian British—who have layered and complex backstories. 
Li Chen, founder of Chen Technologies, survived the Cultural 
Revolution. Jessie examines her privilege with occasional flippant 
snark and questions global power dynamics and the treatment of 
women around the world. Jessie is a lesbian, and some other char-
acters are queer. 

Thrillingly representative female empowerment. (Thriller. 
1418)

PEOPLE OF THE LAKE
Scorza, Nick
Sky Pony Press (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5107-4516-2  

A new girl threatens small-town life 
when she finds that recent deaths possibly 
connect to the supernatural underworld.

With her mother’s new boyfriend 
moving in, rising high school junior Clara 

Morris decides to spend the summer with her father at Redmarch 
Lake. When Neil, a local teen, dies, Clara enlists Ash, Neil’s ex-
girlfriend, and semi-local boy, Hector, to investigate. Beneath the 
surface of town superstition and unexplained occurrences they 
uncover otherworldly, shadowy forces at play. Though plot and 
protagonist provide for an engaging story linked to a mirrored, 
paranormal realm, attempts at including diversity become prob-
lematic. The purely physical descriptions of Clara and her deceased 
twin, Zoe, ultimately emphasize the white default by assuming 
rather than naming race. Additionally, Indigenous peoples and 
their cultures feel treated as set pieces. A single Indigenous charac-
ter, Deputy Chief Elaine Cross River, is described generically as a 

“tough-looking Native American woman,” with no mention of her 
nation. References to specific Native nations and their histories 
seem like devices to root this work of fiction in reality rather than 
adding meaningful context. At the same time, significant objects 
and drawings, though implied to be Native, are framed as being 
unlike “any other earthly culture,” feeding into mystical Indian 
tropes, and the implications that this haunted place results from or 
relates to some Native influence reflect many stereotypes.

 A good ghost story that drowns in the lake of superfi-
cial inclusion. (Fiction. 1218)

THE LIGHT AT THE BOTTOM OF 
THE WORLD
Shah, London
Disney-Hyperion (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-368-03688-7 
Series: Light at the Bottom of the World, 1 

In 2099, London is underwater.
Sixteen-year-old Leyla McQueen, a 

Muslim submersible racer, will stop at 
nothing to find her father, Hashem, who 

has been arrested and charged with encouraging “seasickness suf-
ferers to take their lives.” When she is picked as an entrant in the 
London Submersible Marathon, Leyla is determined to win and 
ask the prime minister for her father’s freedom. But things do not 
go as planned, and when Leyla learns that her father is not really 
being detained in London as she’d been told, she leaves, evading 
the Blackwatch security forces who are kept busy overseeing New 
Year’s celebrations. Leyla, along with unwanted partner Ari, the 
son of a family friend, must drive her submersible through waters 
she has never before navigated. Along the way, she learns that she 
must question the statements of a corrupt government, as themes 
in the story echo issues in the present day. Debut novelist Shah viv-
idly describes a world below the ocean’s surface, evoking people’s 
nostalgia for the Old World, when Great Britain lay aboveground. 
Leyla’s character grows and changes over the course of her journey, 
her love and loyalty toward her family only growing stronger. Leyla 
is Pashtun and of Afghan heritage; diversity in the book reflects 
that of contemporary London.

This thrilling journey packed with unexpected discov-
eries will leave readers eager for plot resolutions in the next 
installment. (Science fiction. 1217)
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THE STONE RAINBOW
Shaw, Liane
Second Story Press (288 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-77260-108-4  

A closeted teen galvanizes his small 
town’s first-ever Pride parade.

Months after Ryan saved Jack from 
drowning, Jack wonders if they’re really 
friends at all. Meanwhile, Jack takes 
swimming lessons from Cody, a Thomp-

son Mills “triple threat” (“misogynistic, homophobic, and rela-
tively racist”). Things on the friendship front start to look up 
when gorgeous, city boy Benjamin shows up in art class. As luck 
would have it, Benjamin is gay, too. But, unlike Jack, Benjamin 
has no intention of hiding it. After a tragic accident sends Ben-
jamin to the hospital, Jack decides to show Thompson Mills—a 
town that’s “so small that being different usually means you’re 
flying solo”—exactly what community looks like. This compan-
ion novel to Shaw’s Caterpillars Can’t Swim (2017) shifts the first-
person narrative focus to Jack instead of Ryan. Though there 
are two biracial leads (Jack is Guatemalan/white, Benjamin 
is Chinese/white), their descriptions name and focus on their 
nonwhite ancestry in a way that only serves to emphasize white-
ness as the default. Ryan has cerebral palsy and uses a wheel-
chair. This story of rural Pride is at times inspirational, but it is 
flattened by Shaw’s perpetuation of queer stereotypes (e.g., the 
camp gay mentor). Nonetheless, the intersectional characters 
make this “out of the closet, into the fire” tale a slight scratch 
above the rest.

Unlikely to draw much of a crowd—but it could be 
meaningful to the readers who need it most. (Fiction. 1318)

I AM WATER
Specksgoor, Meg
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8280-6  

High school junior Hannah begins a 
relationship that will change her under-
standing of herself in this free verse novel.

Hannah, who works as a river raft-
ing guide in her small town, is intrigued 
by Ezra, a new student at her school 

whose flamboyant clothes and unusual interests set him 
apart. When Hannah and Ezra get closer, Ezra confides that 
he is genderfluid. When he clarifies what this means to him, 
Hannah recognizes herself in the explanation. Though Han-
nah’s realization about her gender identity feels like a turn-
ing point, that thread is almost entirely dropped in favor of 
focusing on the relationship that grows between Hannah 
and Ezra. Their relationship turns rocky when Ezra moves 
away for college and becomes distant, pushing for poly-
amory despite Hannah’s wishes. As things between them 

sour, Hannah ultimately finds support from two boys in her 
life: her best friend, Sam, and her older brother, Renny, who 
reminds her of a valuable lesson: “So, / I’ve always found / it’s 
best not / to change / for people. / Much better / to change / 
because / of people.” The titled free verse poems that make 
up the book convey the story in fluid, lyrical language that 
frames Hannah’s experiences in aquatic metaphors. Charac-
ters are assumed white. 

Ideal for reluctant readers who enjoy relationship sto-
ries. (Verse novel. 1318)

JACKPOT
Stone, Nic
Crown (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-9848-2962-7  

Seventeen-year-old Rico’s family is 
living paycheck to paycheck and way 
beyond their means, even with Rico’s 
practically full-time job and her mother’s 
long hours. 

When a customer purchases the win-
ning ticket at the Gas ’n’ Go where she works but doesn’t claim 
it, Rico begins searching for the elderly woman she believes to 
be the winner. She enlists the help of Zan, the superrich heir of 
Macklin Enterprises in their hometown of Norcross, Georgia. 
Rico tentatively begins to hope in the future as her feelings for 
the privileged and complex Zan and her camaraderie with new 
friends finally start balancing out her family’s struggles. Filled 
with rich character development, whip-smart dialogue, and a 
layered exploration of financial precariousness, Stone (Odd One 
Out, 2018, etc.) touches on rising health care costs, the effect 
of illness in the family, interracial dating, and biracial iden-
tity. Intermittent passages from the perspectives of inanimate 
objects—including the winning ticket—around the characters 
add humor, and the short chapters inject the narrative with sus-
pense. Rico is white, Latinx, and black. Zan is Latinx and white, 
and they live in a predominantly white neighborhood. Readers 
will have to suspend disbelief at the book’s conclusion, but this 
romantic coming-of-age novel will have them hoping for their 
own lucky ending.

Stone delivers a thoughtful and polished novel about 
class, privilege, and relative poverty. (Fiction. 14adult)
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TARNISHED ARE THE STARS
Thor, Rosiee
Scholastic (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-31227-0  

Three young people in a post-Earth 
world work together to uncover a 
mystery.

Anna is a gifted mechanic bucking 
the laws against technology. Nathaniel, 
son of the abusive and powerful Com-

missioner, just wants to make his father happy. And Eliza, who 
has dedicated her life to serving as the Queen’s spy, is loyally 
preparing for a strategic marriage. Set in a distant future where 
humans have fled to space and are searching for a safe terres-
trial home after destroying Earth, these three have to navigate 
their differing agendas, burgeoning identities, and a strange ill-
ness that attacks the hearts of anyone born on Earth Adjacent. 
The easily followed plot twists and turns between them, and 
debut author Thor departs from clichés in the genre in inter-
esting and modern ways; Nathaniel explores an asexual and 
aromantic orientation while Eliza and Anna develop a steamy 
connection. The main characters are cued as white, but racial 
identity categories don’t seem to have survived the apocalypse, 
nor did anything resembling a community for LGBTQ people. 
The prose becomes a bit labored and graceless at times, with an 
occasionally dragging plot, but the worldbuilding and sympa-
thetic characters will keep readers invested in this strange but 
plausible future.

A blend of space opera, queer romance, and high-stakes 
dystopia, this story will appeal to a broad audience. (Science 
fiction. 1418)

THE ESCAPE OF LIGHT
Venturini, Fred
Turner (240 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-68442-392-7  

A high school student with burn 
scars explores his identity in a coming-
of-age tale full of surprises.

Wilder Tate is a self-proclaimed bas-
ketball junkie from small-town Illinois 
who is haunted by a childhood incident 

resulting in burn scars on much of his upper body and face. At 
the start of high school, he seemingly has it all—a defense posi-
tion on the basketball team and a cute cheerleader on his arm. 
But Wilder soon discovers that his good luck is an illusion, and 
he decides to try to “fix” his scars through tissue expansion. 
When an accident threatens his recovery, the story shifts into 
more genuine, heavy territory. Wilder is surprisingly wise and 
reflective for his age, but his ordinary teenage experiences, as 
well as his struggle to embrace an identity that may or may not 
include his scars, will undoubtedly leave readers rooting for him. 

Characters who originally seemed to disappear into the story’s 
background are reintroduced later as multilayered people who 
blur lines between good and bad and have storylines of their 
own that beg to be expanded. Readers unfamiliar with basket-
ball may find the lingo hard to follow, but that doesn’t lessen the 
novel’s impact. The book follows a white default.

Rich narrative and (eventually) characters make for a 
stunning read for a wide audience. (Fiction. 14adult)

THE OTHER SIDE 
Stories of Central 
American Teen 
Refugees Who Dream of 
Crossing the Border
Villalobos, Juan Pablo
Trans. by Harvey, Rosalind
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (160 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-374-30573-4  

A critical compilation of stories from 
unaccompanied Central American teen refugees who make tre-
mendous sacrifices to cross the U.S.–Mexico border.

Told in short vignettes that offer dynamic perspectives, this 
harrowing book provides readers with snapshots of dire, fore-
boding situations faced by migrants. The first story, “Where 
Are Your Kids?” spotlights 16-year-old Kevin and his 10-year-old 
sister, Nicole, whose mother in the U.S. learns from an immigra-
tion officer that her kids are not in Guatemala on a school trip 
as she believed but rather detained at the San Ysidro border. 
In another account titled “I’d Rather Die Trying to Get Out,” 
the two siblings are moneyless and lost, resorting to asking a 
random truck driver for a lift. The author’s introductory note 
indicates that all these stories are true save for some changes 
to protect the 11 immigrant minors’ identities. Most narratives 
leave readers with (all the right) questions: How long were the 
teens detained? Are they OK? Why did they receive such hor-
rible treatment in detention cells? What aren’t they telling read-
ers? Villalobos (Breve historia del ya merito, 2018, etc.) records the 
chilling details of the refugees’ treks, framed against a back-
ground of politics and the reality of today’s migration crisis.

At the center of every story lies credible fear; this essen-
tial volume is deserving of more than one read. (author’s 
note, about the refugees, glossary) (Nonfiction. 1218)

Chilling details framed against a background
of today’s migration crisis.

the other side
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MANNING UP
Walsh, Bee
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8268-4  

A small-town football hero grapples 
with body dysmorphia through verse.

Jack is the heralded high school 
running back in Comfort, Texas. He’s a 
lauded athlete, but he’s laden with sor-
row and the gripping fear of letting his 

family—including the spirit of his dead father—down (his wid-
owed mother works endlessly to support Jack and his sister). 
Jack’s outward sheen doesn’t translate to a gilded self-percep-
tion. Struggling with body dysmorphia, he starves himself and 
eventually begins a regimen of steroids. When he collapses on 
the field, he’s forced to face himself through therapy and rehab. 
The football-as-religion trope gets a sensitivity chip here. The 
title and dedication imply a heavy hand of enforced masculinity 
from antagonists, but this pressure to “man up” is Jack’s own and 
doesn’t surface as a problematic, townwide toxicity. In fact, the 
coach’s concern for Jack is obvious, and the love story between 
Jack and his female suitor is subtle and sweet. As Jack evolves, 
so too does his storytelling. The black-and-white admissions 
become richer metaphors (“This time, / my hot truck seats / 
mean something new / is about to begin”)—a subtle but lovely 
way to underscore his psychological healing. It’s a simple-not-
simplistic book ideal for reluctant readers. Characters are pre-
sumed white.

A lightweight for reluctant readers, a heavyweight for 
those facing body dysmorphia. (Verse novel. 1318)

IT ENDS WITH YOU
Wright, S.K.
Atom (384 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-349-00317-7  

Teen drama with a murderous twist.
When 17-year-old British girl Eva 

goes missing, her friends and family 
hope for the best—but when her body 
is found murdered in the woods, suspi-
cion quickly turns toward her boyfriend, 

Luke. The relationship between Luke and Eva is slowly revealed 
to have been toxic and damaging, making Luke the perfect 
suspect, but that role is actually quite popular, with Eva hav-
ing had a secret relationship and suspicious strangers appearing 
at pivotal moments in the narrative. But can Luke’s lingering 
allies find out enough to exonerate him before his trial? As the 
story is told in multiple voices, including through Eva’s diary, 
online exchanges, and narrative from several characters’ first-
person points of view, the drama and mystery have to work hard 
to surface amongst the confusing shifts in perspectives. Twists 
and turns abound in the novel, though often without logic or 

meaningful contribution to the plot, such as when Luke’s friend 
hears that he is pleading guilty to Eva’s murder, but confus-
ingly, he claims he only said as much to a fellow inmate to seem 
more intimidating. Characters mainly default to white with the 
exception of some secondary characters.

A lackluster mystery that bows under the weight of nar-
rative technique. (Mystery. 1416)

c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e s

FORGOTTEN
Cast, P.C.
Blackstone (350 pp.)
$18.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-982548-05-6
Series: The House of Night Other World, 3
(Paranormal. 1218)

NOTES FROM A FORMER VIRGIN: JUNIOR YEAR
Chastain, Emma
Simon Pulse (448 pp.)
$18.99  |  July 2, 2019
978-1-5344-2110-3
Series: Chloe Snow’s Diary, 3
(Fiction. 1418)

SOUL OF STARS
Poston, Ashley
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (448 pp.)
$17.99  |  July 23, 2019
978-0-06-284733-1
Series: Heart of Iron, 2
(Science fiction. 1318)

ODD SISTERS
Valentino, Serena
Disney-Hyperion (288 pp.)
$17.99  |  July 2, 2019
978-1-368-01318-5
Series: Villains, 6
(Fantasy. 1218)

The football-as-religion trope gets a sensitivity chip.
manning up
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HAVE YOU SEEN THIS FISH?
Ball, Erin 
Illus. by Özcan, Pervin
Writing Times Publishing (34 pp.) 
$21.00  |  $11.00 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 24, 2019
978-1-73373-750-0
978-1-73373-751-7 paper  

A boy investigates the disappearance 
of a fish in this debut picture book.

Jamie, a freckle-faced child with a poof of curly brown 
hair, is dismayed to get home from school and discover that 
Fritz is missing from his fishbowl. Jamie’s first step in locat-
ing the beloved Fritz is putting up lost-pet posters, a move 
sure to start preschool readers giggling. When a helpful local 
gumshoe—decked out in a Holmes-ian hat and trench coat 
and bizarrely walking a sweater-wearing squirrel on a leash—
calls Jamie’s problem a mystery, the boy approaches Fritz’s 
vanishing like a detective. Clues lead to a feline suspect, but 
other hints send Jamie all the way to a water treatment facility. 
Although he fails to find Fritz, the fish shows up in the most 
unexpected place for a happy ending. Ball’s text and Özcan’s 
(Köse Bucak Safranbolu, 2016, etc.) illustrations work in per-
fect sync to expand the story in a way neither could accom-
plish alone. The cartoonish images include plenty of silly and 
absurd details sure to delight young readers, who may spot 
a missing bird and frog featured on posters. (Jamie’s race is 
unclear in the pictures.) Ball’s first-person, tongue-in-cheek 
narration is accessible despite several challenging words and 
phrases (“alibied,” “key witness”). And Jamie’s efforts are wor-
thy of the big win at the tale’s conclusion.

A clever introduction to sleuthing for young readers, 
with plenty of context in the illustrations to offset some 
unfamiliar vocabulary.
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Texas Review Press (96 pp.)
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BROKEN CHAIN
A Story of Bloody Tangipahoa
Blount, Shirley
Flying Y Productions (462 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Dec. 7, 2015
978-0-9970391-0-8  

Three mysterious murders in Louisi-
ana in 1909 cause sorrow for a man and 
his family in this debut historical novel. 

Avery Blount and his wife, Viola, live 
in Tickfaw in southeastern Louisiana with their two children, 
nearly 2-year-old Milton and 1-month-old Millie. Avery is of 
Native American descent and works in the lumber industry at 
its peak in the early 20th century. A quietly confident husband 
who dearly loves his family, Avery is accused of murder in the 
aftermath of the brutal killings of John Breland and his wife and 
stepdaughter. Soon, Avery is unjustifiably charged with homi-
cide, eventually moved to a New Orleans jail, and defended by 
the idiosyncratic lawyer Clay Elliott. What follows is a court-
room drama (presided over by an alcoholic judge) told in rich 
detail by Shirley Blount, Viola’s granddaughter. In the New 
Orleans Parish jail, Avery fights the “pain of thinking about 
Viola, his children, his dear parents, his brothers, his sister, old 
Jacob, Just Sam, Katie and other close friends.” Back at home, 
Viola is bereft, left to care for her children and reminisce about 
her daily pasture walks with Avery. The book is intricately plot-
ted and peppered with captivating details about early-20th-
century Louisiana politics and world and national events. For 
instance, on Oct. 8, 1909: “While Japan forced China to sign 
a treaty threatening their policy of ‘open doors,’ airships took 
flight over St. Louis, and states decided the election of senators 
by direct vote.” Such particulars about historical milestones 
and the social atmosphere of Tickfaw enrich Avery’s odys-
sey through the Louisiana court system and the struggles to 
learn the truth about the real murderer. One downside to the 
work is an overreliance on historical mystery plot structures; 
for example, the prologue takes place in the 1970s, when a 
woman named Jane Robertson checks in on 93-year-old Viola 
(the story-within-a-story device). And since the tale is based on 
the author’s own grandmother, it would have benefitted from a 
more autobiographical tone.

A well-researched family story told with gumption 
and intrigue.

BREAK
Poems on Mental Illness
Brown, Adam Levon 
Poetic Justice Books & Arts (58 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-950433-03-2  

Brown (Death Is Not Our Holy Word, 
2017, etc.) offers optimistic poetry about 
the realities of psychological illness. 

“I can’t write a villanelle,” says the 
speaker in this collection’s final piece, 

“To the Reader.” However, the challenge of mastering the rhyme 
scheme of a Petrarchan sonnet is nothing compared to the pain 
of trauma, the horror of abuse, or the vertigo of the psychiat-
ric unit, as evidenced in Brown’s devastating new book of verse 
on psychological illness. The collection’s greatest strength is 
the author’s wrenching honesty; it takes courage to reveal the 
realities of psychic pain, and these poems are braver than most 
in that regard. Such pain can fracture lives, and accordingly, 
Brown’s verse is often broken into quick, shattering bursts, as 
in “To My Trauma”: “5 years of mountains / strip-mined / from / 
childhood / sizzling with ugly / stares.” Here, the frequent line 
breaks stymie the regular flow of the words—a trick that he 
pulls off elsewhere with long spaces or slashes within lines. The 
effect, each time, is jarring but captivating. Yet the volume isn’t 
all about anguish; Brown also offers glimpses of recovery and 
rehabilitation, and nowhere so elegantly as in “The Trauma of 
Spiritual Flesh.” This long poem is built around two refrains: “I 
spoke to my trauma” and “I went where the hope lived,” with 
the first eventually giving way to the second. The poem artic-
ulates one of the collection’s main aspirations—that talking 
about our pain might lead to restoration. It concludes: “I spoke 
to my trauma; / I went where the hope lived; / and now all I can 
say is: / Your best day is still to come / give yourself a chance to 
live it.” It’s a message that many readers may find helpful.

A stirring exploration of trauma and healing. 

THE CROSS SYMBOL
Ignite Your Divine Feminine 
Intercultural Christian 
Awareness
Cafarelli, Susan 
Self (105 pp.) 
$24.99 paper  |  Feb. 14, 2019
978-0-9600421-1-1  

An examination of the symbolism of 
the cross from a feminine perspective 

that encompasses a wide range of ancient religions.
For many, the cross is synonymous with Christianity, but 

there are many other cultures that consider the symbol a sacred 
part of their religions. This book aims to explore the often 
overlooked and forgotten history of this powerful icon, and 
debut author Cafarelli is the perfect guide for such a journey. 
A dynamic artist with a master’s degree in theology and art, 
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Cafarelli is passionate about phenomenology and the spiritual 
concept of the “Divine Feminine.” This comprehensive over-
view successfully weaves together theological discussion, femi-
nist theory, and ancient mythology, resulting in a soul-stirring 
reading experience. Initial chapters introduce the origins of 
cross symbolism in ancient and modern civilizations. Promi-
nent legends and myths of Hindu and Christian traditions are 
given their own lengthy chapters with detailed drawings, dia-
grams, and illustrations. The author deeply analyzes Hinduism 
for what she sees as its intimate relationship with the Divine 
Feminine and addresses more common elements of the faith, 
such as Ganesha and the law of karma. The book also contains 
full-color artwork that addresses such concepts as “The Trinity 
as Female,” and there are color photos of women participating 
in art workshops that center on similar themes. The author’s 
extensive knowledge is evident in her writing style, which is 
both friendly and authoritative. Although it’s not meant to be a 
textbook, it can often seem like one with its exhaustive research 
and meticulous comparisons. Cafarelli states that her aim is to 
give readers a broader intercultural awareness with this work: 

“This is not a text book on the religions of the world, but rather 
the journey of one soul...to embrace a larger world view.” In 
order to make the learning process more tangible, she includes 
meditation and journal exercises with most chapters. 

A scholarly, passionate, and holistic inquiry that 
encourages personal growth. 

THE RABBIT PRINCESS
The Path
Chen, R.
Illus. by the author
Osani Studios (164 pp.) 
$7.59 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Jan. 2, 2019
978-1-73271-890-6  

Two royal siblings—turned into 
rabbits—search for a unicorn spirit to 
reverse the spell, discovering who they 
are in the process.

In the prologue, Naso, the jerboa mouse who narrates this 
debut novel, explains that a human palace’s mural depicts “an 
odd-looking, skinny rabbit with a crown…holding a sword in the 
air. That is the Rabbit Princess.” The main story, told in present 
tense, concerns how she came to be. In the opening chapters, 
the widower Emperor lives with his two children, the Princess 
Annie, 12, and her younger brother, Crown Prince Pika, 10, in a 
great palace. There, the spoiled children, especially Annie, “tor-
ment the staff all day long.” When she has a young boy thrown 
in jail for failing to kowtow, it’s the final straw, inciting the vil-
lagers to rebel. The Emperor and his general are sentenced to 
execution, and Shaman Wu turns the children into their favor-
ite stuffed animals, banishing them to the Snow Forest. Annie 
is now a skinny, yellow rabbit, and Pika, a short, chubby white 
one. They meet a friend in Naso, who explains that a “heart-
less and unforgiving” tiger spirit named Moyen rules a massive 
kingdom, excepting Cloud Mountain and Dragon Desert. Qilin, 

a unicorn and “the mother of all spirits,” lives in the Desert and 
could help the rabbits, but Moyen has war on his mind and spe-
cial plans for Annie. The siblings have some animal and spirit 
allies, but the journey won’t be easy. Nevertheless, with courage, 
new fighting skills, and especially hope, the rabbits might be 
able to find the unicorn—and their purpose. 

In his book, Chen offers a well-written fable about grow-
ing up through confronting shortcomings and learning to be 
of service to others. The siblings’ transformations into living 
stuffed animals is a neatly symbolic way of showing how they’ve 
become alienated from their human nature. Annie has the lon-
gest way to go in dropping her selfish ways and accepting her 
metamorphosis as a path toward self-knowledge. At first, jailed 
with her brother, her insight stretches only as far as her imme-
diate family. In a “moment of pure clarity,” she realizes “she just 
wants her family safe.” Later, she earns respect by her focus 
on healing and helping other animals. In addition, the novel’s 
setting is intriguing, with its mix of more modern culture (for 
example, the stuffed animals) and figures from Chinese legend 
(the unicorn). While often ruminative about subjects like moral 
choices and the nature of evil, the story also delivers exciting 
action scenes and bold descriptions; Moyen’s “stark yellow eyes 
look like dead demons burning.” Episodes of animals killing 
one another might be tough for tenderhearted readers to take. 
The author’s economic black-and-white sketches help readers 
visualize the siblings’ alterations and nicely capture the various 
animals’ personalities, such as a panda’s searching look. 

An engaging and thoughtful coming-of-age tale.

FOUNDER, FARMER, 
TINKER, THIEF
Cooper, Chris 
TwoBrain Media (396 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Apr. 26, 2019
978-1-5445-0149-9  

A veteran business owner and mentor 
counsels entrepreneurs on the stages of 
business development.

In this business book, Cooper (Two
Brain Business 2.0, 2015, etc.) uses the four title characteristics 
to describe sequential phases of entrepreneurship, guiding 
business owners from hands-on involvement in the day-to-day 
operations to an oversight role that allows for personal and 
financial freedom. For each phase, Cooper provides guidelines 
for: determining if the business is succeeding, building the staff 
and infrastructure to accommodate growth, and ensuring the 
growth is sustainable. Although the phases are presented as 
sequential, Cooper also reminds readers that they may decide 
that any given level is the best fit for their goals and values and 
stop there; the book offers advice for success at each stage as 
well as for the entire progression. Anecdotes from Cooper’s 
own work as a gym owner and fitness coach, stories from entre-
preneurs he has mentored, and longer case studies of businesses 
facing inflection points provide engaging, illustrative examples 
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While often ruminative about subjects like moral choices 
and the nature of evil, the story also delivers exciting 

action scenes and bold descriptions.
the rabbit princess:  the path



2 2 6   |   1 5  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

of the book’s broad concepts. He does an excellent job of pro-
viding specific data points entrepreneurs should consider in 
evaluating business success, with plenty of charts, equations, 
and mnemonics to guide thought exercises. Cooper generally 
does a good job of minimizing the novelty terms that too often 
fill business books (“ARM x LEG = the lifetime value of the cus-
tomer” is a rare exception, with its uniqueness making it memo-
rable within the text), and the result is a highly readable and 
enjoyable narrative that conveys its message effectively. Coo-
per’s combination of cheerleading and tough love (“Here are 
the myths that lead to martyrdom and what to do about them”) 
does an excellent job of reminding readers that owning a busi-
ness is a choice, and it should be pursued in a way that balances 
and maximizes the owner’s financial and personal goals. Read-
ers will be left with a substantial number of concrete action 
items and thought-provoking guidance.

A well-considered, actionable guide to understanding 
how to thrive as an entrepreneur.

PAX BRITANNICA
The Golden Anvil
Dalzell, Paul
AuthorHouse (364 pp.) 
$20.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Apr. 18, 2019
978-1-72830-869-2  

In this alternate-history thriller, an 
unknown organization threatens the 
British Empire by stealing and ransom-
ing its atomic bombs.

It’s 2006, and the British Empire has a monopoly on nuclear 
weaponry. Other countries are working at developing similar 
devices, but the empire’s biggest threat is more immediate. 
Someone has stolen five British atomic bombs and sent King 
James V a ransom note. The letter demands 10 billion pounds 
and claims that any effort to recover the bombs will result in 
detonations on British soil. It’s signed by “Raptor,” which Brit-
ish authorities assume is a terrorist group. The Imperial Secret 
Service calls on agent Mick Doyle for assistance. Unfortu-
nately, Raptor is already targeting Doyle and other ISS agents 
for assassination. These attempts ultimately generate a lead—
specifically, a link to a German-owned gold mine on Lihir 
Island, off the British territory of Papua New Guinea. Doyle 
and new field agent Alexandra McCall make their way to the 
isle, which has its share of natural dangers, including sharks 
and crocodiles. Although the ISS suspects mining director 
and German national Gustave Jäger of terrorist involvement, 
there’s a possibility that the Chinese government is in on it as 
well. Doyle, McCall, and a few allies strive to identify Raptor 
and/or locate the bombs before the ransom deadline. Dalzell’s 
(co-author: The Friends of Eddy Relish, 2019, etc.) thriller pro-
ceeds at a decidedly unhurried pace. For example, Doyle has 
encounters with Lihir Island’s crocodiles before he even gets to 
the gold mine, which essentially sidelines the primary mission. 
On the plus side, the slower clip allows readers to spend more 

time with the lively characters. Island local Nellie, for example, 
who helps nurse a wounded Doyle, also knows Morse code 
and proves to be formidable in combat. Likewise, the inevi-
table romance between Doyle and McCall isn’t merely window 
dressing, as Doyle, who’s in his mid-40s, contemplates giving 
up singlehood. The final act steps up the action, leading to an 
ending that hints at a potential sequel.

A slow-going but absorbing spy tale with a vibrant set-
ting and characters.

BOWING TO 
ELEPHANTS 
Tales of a Travel Junkie
Dimond, Mag
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-63152-596-4  

An American woman’s trips to for-
eign lands help her come to terms with a 
troubled past in this memoir.

Dimond, a retired writing professor, juxtaposes scenes 
from her world travels with fraught episodes from her per-
sonal life to tease out hidden resonances. She begins with an 
account of a three-year teenage sojourn in Italy in the 1950s, 
during which she contrasts the warmth of the local culture 
with her chilly relationship with her mother, a free-spirited 
artist, which left the young author feeling lonely and under-
valued. Her adult travels took her to more exotic locales, 
which she intersperses with more family memories and Bud-
dhist teachings that she adopted in maturity. At one point, for 
example, a nunnery in Burma evokes recollections of a child-
hood girlfriend’s family, which was as welcoming as her own 
was alienating. A 2013 visit to see Ho Chi Minh’s miraculously 
preserved corpse on display in Hanoi takes her back to a simi-
larly hallucinatory acid trip that she had during the 1967 Sum-
mer of Love. A 2010 encounter with an elephant herd in Kenya, 
in which the adult females vigilantly guarded their calves, pro-
vokes a recollection of a time in 1966 when she briefly aban-
doned her husband and 1-year-old daughter for a fling in Las 
Vegas. She closes with a long, Proustian remembrance of her 
childhood hometown of San Francisco that takes in bohemian 
North Beach, the bustling downtown, and the Pacific Heights 
house where her grandmother led an elegant life that was full 
of disappointment.

The author’s loose-limbed narrative moves back and forth 
in time, telling a tale that’s less about specific events than it is 
about shifting moods in shifting places—sometimes anxious, 
plaintive, or grief-stricken and other times brimming with inter-
est and wonder. The prose is gorgeous and novelistic, vividly 
depicting the pitiless African savanna (“Greasy-looking black 
vultures swooped and hovered and swooped again, pecking 
away at the sour-smelling carcass; they shrieked nervously”) and 
the mellow ambiance of Florence (“golden light reaching down 
and blessing an arched doorway, a cloud of cigarette smoke, as 
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children scurried along with their soccer ball”). Much of the 
book’s sensuousness comes from its lavish descriptions of food, 
from elaborate feasts to a simple egg: “warm and comforting to 
hold in the palm of your hand, the creamy and sticky richness 
of the golden yolk, so good you must lick the little egg spoon 
clean.” At its haunted center is a wistful and wounded portrait 
of Dimond’s relationship with her mother, who is a changing 
landscape in her own right: She was movie-star glamorous in her 
youth, but the author describes how, in her decline, she had “the 
ugly wide calloused feet she tried to squeeze into pretty flats, 
the gnarled hands that she didn’t cherish anymore…her lipstick 
always seemed cracked.” Overall, this is not merely an account 
of strange lands and novel adventures, but also a moving saga of 
a woman wandering the world in search of home.

A luminous, engrossing meditation on family love and loss.

THE FRIENDSHIP UPGRADE
Trade Clickable Connections 
for Friendships That Matter
Dugan, Heather 
Headline Books (176 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-946664-57-0  

A manifesto of authentic female friend-
ships to combat the loneliness epidemic.

After her divorce, Dugan (Date Like 
a Grownup, 2014, etc.) longed for human connection but knew 
that throwing herself straight back into dating would be a mis-
take. She sensed that she needed to meet people who would 
accept her for who she was and encourage her to make good 
decisions about her future. In that context, “female friendships 
trumped my hunt for love.” Like Bowling Alone (2000) and the 
works of Brené Brown, this book sensitively probes the cultural 
factors that lead to feelings of isolation while advocating for 
vulnerability and letting go of shame. Self-knowledge and non-
judgmental understanding of others are twin goals. Loneliness 
is not a personal failing, Dugan reassures readers, but a symp-
tom of a life that needs to change. At certain points, many of 
us will find we have no one with whom to share deep thoughts 
or even everyday experiences, she notes, and while Facebook 
promises shallow affirmations, it doesn’t always represent real 
relationships. “Facebook friends are the new collectible you 
don’t have to dust,” she quips. In a digital world overloaded with 
information and choice, the author observes that social media 
allows us to hoard acquaintances but avoid commitment, such 
as through “maybe” responses to event invitations. The book 
proposes concrete tips for overcoming indecision and inertia—
what she calls “limbo-living.” Such imaginative naming, like the 

“Hateful Heckler” for negative self-talk, makes up for a couple of 
jargon-ridden definitions (e.g., “Opportunity Clutter”). Headed 
sections, sets of questions to ask oneself, and lists of positive 
and negative character traits to look for in potential friends 
add up to a well-structured and user-friendly text. Dugan joins 
adult friendships to childhood experiences through a discus-
sion of her earliest friendships and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 

Weekly get-togethers with her “Cabernet Coaches” are now 
invaluable to the author, but it took time and determination to 
build that friend group. Through her own story and psychologi-
cal insights, she offers hope that even the loneliest readers can 
find community and connection.

Accessible, detailed advice for building authentic 
friendships.

THE PESKY FLY
Durrington, Vance
Illus. by Bailey, Melissa 
Booklocker.com (24 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Feb. 15, 2019
978-1-64438-027-7  

A noisy insect disrupts the lives of a 
young girl and her family in this debut.

An unnamed young narrator is enjoying her day when she’s 
approached by a loud, persistent fly. She says, “Go away, pesky 
fly! / Stop pestering me. / Your buzz buzz buzzing / Will drive 
me CRAZY!” She’s increasingly annoyed as the insect follows 
her around and even disturbs her breakfast. Then the fly irri-
tates other family members: her Gran, who’s trying to read a 
book; the narrator’s sister, who’s brushing her hair; her brother, 
who’s “Glued to his phone”; and her mom and dad as they get 
ready for work and pack lunches. When the family dog begins 
to follow the fly, the agitated narrator has an idea. She opens 
the front door and the canine chases the fly outside. At last, the 
household is free of the pest. Although the book’s subject mat-
ter is simple, Durrington employs rhyme and repetitive phras-
ing, making it a good read-aloud. Bailey’s (Pug Is Happy, 2018, 
etc.) illustrations depict a white family with large, cartoonish 
features. They include up-close depictions of the fly and nice 
textural details, such as grooves in wood floors. There’s also fun 
subtext, such as Gran’s T-shirt, which depicts a fly inside a cir-
cular “no” symbol.

An engaging, sometimes silly, and relatable story. 

DON’T DRINK THE PINK
Fegan, B.C.R.
Illus. by Wen, Lenny
TaleBlade (40 pp.) 
$15.99 $  |  $8.99 paper
$4.99 e-book  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-925810-08-0
978-1-925810-09-7 paper  

A grandfather gives magical potions 
to his granddaughter for her birthdays in 

this children’s picture book.
Little Madeline likes a lot of things about her Grandfather 

Gilderberry, a tinkerer who’s always inventing things in his 
workshop. But what she likes best, she says, is her grandfather’s 
magical birthday presents. Every year, he presents her with a 
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Fegan subtly teaches counting and colors in 
this warmhearted, amusing picture book.

don’t drink the pink
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box of potions and instructions to “Take a potion, take a brew. / 
Just don’t drink the pink.” Over the years, she’s discovered each 
potion’s temporary magical effects; the blue one, for example, 
turns her into a mermaid; the green potion gives her super-
strength. Before her 15th birthday, her grandfather dies, but he 
leaves her the pink potion with a “Happy Birthday” note. While 
drinking it, she wishes to see her grandfather again, and she’s 
pulled back in time. Fegan (The World ’s Greatest Mousetrap, 2019, 
etc.) subtly teaches counting and colors in this warmhearted, 
amusing picture book. The quatrains, which have an abcb 
rhyme, scan well and include comforting repetition. Kids will 
enjoy seeing the fun magical effects of Grandfather’s potions, 
which illustrator Wen (Secrets of the Great Fire Tree, 2019, etc.) 
vibrantly brings to life. The early-20th-century details and 
clothing styles are intriguing. Madeline’s family is portrayed as 
white while crowds include diverse skin tones.

Imaginative, poignant, and humorous—altogether 
charming.

WHY I NEVER FINISHED 
MY DISSERTATION 
Foley, Laura 
Headmistress Press (96 pp.) 

A collection of poetry offers a detailed 
journey through the author’s past.

“Because I heard the wind / blowing 
through the sun, / I left the lecture / on 
mathematics.” These opening lines from 
the poem “Fractalization” epitomize Fol-
ey’s (WTF, 2017, etc.) approach to writing. 

She has no time for tedium; she refuses to feel trapped; and she 
is at home and inspired by natural, wide open spaces where indi-
viduals “see beyond / the limits” of a mind “numbed by numbers.” 
Thematically diverse, her poetry is, in every sense, transport-
ing. In “Little Rooms,” she describes herself as a fourth grader, 
carefully assembling a box to store her collection of gemstones. 
In “After,” she is a grandmother at a protest march wielding the 
placard “Queer Grannies Against Trump.” Other poems depict her 
family—“Rumpelstiltskin” captures her father’s rage when she 
tells him she is to marry “the hunchback Moroccan,” and the 
title piece recounts the poet’s first steps into parenthood with a 
toddler who “sits, / squealing in the mess.” Foley also leads read-
ers through the corridors of a mental health facility, where she 
recalls visiting her sister: “Quiet as death, / our footsteps echo-
ing against the scarred wood.” The masterful poetry in these 
pages is replete with elegant lines that beg to be underlined in 
pencil and returned to repeatedly. For instance, the love poem 

“Beyond” opens with the beautiful and timely statement: “I 
don’t think of her as woman, or man, / just as I don’t gender sun-
light / on my face the first coatless spring day.” Foley’s writing 
may appear sparse and reserved but it harbors a subtle power. 
The poet’s greatest strength is her acute sense of observation. 
She possesses the ability to thread sensuousness into the fabric 
of everyday life, as in “What the Dead Miss,” which portrays 
a visit to a filling station: “I hear music in the liquid trickling, 

/ filling my tank to the brim, / music in my steady footsteps.” 
After transforming seemingly commonplace sounds into audi-
tory pleasures, she floors readers with the line “They say that’s 
what the dead miss most, / an ordinary day, spent like this.” This 
is a dazzling volume of poetry that delights in crisp imagery and 
tender recollections. 

Understated, courageous, and deeply insightful poems.

PIPER ROBBIN AND THE 
AMERICAN OZ MAKER
Gleeson, Warwick W. 
Del Sol Press (316 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Apr. 10, 2019
978-0-9998425-4-6  

This debut novel sees Earth’s best 
wielders of magic defending humanity 
against a space-born evil.

In the year 2038, Piper Robbin seems 
like your average mango-haired barista. The Brooklyn native 
loves Cambodian khor stew takeout and the idea of singing on 
Broadway. But she is in fact Bianca Elise Cappello, a centuries-
old Grand Sorceress of the Holy Roman Empire. Her father is 
an immortal World Maker named Edison Godfellow, aka Leon-
ardo da Vinci and Hercules. He’s come back from a future in 
which the War for Utopia has been won but at the cost of the 
human race. Phase 1 of the Grand Human Transfiguration has 
already begun, killing off the world’s population of sociopaths 
and narcissists. In two days, a kinder humanity will merge into 
a “million ton mass of flesh composed...of super brutes and...
beautiful divas.” But that mass organism must not fall victim to 
a cosmic predator that waits in the Orion Nebula. When Piper’s 
apartment explodes with Tao energy (on which magic runs), she 
knows that World Maker Catherine Romanova, her father’s 
nemesis, is responsible. Piper must defeat Catherine so that 
Edison can create his protective Oz-scapes—or place major 
cities like New York and Berlin inside magical domes and atop 
vast towers. Once Gleeson cracks open his frothy imagination, 
all manner of conceptual madness rushes forth. If Thomas Pyn-
chon wrote an episode of Doctor Who, there might be a scene 
where “the hyper-velocity shells” of Catherine’s Glock gener-
ated “a blinding burst and a noise loud as July 4th in Disneyland 
compressed to one second.” Jaded sci-fi and fantasy readers 
should flock to this fearlessly inventive narrative that sprinkles 
pop-culture references (like the David Bowie line “We could 
be heroes, just for one day”) on unflagging optimism about 
humanity’s potential. The author’s daring plot devices include 
moving Earth to safety and changing his protagonist’s gender. 
The downside to this kind of full-throttle wackiness is the dif-
ficulty in creating believable danger when seemingly anything 
can happen.

A bold sci-fi tale that delivers an absurdist paradise.
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THE WORLD 
PUSHES BACK 
Keizer, Garret
Texas Review Press (96 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-68003-184-3  

A new collection of poetry from an 
award-winning author of prose.

Keizer (Getting Schooled, 2014, etc.), a 
Guggenheim Fellow for general nonfic-
tion, contributing editor for Harper’s, and 

the author of eight previous books, is best known as an accom-
plished prose stylist. However, during his decadeslong career, 
he’s also released a modest number of poems, some of which 
have appeared in such venues as the New Yorker, AGNI, and 
the Harvard Review. He collects many of them here in his first 
stand-alone volume of verse. Because the works cover a 40-year 
span, there’s no clear throughline, but the fact that they read 
as miscellany is no defect. Rather, it allows readers to observe 
a skilled writer and deep thinker as he roves far and wide with 
his insights. The passage of time is a recurring concern; in “Now 
and Then,” for example, he thinks back to the days before the 
oppressive white noise of electricity: “How quiet they must 
have been, / the days before power / became so literally a house-
hold word. / I think that sounds were sharper / against that still-
ness, / bird songs and piano chords, / the voice that called your 
name.” In this piece, Keizer renders the author’s purest dream; 
after all, what writer doesn’t hope that his words might ring out 
more piercingly? Later, in “My Daughter’s Singing,” he looks 
forward to a moment when his child will have moved out of the 
family home: “already I am talking— / a year to go before she 
goes / to college, and listen to me talking— / in the past tense as 
she sings.” It’s a poignant testament to a father’s love, couched 
in a deft exploration of the future anterior. In “My Daughter’s 
Singing,” time’s flow is lamentable, but it’s also given readers 
this fine accretion of years of work. As Keizer writes, “Eventu-
ally you find the rhyme / for every word.” Here, he has, and read-
ers will be grateful.

Funny, touching, and addictively readable poems.

THE DARKNESS OF 
PFC PETKOFF
And Other Stories 
Kozelka, Andrew Ashleigh 
Self (192 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Aug. 1, 2017
978-1-5218-6212-4  

Kozelka’s (The Krakow Messenger, 
2008, etc.) book is a collection of 15 grim 
tales of conflict.

Some characters in these stories are 
living in the aftermath of a war, such as 

former POW Bill in “The Asano Contract.” Fifteen years after 
World War II, he goes on a business trip to Japan, where he had 

been a captive. He’s shocked to find that he enjoys the country 
as well as the company of his chief contact, Sakimoto. Other 
characters are currently engaged in conflict, such as Pfc. Alvin 
Petkoff in the closing title story. This outstanding but notably 
violent tale follows Petkoff, a Slavic American man who endures 
bullying in his youth and later becomes a WWII soldier. Other 
stories feature contests between man and beast (“The Octo-
pus”) and between different beasts (“Killer”). Kozelka’s collec-
tion boasts diverse characters who respond to war in a variety 
of ways. For example, in “Snakeman,” a college professor’s 
treatment of women appears to stem from his cousin’s stories 
of sexual conquests while serving in Vietnam. Similarly, World 
War II provides an English schoolteacher with a means of 
escaping his lover’s relentless fantasies in “Goodbye Gift.” The 
author writes with a confident hand, and even prolonged pas-
sages feel efficient and economical. A long paragraph in “Cap’n,” 
for example, ably describes the waning hopes of soldiers on a 
lifeboat as they experience nausea and thirst. The stories often 
delve into dark terrain, addressing brutal deaths as well as rac-
ism, but Kozelka’s character studies never glorify any unsavory 
events or behavior. Most also have startling turns, such as “Real 
Writers,” about a bitterly envious author.

Potent, somber, and detailed short stories featuring 
vivid characters.

ATOMIC CITY TERROR
Curse of the 
Murderous Dummy
Laemmle, Michael Ray 
Self (242 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
May 20, 2019
978-1-09-718494-1  

In Laemmle’s (co-author: Asylum of 
Insanity, 2016, etc.) horror tale, an evil, 
sentient ventriloquist doll terrorizes citi-

zens in a secluded mountain town. 
Hank Cooper is an environmental scientist in Atomic City, 

New Mexico, but has ambitions to be a celebrity ventriloquist. 
Ideally, he thinks, his entire family would become famous for 
their ventriloquism skills. His wife, Nancy, and their twin 
14-year-old children, Jake and Jessie, dismiss his plans, which 
Hank, an alcoholic, proclaims while drunk. But one day, he 
stops by a local store called the Hobby Dungeon to buy a ven-
triloquist doll. As it happens, Woody the Wooden Dummy 
mysteriously arrived at the shop’s door that very morning. 
Hank takes Woody home, where it suddenly starts talking to 
him—all on its own. Woody is crass and insulting—and he soon 
forms a telepathic link with Hank that allows him to control 
the man’s body. Woody, as a puppeteer, causes trouble around 
town, but some people, including Nancy, believe that a drunken 
Hank has simply gone wild. Then the dummy targets Jake, as 
well. The Coopers eventually learn Woody’s origin and realize 
that the doll is possessed by something diabolical and fright-
eningly methodical. They also suspect that Woody is cooking 
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up an even more sinister scheme. Although Woody is indeed 
chilling at times, Laemmle’s novel is more of a black comedy 
than a serious horror tale. The Coopers’ conversations are full 
of engaging quips and references to pop culture, and Woody’s 
initial “mind-meld” with Hank is macabre and droll, by turns. 
The jokes are abundant and generally funny, as when Woody 
assures Hank that he’s not a problem drinker: “Alcoholics are 
people who need a drink, and clearly you’ve had plenty.” The evil 
dummy’s backstory is thorough and coherent, but the explana-
tion is unnecessarily long and somewhat disrupts the pace. For-
tunately, the final act regains momentum as Hank and family 
aim to thwart Woody’s wicked plans. (Although this novel reads 
as a stand-alone, it launches a prospective series of horror sto-
ries set in Atomic City.) 

A tale with an unforgettable villain that’s more amus-
ing than scary.

UNDERCOVER DEBUTANTE
The Search for my Birth 
Parents and a Bald Husband
Laws, Charlotte 
Stroud House Publishing (354 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $4.95 e-book
Aug. 15, 2019
978-0-9961335-6-2  

Laws’ memoir focuses on the wild 
and varied situations she finds herself in 
while seeking her biological parents. 

As the adopted child of an upper-class family in Atlanta, 
Laws (Devil in the Basement, 2018, etc.) had always felt like a 

“B-flat while [her] peers…had been C-sharps.” Laws’ demand-
ing father dismissed everything that wasn’t money, and her 
distant mother’s suicide attempt left her in a vegetative state. 
The author’s quirky worldview and dark sense of humor were 
always at odds with her rigid, depressing childhood environ-
ment. Fleeing west as soon as she could, she moved from Las 
Vegas to Los Angeles. She worked as a bodyguard, a backup 
singer for an Elvis imitator, a maid, and a live-in caretaker in a 
mobile home. She encountered some of the strangest charac-
ters the West Coast had to offer along the way and found her-
self in a few genuinely harrowing situations that she recounts in 
riveting detail. In leveraging her greatest skill as a party crasher, 
Laws got a handle on the sprawling metropolis of LA and found 
pieces to the puzzle of her past. When she eventually met her 
biological father and heard the story of her birth, she mused to 
herself that, “Even as a zygote, I was on track to be a TV movie.” 
Questions of family and heritage come into play with each new 
profession and zany escapade as Laws writes of single mother-
hood and struggling to make it in the city of Angels. Like David 
Sedaris’ wry personal essays, Laws’ chapters feel like self-con-
tained short stories that mine any given situation for personal 
confessions and comical observations. She does tend to veer off 
course, and some editing of the more tangential episodes would 
have made for a tighter exploration of the pitch-black comedy 
that is Laws’ family history. But even when the memoir strays 

from the primary storyline into tales of sex dungeons, glitzy 
celebrity parties, or dating service mishaps, Laws punctuates 
every moment with an extraordinary sense of comedic timing 
and a sharp eye for twisted details. 

Turns bleak family secrets and struggles into one hilar-
ious, witty joy ride after another. 

JUST ONE OF 
THE GROOMSMEN
Madsen, Cindi
Entangled: Amara (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
May 28, 2019
978-1-64063-431-2 

Madsen (The Wedding Deal, 2019, etc.) 
offers a friends-to-lovers contemporary 
romance set during a small-town wedding. 

Addison Murphy doesn’t like 
dresses—she prefers wearing jeans and sweatshirts and play-
ing ball. Growing up, she had a close group of friends, but her 
best pal was Tucker Crawford. Since he moved away, about two 
years ago, their friendship has been feeling a little strained—
maybe a call every so often and some sporadic texts. But now 
he’s back in town, and it’s like he never left, as they’re just as 
close as they used to be. Soon, they’re both asked to be part 
of a mutual friend’s wedding. Addie will be a “groomsman” in 
name, but she’ll have to participate in all the bridal party she-
nanigans with the bridesmaids. Tucker can’t imagine his life 
without Addie as a friend, but after seeing her in a lacy, pink 
dress, he starts seeing her in a different light. This first entry 
in a new series by Madsen offers two entertaining main charac-
ters. The guy-suddenly-realizes-that-his-friend-is-female trope 
is overplayed, and this may, in part, keep the book from being a 
breakout hit. However, the author manages to make the story 
fresh with some small-town antics and light humor; for example, 
town gossips spread rumors about why Tucker’s back in town 
and also make insinuations about how close he and Addie are 
now. The will-they-or-won’t-they storyline moves the plot along 
at a steady pace, though, and the author’s style will really keep 
the reader engaged: “She couldn’t help noticing that while she 
looked like a dirty mess, Tucker looked sporty and sexily dishev-
eled.” What shines brightest in this book, though, is the friend-
ship between the main characters, and romance readers looking 
for something fun and flirty will find it here. 

A cute love story that will likely keep readers coming 
back for more from the author. 

Romance readers looking for something 
fun and flirty will find it here.

just one of the groomsmen
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SLEEPERNET
McCool, Mike 
CreateSpace (498 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Feb. 12, 2016
978-1-5327-7925-1  

In the year 2085, Nathan Wainwright, 
chief architect of advanced computers 
that regulate a ubiquitous virtual real-
ity environment, is lured into top-level 
U.S. government intrigue and treachery 

thanks to his sideline as vigilante. 
Earth has been radically transformed, not only by natural 

disasters resulting from climate change and pollution, but also 
by technology spawned under the 40-year presidency of an 
American strongman/dictator, Victor Marconi, who showed his 
mettle by instantly, ruthlessly vaporizing major cities in Rus-
sia, China, India, and Brazil, which had formed an alliance and 
seemingly orchestrated a monstrous Pearl Harbor–style sneak 
nuclear attack. One of Marconi’s other feats (prior to his suicide 
during a corruption investigation) was sanctioning the creation 
of Sleepernet, a virtual reality system accessible to all and moni-
tored by 10 space-based supercomputers so advanced that they 
have outsized personalities to match their mythic names (Zeus, 
Olympus, Titan, Hera, Isis, etc.). Nathan was foremost among 
10 brilliant engineers who brought Sleepernet online a decade 
earlier. Now, with a strong Bruce Wayne–like drive borne from 
tragedy—his wife died in an early Sleepernet snafu—Nathan 
dons a high-tech disguise (more like the Grim Reaper than 
Shazam) and foils lawbreakers and evildoers. He fights crime 
with or without the assistance of his fellow Sleepernet creators, 
who don’t always share his ideals. Nathan is approached by sexy 
Susan DiRevka, a congressional aide who fears that a senator 
has been replaced by an imposter (easy enough; it’s a peculiar-
ity of the post-Marconi era that elected officials go masked and 
anonymous). But is Nathan being set up by those who covet 
Sleepernet as the ultimate tool of power and surveillance? Or is 
the conspiracy even bigger?  

Punctuating his chapters with pithy Mark Twain quotes 
(“Be respectful to your superiors, if you have any”) and work-
ing Winston Churchill–isms into the narrative here and there, 
debut author McCool isn’t the first sci-fi writer to try to reboot 
the superhero aesthetic with a what-if premise: What if cos-
tumed avengers were real or at least scientifically achievable 
and socially valid? But he approaches the material with a degree 
of realism that surpasses merely riffing ironically on clichés of 
the funny pages. The highly readable results lean more toward 
cyberpunk than Stan Lee (maybe Frank Miller is a good com-
promise), with high-tech combat described against a political 
background smacking of the George W. Bush era—a fascistic 
USA ruled by corporate stooges and military-industrial war-
mongers who are never held accountable, especially not by the 
propaganda-spewing media or the docile, duped, dopily patri-
otic public. Hence Nathan’s crusade, which ultimately (and 
rather unsurprisingly) uncovers the lies on which the uncon-
stitutional Homeland Security–style reach of the Marconi 

presidency/personality cult is based. Scientific infodumps 
can grow tortuous: Virtual reality overlaps with the real thing 
(even to the point of distorting space-time), and omnipotent 
AIs endow their programmers/votaries with demigod skills to 
match superhuman strengths—the proverbial gadgetry suffi-
ciently advanced so as to be indistinguishable from magic. 

Team-superhero–style action meets cyberpunk sci-fi 
with satisfying, sometimes-head-spinning results.

THE FAITHFUL SEXTANT
McEliece, Robert Devereux
CKBooks Publishing (332 pp.) 
$15.90 paper  |  $8.90 e-book
Jun. 20, 2017
978-0-9832984-4-1  

A debut memoir of a retired U.S. 
Navy captain and Vietnam veteran.

McEliece offers readers a glimpse 
into the life of an average young adult 
in the 1950s and ’60s and the impact 

of the Vietnam War on him and on his friends. Although the 
bulk of his book centers on his experiences during the war, 
roughly the first quarter is a nostalgic reflection on growing 
up in Alexandria, Virginia, and his misadventures with his best 
friend, Frank Packer. The rest of the narrative focuses on his 
naval career during the early American involvement in Viet-
nam. This isn’t a typical war story, however, about personal 
experience of the horrors of combat; McEliece states that he 

“was no warrior” and that he “never experienced eyeball-to-
eyeball terror.” Bureaucratic paperwork, poker games, and the 
harsh weather of the Pacific while the author served on a sup-
ply ship take center stage in his wartime recollections. Most 
compelling are his vivid descriptions of interactions between 
American servicemen and civilians in Saigon and Yokohama 
that remind readers of the far-reaching implications of war-
fare in places far from the battlefield. Indeed, one of the most 
poignant sections of the book is his account of a brief dalli-
ance with a Japanese woman named Keiko and a memorable 
Christmas that he spent with her family. The final section 
of the memoir brings readers back to Virginia in 1968 as the 
author grappled with the deaths of his friends that were killed 
overseas. McEliece’s prose successfully blends somber and 
humorous tones, and his casual style avoids the arcane mili-
tary jargon that’s characteristic of many other wartime mem-
oirs. The author also displays an acute sense of empathy in 
his depictions of Vietnamese civilians. Following the war, the 
author would remain in the Navy for over 30 years, command-
ing three different units and retiring as a captain. Details of 
his post-Vietnam career are scarce, however, which will leave 
some readers eagerly awaiting his promised second book.

A simple but poignant wartime remembrance. 
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99% TRUE
McGowan, Paul 
Lioncrest Publishing (362 pp.) 
$25.00  |  $16.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-73358-330-5
978-1-73358-331-2 paper  

A writer recollects his journey from 
wayward youth to entrepreneurial 
accomplishment. 

While growing up in California dur-
ing the 1950s and ’60s, debut author McGowan was relentlessly 
mischievous. He was shot by an angry neighbor for trespass-
ing, illegally established a college radio station, and spent two 
weeks in jail for 14 vehicular violations and failure to appear in 
court once summoned. The author ebulliently depicts his self-
destructive youth in his memoir. He fled to Canada to avoid the 
draft, but the military ultimately caught up with him. While 
he was assured by a recruiter that accepting a longer stint as 
a radio specialist would prevent his deployment to Vietnam 
in 1969, that’s precisely where the Army intended to send him. 
After attempting to fake a mental breakdown, McGowan man-
aged to sidestep Vietnam, landing in West Germany, where he 
worked as a DJ for the Armed Forces Network. He narrowly 
avoided going to prison for drug smuggling. Along the way, the 
author became infatuated with the European music scene and 
turned into the kind of person he would entrepreneurially serve 
for the rest of his life: an audiophile. He was eventually com-
pelled to move back to the United States—he got into trouble 
with his commanding officer for concealing his long hair under 
a wig. He started his own company, PS Audio, which would 
eventually fail and then return to life decades later. McGowan’s 
story is cinematically dramatic—it always seems as if his des-
tiny was either to make an indelible mark on the world or rot in 
prison. He unflinchingly offers a strong self-critique. A hubris-
tic imprudence often torpedoed his ambitions: “What had 
made me believe I had the chops to build the world’s first poly-
phonic synthesizer? I had no education, no degree, nothing but 
chutzpah and a dream. I felt like a fraud.” The author’s tale is 
one of indefatigable persistence combined with real vision, stir-
ringly conveyed in this remarkably readable memoir that also 
recounts the birth of a new consumer, the audiophile. 

An engrossingly dramatic remembrance coupled with a 
keen history of the audiophile industry.

THE HUNTER’S GAMBIT
McIntire, Nicholas 
Black Dove Press (651 pp.) 
$9.99 e-book  |  Sep. 20, 2019 

This epic fantasy debut features 
a farmer summoned by destiny to aid 
a prince against an evil supposedly 
defeated centuries ago.

Aleksei Drago is a farmer of the 
Southern Plain. In the field one day, he 
begins to hear a voice in his head. “North, 

Aleksei,” a man’s voice says, “I have need of you.” He dreams 
of intense emerald eyes. Elsewhere, in a commune serving 
the Dark God Volos, Bael is the youngest son of Lord Father 
Rafael. The lad, treated like a worthless toad, lacks the gift of 
wielding Archanium magic that his siblings possess. When his 
Granny Jorna describes a prophetic vision of doom revolving 
around him, she says: “You just have to find the boy.” Bael’s 
magical talents increase and he mentally contacts Aleksei. But 
there’s stiff competition for the farmer’s attention, namely the 
green-eyed Prince Jonas Belgi of Ilyar. He stews in the capital of 
Kalinor, betrothed to Lord Bertrand Perron’s daughter, Eleina, 
to uphold an alliance. Meanwhile, Aleksei rides north, little 
realizing that his mother’s magical Ri-Hnon blood helps him 
travel “five hundred leagues in three days” and communicate 
with the spirit of the forest, Mother Wood. While Aleksei’s 
familial destiny is that of a Hunter, greater service summons 
him to battle against a once-banished evil that maneuvers itself 
free. In this series opener, McIntire beckons dedicated fantasy 
readers with a dazzling prologue in which a Magus named Cas-
sian struggles to lock away the evil Kholodym Dominion while 
the sorcerer’s heroic lover, Richter, prepares to slay the villain 
if necessary. The character-driven whirlwind that follows sets 
up elaborate cultures and high stakes. Archanium Knights, for 
example, bond for life with their Magi, to the exclusion of other 
intimate relationships. The Hunter and the Prince’s first kiss is 
exceptional because “Aleksei Drago was the rare man who saw 
right past all of Jonas’ pretense,” making them a “perfect match.” 
McIntire maintains grandeur and tension throughout as Aleksei 
trades his youthful naiveté for worldly caution; Bael’s manipula-
tive evil engulfs others; and soulless revenants begin overtaking 
the land. War and the ruin of nations await in the sequel.

A taut, engaging tale that sets its diverse heroes and vil-
lains on a slow boil toward chaos.
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BLOOD IN THE WATER
How the US and Israel 
Conspired To Ambush the 
USS Liberty
Mellen, Joan
Prometheus Books (446 pp.) 
$27.00  |  $11.99 e-book  |  Dec. 11, 2018
978-1-63388-464-9  

Historical research leads to some 
unsettling assertions about a violent inci-
dent shrouded in secrecy for over 50 years.

The attack on the USS Liberty on June 8, 1967, during the 
Six-Day War, left 34 dead and 174 wounded, along with myriad 
unresolved questions even after Israel admitted responsibility, 
claiming it had acted in error. This book represents a massive 
undertaking whereby Mellen (English Emerita/Temple Univ.; 
Faustian Bargains, 2016, etc.) systematically and persuasively 
dismantles the narratives espoused for decades by reviewing 
official documents, evaluating publications, and conducting 
personal interviews. Disturbingly, the author’s solid research 
indicates that the United States and Israel collaborated in 
planning, executing, and covering up this operation in order 
to implicate Egypt, bomb Cairo, and precipitate Gamal Abdel 
Nasser’s downfall. The author astutely points out that it 
wouldn’t be the first time the American government resorted 
to such tactics, citing the Maine in 1898 and the Maddox in the 
Gulf of Tonkin during the Vietnam War. She also contextual-
izes the Liberty incident amid “the hothouse of 1967,” signal-
ing the Cold War’s paranoia and brinksmanship together with 
the Vietnam War escalation and oil supply concerns. To Mel-
len’s credit, her clear writing style and organizational abilities 
allow even readers unfamiliar with the events of the time to 
become engrossed in technical details, political intrigue, the 
military chain of command, and personal stories. Against all 
odds, through many sailors’ concerted efforts, the Liberty 
managed to stay afloat despite a torpedo hit and send an SOS 
signal. The author darkly claims: “The survival of the ship was 
unanticipated by those in highest authority.”

The details of the attack are both gruesome and nec-
essary, underscoring the sacrifice by the Liberty crew. The 
heroes include Dr. Richard Kiepfer, himself severely injured, 
who “remained on his feet for the next twenty-eight hours” 
and “performed surgeries and blood transfusions through the 
night,” and electronics technician Terence Halbardier, who was 
wounded while scrambling under fire across the deck to con-
nect a cable that allowed the SOS call to go out. Indeed, one of 
the more sobering scenarios is that American planes “equipped 
with nuclear warheads” were seven minutes away from bombing 
Cairo, perhaps escalating the conflict to the brink of World War 
III, but were called off when the ship’s distress signal was heard. 
Extensive endnotes contain many intriguing tidbits, such as 
the moment when Mellen wonders whether military personnel 
would be more forthcoming with a different interviewer. Refer-
ring to a key witness who read communication transcripts in real 
time during the incident, she admits: “Still, he was uncomfort-
able with sharing his experience with a civilian author (female) 

of an unknown political persuasion.” Finally, she deftly exam-
ines questionable decisions made by authorities in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the attack and in the present day as survivors 
struggle with mistreatment at the hands of the military bureau-
cracy and American government. At the end of this impressive 
work, the author boldly lists those she holds responsible for the 
strike, including familiar names like Lyndon B. Johnson, Robert 
McNamara, Cyrus Vance, John S. McCain, and Moshe Dayan.

Gripping from start to finish, with reflections on the 
price that soldiers pay for their commanders’ war agendas.

THE AMAZING ADVENTURES 
OF AYA & PETE IN PARIS!
Minott, Serena & Gore, Asha 
Illus. by Búzio, Carolina 
Ashima Inc. D/B/A Ashima Publishing 
(32 pp.) 
May 1, 2018
978-0-9992236-0-4  

An enthusiastic young girl and her talking, stuffed-animal 
companion explore Paris in this debut picture book.

Aya wakes up and gets ready for a big day of traveling—to 
Paris. Aya, a dark-skinned girl with curly hair (brushed into a 
topknot by her Papa) and glasses, appears to be about 5 years 
old. Her traveling companion, Pete, is a chatty stuffed sloth. 
Together with her parents, Aya and Pete learn to count to 10 
in French and visit many well-known landmarks, including the 
Jardin de Luxembourg, Notre Dame, the Louvre, and the Eiffel 
Tower. In this series opener, the mother-daughter team of Gore 
and Minott integrates French words into the text, sometimes 
explaining them for readers in Aya’s thoughts. Other times, as 
with food and location names, they let the illustrations show 
the meanings. Aya’s world is full of love—her parents are 
always present without being in the way of her adventures—
and she and Pete have a comical relationship. Travel picture 
books require a lot of text to create a proper framework, but 
the authors’ use of an accessible vocabulary will keep readers 
from becoming overwhelmed. Búzio’s (Be More Sloth, 2018, etc.) 
painted images beautifully capture both the busy city and Aya 
and Pete’s bond.

This illustrated tale provides a tantalizing peek at 
Paris through the eyes of a charming protagonist and her 
stuffed sloth.
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Búzio’s painted images beautifully capture both 
the busy city and Aya and Pete’s bond.

the amazing adventures of aya & pete in paris!
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CARVED IN BONE
A Henry Rios Novel
Nava, Michael
Persigo Press (366 pp.) 
$25.99  |  $15.99 paper
978-1-73360-910-4
978-1-73360-911-1 paper  

An intrepid lawyer returns in this lat-
est installment of a mystery series cen-
tering on gay characters and themes.

In 1971, Bill Ryan, an 18-year-old in 
a small town in Illinois, is just beginning to explore and con-
template his sexuality. In a familiar gay narrative, Bill is caught 
experimenting with another boy and subsequently disowned by 
his family. He finds himself on a bus to San Francisco with just 
a bag and a few hundred dollars. Nava (Street People, 2017, etc.) 
then brings the action 13 years into the future to San Francisco, 
where attorney Henry Rios, the protagonist of several of the 
author’s previous novels, has left rehab and joined Alcoholics 
Anonymous. But the dark shadow of AIDS has already cast 
itself over the city and Rios’ recovery. Wanting to make more 
money than he can bring in with his struggling criminal defense 
practice, Rios takes a job as an insurance investigator. His first 
case is that of a local gay man who died from a gas leak in his 
apartment, and that individual is none other than the successful 
adult Bill became. Rios tries to track down the victim’s miss-
ing lover, Nick Trejo, only to discover disturbing evidence that 
Bill’s death might not have been an accident. Meanwhile, the 
novel shifts back and forth in time, showing readers how Bill 
finally found his way and how Rios struggles to discover where 
it all eventually went wrong. The main mystery driving Nava’s 
latest work may be of little interest to true thriller lovers—the 
twists and final revelations are much more tragic than suspense-
ful. But the book is expertly constructed to give a unique per-
spective on rare subjects for the genre: the AIDS crisis and the 
complexities of gay relationships. As readers watch young Bill 
wake up to the realities of his sexuality, Rios simultaneously 
reevaluates his own choices in light of what that man eventually 
became. The author offers a kaleidoscopic view of shame, greed, 
and the pervasive dread of an epidemic.

Delivering an unusual subject and structure, this tale 
offers refreshing emotional depth and a gay narrative sel-
dom seen in thrillers. 

THE BARTENDER
O’Sullivan, Brian 
Big B Publishing (279 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Jun. 20, 2019
978-0-9992956-3-2  

An amoral grifter chooses the wrong 
person to victimize in this novel told 
from multiple viewpoints.

The titular character in this third book 
by O’Sullivan (The Patsy, 2018, etc.) is Olive 

Fairbanks. Olive, 26, is an intelligent, attractive wannabe writer 
who is tending bar to pay the bills in Los Angeles. She has always 
been unlucky in love until handsome Austin Jenkins walks into her 
bar, The Belly Flop. The chiseled Southerner sweeps Olive off her 
feet. Austin seems too good to be true, and he is. Con artist Becca 
Poe is blackmailing Austin with a video from high school. Her plan 
is to have Austin trick Olive to get inside the mansion of Barry 
Gant, the bar owner who has long been infatuated with the bar-
tender. Becca has learned that Barry keeps hundreds of thousands 
of dollars in his home safe. This home invasion would be under 
the pretense of Austin wanting to open a bar and seeking Barry’s 
advice. Becca’s scheme works flawlessly. Her thuggish accom-
plice, Chet Watkins, knocks out Olive and kills Barry. Then Becca 
shoots Austin and Chet. She steals more than $600,000 but leaves 
behind $75,000 to fool investigators into thinking that the robbers, 
Olive, and Barry killed one another. Her big mistake is that Olive, 
who Becca thought was dying, survives Chet’s attack, and the bar-
tender wants to discover the truth. O’Sullivan has created a win-
ning protagonist in Olive, who grew up as a Nancy Drew fan and 
is determined to figure out how she was used in this scheme that 
left Barry dead. “Bad seed” Becca proves Olive’s ideal foil. Spine-
less Austin is caught in the middle, falling for Olive but doomed as 
Becca’s pawn. Employing multiple voices is O’Sullivan’s very effec-
tive narrative device in this engrossing tale. These include not only 
the three main characters, but also Richard, the desperate detec-
tive whom Olive hires to help her track down Becca. Having each 
describe the action helps readers better understand the players. 
Let’s hope the author brings back intriguing bartender/detective 
Olive for another case.

A delicious blend of romance and thriller that goes 
down smoothly.

THE PAPAYA KING
Pelzman, Adam
Jackson Heights Press (201 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Jul. 10, 2019
978-1-73325-853-1

An eccentric outsider is baffled by con-
temporary Manhattan in this engrossing 
second novel by Pelzman (Troika, 2014).

Robert Walser is a struggling writer 
whose genteel ways suit a bygone age. He 
lives on the Upper West Side, supported 
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by a dwindling inheritance, clinging to the hope that his work 
will be published. Besides his agent, Belinda St. Clair, “a sour but 
persistent old woman,” Walser has only one other important 
contact—Rose—a woman with whom he has exchanged let-
ters but never met. The novel’s opening finds the protagonist in 
high spirits, having received two important messages—the first 
from Belinda informing him that his short story is being con-
sidered by a literary journal, the second from Rose, announcing 
her imminent arrival in New York. The storyline follows Walser 
on his walk from his 72nd Street apartment to the Port Author-
ity, where Rose will alight a bus from Philadelphia. Sadly, Rose 
fails to show, and Walser’s heart sinks as he realizes that he must 
continue to navigate the unforgiving city alone. Meanwhile, he 
discovers that a sculpture is being erected near his apartment 
that embodies all he despises about contemporary city life. 
Pelzman’s second novel brims with intrigue. Does the enigmatic 
Rose exist? What is the significance of the sculpture titled 
#dunamisto? Pelzman’s reveal is tantalizing and richly detailed. 
Many of the scenes that define Walser’s character will live on 
in the memory. One such is when he rides the subway and con-
fronts a young man for failing to give up his seat to the elderly: 

“I await a humane response, but instead he shrugs his shoulders, 
returns the headphones to his ears and taps away at the screen 
of his phone as if he exists on a planet of one.” Walser’s old-
fashioned set of values—which may appear priggish but are 
founded on human decency—cause him to be looked upon as 
potentially insane. This is acutely observant, timely writing that 
confronts the ever heightening sense of disconnection and self-
absorption extant in city life. A minor criticism: The narrative 
could be distilled from novel length into an even more intense 
short story. Walser’s jury duty, for instance; although amusing, 
it feels somewhat extraneous. Still, this is another entrancing, 
deeply memorable offering from Pelzman.

Devilishly sharp social commentary.

TROUBLE FOR RENT
Reed, Kathi
CreateSpace (380 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jul. 21, 2017
978-1-5489-2175-0 

A Cincinnati video store owner finds 
herself embroiled in a real-life whodunit 
in this murder mystery set in 1990.

An irate customer of Annie’s Video 
and Music Hall claims the VHS copy 

of Cinderella she rented has a surprise porno scene. But owner 
Annie Fillmore watches it and realizes it’s much worse: What 
begins as sex between a man and a woman ends in the latter’s 
apparent death. Annie dubs a copy before turning over the orig-
inal to the police, who clearly don’t take the matter seriously. 
She, on the other hand, watches the scene repeatedly, trying to 
identify the couple or location, and looks into the last few cus-
tomers who rented Cinderella. But further troubles are brewing. 
A couple whose young daughter watched the tainted VHS copy 

threatens Annie with a lawsuit while a churchgoer accuses her 
of peddling “smut” in her store. Meanwhile, someone firebombs 
another video store that specializes in XXX-rated movies. 
Annie can’t help but see a connection between the firebombing 
and Cinderella, and when a body later turns up, she suspects the 
victim is the woman from the video. Her sleuthing continues 
and soon becomes dangerous, especially after someone fires a 
shot at her. Reed’s (Banking on Trouble, 2015) novel, a prequel 
to her debut, features an indelible protagonist. Annie is whip-
smart, coolly handles insolent customers, and narrates with wit, 
such as thinking a $65,000 car should have “a butler in the glove 
compartment.” She’s moreover supported by intriguing char-
acters, from romantic interest Neil Jakhar—who may be “too 
young,” at age 28, for her—to Annie’s two moms (maternal and 
paternal aunts, who both raised her after her parents’ deaths). 
The setting is likewise distinctive as well as nostalgic, with the 
tale including numerous movie titles and references via names 
(for example, Annie’s friend Marilyn Monroe, “née Klotzman”). 
Unfortunately, the mystery itself can’t quite match the first-rate 
subplots and characters. Though Annie’s amateur investigative 
technique is believable, a lack of suspects and clues results in an 
anticlimactic reveal—though the heroine in peril makes for an 
exciting conclusion.

A sensational gumshoe and engaging subplots turn a 
standard detective tale into something exceptional.

A RABBIT’S TALE 
An Easter Story
Ruiz , Diogenes
Self (197 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Feb. 13, 2013
978-0-9763126-2-8 

Ruiz’s debut novel offers an action-
packed tale with a complex cast of char-
acters and zany moral lessons.

The story opens with fifth grader Juan 
Arias, a gentle, kind child who wants to 

become a photographer. Monty McPride is the new kid in school, 
and it becomes quickly apparent that he’s the worst kind of bully, 
as he seems to have no moral compass at all. The two grow up 
and lose touch with each other, but they’re still connected, as 
Juan’s sister, Angie, has married Ray Cromwell, who does work 
for Monty’s father’s pharmaceutical company, McPride Indus-
tries. Monty remains awful; for example, he spits in other peo-
ple’s coffee when they aren’t looking. When Monty gets the idea 
that he could take the reins of his father’s company, he sets events 
in motion that lead to an attempted murder and a rapid down-
hill spiral for McPride Industries. Meanwhile, Juan finds him-
self playing the Easter Bunny for his sister’s kids despite having 
no religious leanings himself. He’s unhappy in his marriage but 
resigned to his uneventful life as a computer programmer. In the 
most supernatural turn of the book, Juan experiences a freak acci-
dent that leaves him dependent on others but also able to read 
minds, which requires a hefty suspension of disbelief on the part 
of readers. Through a series of frankly improbable occurrences, 
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Monty, Juan, and Ray find their lives inextricably linked—and 
they’re all in grave danger. Throughout, Ruiz stresses the power 
of religious belief to turn one’s life around and the importance of 
doing one’s work ethically. However, the story also takes enter-
tainingly humorous turns; jokes involving Juan’s rabbit costume 
serve the plot but also induce giggles. Characters find meaning 
in their renewed religious faith, which makes for a heartwarm-
ing and satisfying resolution. The dialogue is sharp and fun, and it 
advances the story at a quick pace, making for quite a page-turner.

An offbeat and entertaining religious drama.

THE COMING OF KALKI
Sanyal, Poulomi 
Self (329 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.50 e-book
Feb. 8, 2019
978-1-77539-501-0 

In Sanyal’s (Colour Me Confounded, 
2017) fantasy series starter, a university 
freshman is pulled into a world of ancient 
prophesies and modern terrorism.

Zoya Carter is about to start at Stan-
ford University, but an hour before her flight from her native 
Los Angeles, she narrowly escapes a terrorist bombing in the 
airport cafe. If not for a warning that she received from a mys-
terious voice in her head, she’d have been killed. It turns out 
that she has a mutated hippocampus, resulting from exposure 
to strong magnetic fields at the time of her birth, which gives 
her an unusual power of intuition. A group of other people, 
known as Hekameses, also have superpowers due to similar 
brain abnormalities. They include Alejandro Garcia, an anthro-
pologist who can send and receive electronic signals with his 
mind; Chris Wright, who can read other people’s thoughts; and 
Dr. Wanda Faraday, Zoya’s neuroscience professor, who may be 
more than 200 years old. They want Zoya to join them to fight 
against the terrorist organization Aifra. Zoya is reluctant, as she 
just wants to keep her head down and lead a normal life. But 
when the terrorists claim the life of someone close to her, Zoya 
knows she must make use of her innate abilities to get justice. 
It’s discovered that Aifra’s activities line up with ancient Egyp-
tian, Mayan, and Indian prophecies, and only Zoya and her new 
friends can prevent a world-ending cataclysm. Sanyal crafts a 
plot that’s steeped in ancient legends. However, the sense of 
mystery is often undercut by exposition. Zoya figures out a lot 
of things for herself, but none of the other characters shy away 
from explaining things to her, to each other, and, ultimately, to 
the reader. As a result, the dialogue sometimes feels unrealis-
tic, and this impression is furthered by Sanyal’s formal prose 
style. Yet this same stylization also evokes the action-film genre, 
and indeed, Zoya and company would not feel out of place in a 
movie. Their scenes are easy to visualize, and the mix of science 
and myth effectively draws the reader in to the story.

A cinematic, if sometimes-stilted, supernatural adventure.

THE LAST GETAWAY
Savage, Clay 
Ocean Park Press (314 pp.)
$9.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-73388-060-2

Two getaway drivers from different 
crews are thrown together when a bank 
heist goes wrong in Savage’s debut novel.

Richie Glass of Beverly Hills, Cali-
fornia, has squandered his money and 
privilege and is now a “drinker, gambler, 
antiauthoritarian, [and] smart-ass” in 

debt to the wrong people. Now, he works as a getaway driver 
for “a bunch of shit-for-brains bank robbers,” as he puts it. 
Calvin Russell is a professional carjacker and thief, much to 
the displeasure of his wife, who’s afraid that the criminal life 
will affect their young son. The only thing Richie and Calvin 
have in common—besides being in desperate straits—is that 
they’re both separately waiting outside the American Federal 
Bank while, inside, two crews are bent on robbing the place. 
Eight robbers wind up dead, leaving Richie and Calvin at 
large, and the people pulling the strings on the labyrinthine 
plan very much want what they have—which includes not only 
cash, but also a box of gold and silver coins. As the two drivers 
get themselves in deeper, their initially antagonistic relation-
ship transforms into something like a friendship, and they’re 
forced to rely on each other when things break very bad. Over-
all, Savage delivers a credible and entertaining crime novel. 
Richie and Calvin’s relationship is sometimes reminiscent of 
that of hit men Vincent and Jules from the 1994 film Pulp Fic
tion, particularly in a dialogue exchange following a seemingly 
miraculous escape from certain death. The author has a lean, 
spare prose style: “Luke Stanton, the middle aged CPA who 
met a gangster in a bar and thought he could jump ahead by 
going into business with him, fell to the floor and moaned.” 
Although the plot about two screw-ups who “only made bad 
choices” certainly isn’t novel, Savage offers fresh wrinkles on 
noir tropes and has a welcome, mordant sense of humor. For 
example, at one point, a character comments to Richie and 
Calvin about how well an operation is going: “Yeah, well, you 
haven’t been hanging out with us very long,” Richie responds. 

“Don’t get too comfortable.”
A crackerjack read from an author who seems to have 

taken Elmore Leonard’s rules of writing to heart.

Savage offers fresh wrinkles on noir tropes and 
has a welcome, mordant sense of humor.

the last getaway
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A MAJOR PRODUCTION!
Sawyer, Thomas B.
Outskirts Press (246 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Apr. 6, 2019
978-1-977210-68-5 

A New York–based private investiga-
tor winds up back in the place he hates 
the most—Los Angeles—in this second 
installment of a series.

Hedge fund manager Saul Flock-
man has a serious problem. He suspects 

that his wife, Wanda Gooden, a sometime actress, is sleeping 
with her Hollywood agent, Irwin Kerner. Plus Kerner owes 
Flockman over a million dollars. There is only one person Saul 
trusts to handle this situation—his friend from the “old neigh-
borhood,” private eye Barney Moon. It should be an easy case, 
only one night in the dreaded “ditzville.” But that’s not the way 
things happen with Barney. Inevitably, he witnesses something 
he shouldn’t see, and his curiosity demands that he follow the 
threads until he solves the puzzle—complaining all the way. A 
real city boy, Barney doesn’t drive. He is met at the airport by 
UCLA student Melodie Seaver, who chauffeured him around 
during his last West Coast escapade. Once again, Melodie 
proves to be an invaluable assistant. Sawyer’s (Cross Purposes, 
2018, etc.) long career as a screenwriter/showrunner helps him 
to fortify his narrative with insider knowledge of the film indus-
try’s machinations and manage a wildly complicated plot. In 
practically no time, Barney is the target of two rogue Homeland 
Security Investigations special agents with an only-in-Holly-
wood secret agenda, a notorious mobster, and the district attor-
ney. A murder, a stolen movie script, a potential terrorist attack, 
and more make it clear Barney is not getting out of town any-
time soon. The author stages his action novel much like a TV 
show. Scenes alternate among the various groups of characters, 
propelling the plot forward in what sometimes seems like unre-
lated directions. Until, of course, the story all comes together. 
The dialogue is often clipped and edgy, and Barney is off-the-
charts quirky. He talks to himself as often as to the other char-
acters; he spends an inordinate amount of time in his own head; 
and his humorous antipathy toward LA begins to wear thin. But 
he is smart and kind, easily capable of carrying a series.

More caper than thriller, this madcap tale delivers a 
well-paced, enjoyable takedown of Hollywood’s obsessive, 
back-stabbing culture.

THIS ALL-AT-ONCENESS 
Schlack, Julie Wittes 
Regal House Publishing (238 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 31, 2019
978-1-947548-51-0  

Youthful, left-wing idealism subsides 
into pragmatic careerism before return-
ing in unexpected ways in this memoir.

At the start of this book, Schlack, 
the founder of market-research firm C 
Space, thinks back to growing up in a 

Jewish neighborhood in suburban Montreal and in Ann Arbor, 
Michigan, in the 1960s. To her, it was an idyllic time despite the 
political and countercultural chaos around her. She recalls vaca-
tions at her family’s Quebec lake house, long evenings shoot-
ing the breeze with friends about possible UFO sightings, and 
youthful romance at a progressive summer camp. In high school 
and college, she got caught up in the anti-war movement, and 
she “went from flower child to anti-imperialist to ambivalent 
Maoist a few years later,” she says. She also wrestled with radical 
feminist stances on makeup, shaving, and traditional marriage. 
The author carried her political commitments into the 1970s 
and ’80s when, married with kids, she worked at factories while 
trying to sway workers to her militant leftism—an effort that 
fizzled in the Reagan era. The narrative then skips ahead to the 
2000s and Schlack’s career in tech startups and marketing—a 
milieu of moral ambiguity and hope. She felt heartened by the 
Occupy movement, appalled by Donald Trump, and conflicted 
over her role in a capitalist society that might be “ready to sac-
rifice the planet and the lives of younger generations to satisfy…
limitless greed.” Schlack recounts her ideological journey with 
humor and nuance throughout this sometimes-wry, sometimes-
lyrical memoir. She riffs on what she sees as foibles of progres-
sive dogma as well as absurdities of corporate culture, including 
a darkly hilarious incident in which a con woman almost finan-
cially destroyed the company where she worked. Schlack’s 
graceful prose balances cleareyed reflection with luminous pas-
sages that celebrate past passions, such as this one about the 
aforementioned summer camp: “As I try to summon up how I 
felt being there, what gets revived is the shocking carnality of 
my first French kiss, the energy stoked by being part of a group 
and feeling myself to be a pulsing cell in a larger organism.”

A thoughtful, witty, and evocative recollection of a life 
and the convictions that energized it.
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OF BITTER HERBS AND SWEET 
CONFECTIONS
Shalev, Susan 
CreateSpace (198 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Dec. 30, 2018
978-1-72975-605-8  

A writer offers a World War II nar-
rative based on a 1987 audio memoir 
recorded by her mother-in-law.

In Shalev’s debut novel, Tanya Ang-
lische is “born and raised in Nowy Sącz” in southeastern Poland. 
Her father owns a candy factory, and her Jewish family is com-
fortably upper middle class. Tanya is a young teenager and has 
just completed elementary school when, on Sept. 1, 1939, the 
Germans invade Poland. Within a few days, she, her parents, 
and her two younger brothers (8-year-old Jozef and 4-year-old 
Dovid) must leave everything behind as they race to flee the 
Nazi occupation. “Just before dawn,” they leave on foot and 
make their way over the bridge spanning the Dunajec River 
minutes before it is blown up. They plod on, part of a mass of 
refugees, as German planes fly overhead strafing the road. For a 
while, relative safety is found in Khodoriv, Poland, where they 

scrape by, hiding from German soldiers. But when the nonag-
gression pact between Germany and Russia gives this section 
to the latter, Tanya and her family face a new threat. A Russian 
soldier knocks on the door and tells them to pack up. The Jews 
remaining in Khodoriv are herded to the railroad station and put 
on a freight train for a three-week journey to a frigid northern 
Russian work camp in Siberia. A year later, the family escapes, 
continuing its wandering exile. This is a remarkable story of 
courage, adaptability, and determination to survive, vividly nar-
rated by Tanya, the fictional stand-in for the author’s mother-in-
law, Tamar Englander Shalev. Tanya describes, in equal measure, 
scenes of horror and moments of unexpected beauty. Here, she 
emerges from a ditch following a German air attack: “The road, 
which, until a few moments ago, heaved with fleeing families, is 
now littered with dead and wounded.” And here she witnesses 
the aurora borealis: “The most spectacular lights and swirls and 
rays fill the sky….I’m stunned by the grandeur.” Although most 
American readers will not recognize many of the locations tra-
versed by the Anglische family, a rough map and historical end-
notes help supply context.

An illuminating contribution to Holocaust literature 
and a riveting family drama. 

MOTHER’S DAY
A War Story
Singley, William 
iUniverse (286 pp.) 
$18.85 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jan. 24, 2019
978-1-5320-6415-9  

Singley’s (The Bali Hai Enchantment 
Spa Murders, 2017, etc.) Vietnam War 
novel follows five soldiers at different 
points in the service cycle.

Spc. Jimmy Hogan—who received the nickname “Jungle 
Jimmy” for shooting a young, possibly unarmed Vietnamese 
man while relieving himself outdoors—is 10 months into his 
tour as part of an airborne infantry company, currently sta-
tioned near Tam Ky. His best friend, Cpl. Thomas Gaylord, is 
at a military hospital in Japan, where he’s recuperating from a 
grenade injury that cost him his hand. 1st Lt. Harry “Pineapple” 
Papeeko, whose feelings are increasingly turning against the 
war, is also hospitalized—but he’s back home in Hawaii, recov-
ering from mental trauma. Former Spc. Jay Jager has gone home 
to West Virginia, where he was once persuaded by a judge to 
join the Army after he committed a violent crime. Pfc. Chris 

“Cherry” Scott is also stationed near Tam Ky, and he’s still seen 
as “the new guy” even though he’s seen combat; he’s also pin-
ing for his girlfriend back in Los Angeles. Each man bears the 
psychological scars of deployment, brought on by the constant 
fear of death and the repetitive counting of days until the end 
of a tour. Looming largest in their lives is an attack that hap-
pened on Mother’s Day—a day when everything went wrong 
and which forever shaped each man’s experiences of the war 
and all that came after. Singley’s prose is frank and wonderfully 
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marbled with specificity, capturing the panicked tension that 
ticks away within each character: “Home was unreal, an anchor 
to the past, a place to be secure. Reality was here, in this black 
moment before dawn, reality was his damp fatigues and the 
stars slowly vanishing.” The book also has an episodic feel as 
the narration jumps from man to man, slowly revealing the con-
nections that exist between them. It’s a purposefully unpleasant 
read at times—the racism, misogyny, violence, and general mis-
anthropy of the soldiers are frequent and disturbing—but this 
fits in honestly with other books in its genre.

An unsettling, roving novel about trauma and soldiering.

SECOND-CHANCE SAM 
King of the Junkyard
Sky, JoAnn 
Illus. by Tatulli, John 
Dogs & Books (25 pp.)
978-0-9998430-4-8  

A lonely canine gets a new lease on life in this picture book.
Sam is an adult shelter dog who dreams of having a family. 

He wonders if the reason the young pups get adopted instead 
of him, when he’s already trained to fetch and sit, is because 
he has a crooked leg. When an elderly man who walks with a 
cane visits the shelter, he recognizes Sam as a kindred spirit. 
Sam is thrilled, but his hopes are dashed when he realizes that 
his new home is a small shack next to a junkyard instead of the 
mansion he imagined. But as the man says: “We both know that 
sometimes things aren’t what they seem.” Sam soon discovers 
joy and “treasures” at the messy junkyard, finding a purpose, 
friends, and love. Sam’s initial struggle to see past the first 
impressions of his new life, despite having been the subject of 
that same type of scrutiny, rings true, and the sage old man’s 
words form the core of this touching story. Sky’s (Santa’s Dog, 
2018, etc.) rhyming stanzas scan beautifully throughout, mak-
ing this an easy read-aloud for group sharing. The rescue tale 
also features a vocabulary that’s approachable for newly inde-
pendent readers. Tatulli’s (Fireworks in the Night, 2016) playful 
cartoon art, populated by animals and humans of all colors and 
ages, captures Sam’s spirit perfectly.

A moving tribute to shelter dogs, the humans who 
love them, and the wisdom of looking beyond outward 
appearances.

DADDY’S WISH
Smith, Brent 
Illus. by Duffy, Spencer 
FriesenPress (52 pp.) 
$13.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
May 24, 2019
978-1-5255-4174-2
978-1-5255-4175-9 paper  

What to expect when you’re expecting, in epistolary, pic-
ture-book form.

In playful rhyme, a father writes to his daughter about 
what it means to be a man raising a young girl. First comes the 
excitement of knowing that the mother is pregnant, which 
the expectant parents gladly announce to the world. But when 
Mommy asks, “Daddy, what do you hope the baby will be?” he’s 
unsure how to respond. At first, he imagines that he wants a 
boy, but then he’s cheered by the prospect of raising a girl—
although he doesn’t quite know what that would entail. Nev-
ertheless, he believes that he “could learn so much” and that “it 
would surely change his world.” Smith’s debut is honest about 
expectant fathers’ anticipation, noting how Christmas loses its 
luster for Daddy without a baby to share it with. While he waits, 
he fantasizes about having tea parties or going to the park with 
his daughter. Debut illustrator Duffy’s images are soft, colorful, 
and cartoonish—and they often include bits of humor, as when 
a picture of a fetus puzzling over a map pairs with “you were on 
the way.” Some of Daddy’s musings could have been less gen-
der normative, but as a love letter from father to daughter, this 
book is sure to delight.

A sweet, honest parenthood tale.

THE CIRCLE OF THE EARTH
Tickel, William
Ventris & Bywater (160 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  $3.00 e-book
Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-9888900-3-9  

Tickel’s haunting novel, the third 
installment of his Hymns of Kingdom 
series, is set in 1915 southern Texas dur-
ing the time of the Mexican Revolution.

Thomas Asher is a complex man. 
He is a Texas Ranger past his prime. An 

injury has left him in constant pain and addicted to laudanum, 
the narcotic of the day. It relieves his discomfort and eases a 
mind still struggling with past hurt and grievances. His new 
assignment, requiring several days on horseback, will challenge 
him physically and emotionally. The Mexican Revolution has 
made the Rangers edgy, worried that the fighting will cross the 
Rio Grande into a state where the white population is a distinct 
minority. When a petroleum geologist spots Emilio Sanchez, a 
Mexican, in the desert with a horse and pack mule and casually 
mentions it to a deputy sheriff at his boardinghouse, he catches 
the lawman’s interest. That interest leads him to embellish the 
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Sky’s rhyming stanzas scan beautifully throughout, 
making this an easy read-aloud for group sharing.

second - chance sam: king of the junkyard
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tale a bit, “unaware, for now, that his desire to impress a man he 
does not like will result in the death of a man he does not know.” 
The story makes its way up the chain to Capt. Render Moates of 
Ranger Company D in Laredo. Moates’ fateful decision to send 
his Rangers to track down a “contingent of Mexicans” will result 
in the reckless accidental shooting of Sanchez. Asher makes a 
life-changing decision and volunteers to stay behind to watch 
over the slowly dying man. Tickel has added a cosmic overlay to 
a basic morality play, but his linguistic skills and ability to tell a 
solid earthbound story should engage even the least spiritually 
oriented readers. When Asher begins to share his desperately 
needed laudanum with Sanchez, he transitions from has-been 
to prime mover in the battle to get justice for Sanchez. Among 
the cast of secondary characters, several of whom will have to 
face their own crises of conscience over the debacle, the most 
important is Beulah, Asher’s wife. Tickel unwinds the backstory 
of her days as a prostitute with tenderness and a not-so-gentle 
swipe at society’s hypocrisy. 

A beautifully composed, tragic narrative with rele-
vance to today’s morass of chaos and bigotry.

GOLDILOCKS, PRIVATE EYE
Trine, Greg
Illus. by Baykovska, Ira
Self (114 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Aug. 31, 2019
978-1-73395-892-9
978-0-578-46407-7 paper

In this middle-grade chapter book, 
private detective Goldilocks takes the 
case of a man whose missing grandpar-
ents have been replaced by bears.

After her father dies, 10-year-old Goldilocks inherits the fam-
ily business: a private detective agency, which she runs with her 
cat, Charlotte, in the town of Lick Skillet. Money is tight, the 
rent is overdue, and she must do her best to avoid the wild-haired 
Tom the Kid-Snatcher, who rounds up kids without parents for 
the local orphanage. (He even occasionally kidnaps children who 
aren’t orphans: “He was that kind of kid-snatcher.”) Goldilocks 
advertises her detecting services, and her first client is a man 
named Frank Sims who wants her to find his missing grandpar-
ents—and figure out why bears are now living in their house. 
She’s glad to take the case, but her client’s grandparents live in 
the nearby Black Forest, which is notoriously full of scary crea-
tures, and she’ll have to pass near the orphanage, besides. In order 
to avoid some dangers, including Tom, Goldilocks leaves the safe 
forest path; luckily, she meets Patty, an orphanage escapee who 
lives in the forest. The girls become friends and partners, solv-
ing the mystery and alerting authorities to the orphans’ mistreat-
ment. Trine (Willy Maykit in Space, 2015, etc.) skillfully mixes fairy 
tales and detective fiction with a coming-of-age story about brav-
ing danger to prove oneself. Such elements could easily become 
rather dark, and Trine does touch on serious issues (including 
Goldilocks’ money problems), but moments of humor help to 
lighten the story. For example, Tom’s horse-drawn jail, the Patty 
Wagon, is named after his most recent captive: “With any luck 
he’d soon change the name to the Goldie Wagon.” The girl-power 
message is also appealing. Baykovska (The Nasty Princess, 2018, 
etc.) provides lighthearted, cartoonish black-and-white pencil 
illustrations for each chapter head; these offer nice details, such 
as the fact that Tom bears some resemblance to Struwwelpeter, a 
character from a well-known 1845 children’s book.

A pleasing, well-judged blend of genres with a good 
resolution.

THE CURIOUS CONSPIRACY 
ON GAMMA CETI
West, Nemo 
Kenneth E. Floro III (238 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-9892839-6-0

In this sci-fi debut, two teenagers 
suspect something diabolical lies behind 
the mysteriously locked supply closet in 
their school’s subbasement.

Dex Carpenter knows he has a low social standing at Saint 
McIntyre’s Academy on the colonized planet Gamma Ceti. 
This is primarily due to Travis Bannon, the much-respected 
star athlete who’s bullied him for years. So Dex doesn’t have the 
confidence to strike up a conversation with beguiling Tabitha 
Tempest, who transferred from an Earth school not long ago. 
His first one-on-one encounter with Tabitha is happenstance: 
Dex gets sick and is late to Morning Mass, which he then 
decides to skip altogether. It turns out Tabitha has been miss-
ing Mass every day, and she convinces Dex to make it a daily 
routine as well. The two bond and soon develop romantic 
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feelings. But Tabitha believes the academy has secrets, start-
ing with the principal having off-world tech, which the colony’s 
Pleiades Catholic society expressly forbids. She further claims 
that students return from Mass in some kind of trance lasting 
a couple of hours. Dex notices this, too, and Tabitha suggests 
Saint McIntyre’s is up to something sinister, like brainwash-
ing. Assuming that the Masses have compromised students for 
years (and that adult colonists are brainwashed former pupils), 
Tabitha and Dex need hard evidence to take to Federal agents 
at the colonial outpost. They set their sights on the academy’s 
subbasement supply closet, which has a crypto-circuit lock 
that the principal’s special key likely opens. What the two find 
inside that room is much worse—and more dangerous—than 
they anticipated.

West’s multigenre novel successfully blends sci-fi, mystery, 
and teen drama. For example, the tech, though minimal, is 
apparent. Tabitha’s Earth device, a Digit, “can do pretty much 
anything,” such as scanning for other tech in the school. The 
mystery, meanwhile, is sound: Tabitha and Dex’s eventual dis-
covery in the subbasement leads to more questions than answers, 
which only deepens the conspiracy. But the author’s most laud-
able achievement is the deconstruction of teen-drama clichés, 
most notably involving the characters. The socially awkward 
protagonist, for one, earns sympathy as a bully’s victim. But 
Tabitha’s lament of drawing unwanted attention based solely on 
her looks is critical of most boys, including Dex, who initially 
pines for her for the same reason. And in a short but effective 
scene, Travis’ father, Nick, physically assaults his son, signaling 
lifelong abuse that is ostensibly the genesis of the student’s bul-
lying. West’s simplified narrative concentrates on Tabitha and 
Dex, with much of the story set at Saint McIntyre’s and few 
appearances from adults. This makes the expedited romance 
convincing. There’s plenty of shared time for Tabitha to admire 
Dex’s confidence and later have her doubts when that assur-
ance seemingly dissipates. The prose is often playful, as in this 
sci-fi-inspired interaction: “Soon a potent charge rose between 
them, like the rumble of booster engines priming for blast-off.” 
Unquestionable peril, unveiled villains, and a chase sequence 
constitute the final act, and though the book has a definite and 
memorable ending, there’s series potential here.

Engrossing, imperfect characters in a riveting interga-
lactic tale.
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I N D I E
Books of the Month

HIGH DIVE
Elizabeth Amon
A layered and 
insightful explo-
ration of how 
people seek mean-
ing in careers and 
relationships.

GO DOWN THE 
MOUNTAIN
Meredith Battle
A vivacious, absorb-
ing, and accom-
plished debut.

THE PARIS PHOTO
Jane S. Gabin
A thoughtful delin-
eation of characters 
and a sensitive study 
of a culture and 
an era.

DENVER MOON: 
THE SAINT 
OF MARS
Warren Hammond & 
Joshua Viola
Another blistering 
installment with a 
cool, clever 
female lead.

LARRY AND BOB
Karen Schaufeld 
illus. by Kurt Schwarz
A well-constructed 
book that depicts 
a healthy male 
friendship.

WHY DO THEY 
HATE US?
Steve Slocum
A clear, concise, and 
thoughtful introduc-
tion to Islam.
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No writer—not Kesey, not Wolfe, not even Tolkien—owned the 1960s more 
completely than Terry Southern, the Texas-born curmudgeon who turned an acid 
eye on all that surrounded him. He knew everyone, read everything, ingested all 
that there was to be ingested, and kept plugging away until the very day of his 
death at the age of 71. So famous was he in his day that The Beatles put him on the 
cover of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, right next to Lenny Bruce and Edgar 
Allan Poe.

The books for which he is best known, Candy and The Magic Christian, were 
published in the late 1950s, though they took some years to percolate into the 
culture. Candy was, infamously, a riff on Voltaire’s Candide; published in Paris by 
the soft-porn-y Olympia Press, it was considered a “dirty book” and widely banned 
until, in 1964, an American house reissued it to coincide with the release of Stanley 
Kubrick’s zeitgeist-defining film Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying 

and Love the Bomb. Southern wrote the screenplay for that arch film, and afterward he would spend most of the 
decade working on movies, among them The Loved One, Easy Rider, and Barbarella.

The real dirty book—literally, in spots—was The Magic Christian, published 60 years ago and made into a 
decisively transgressive film 10 years after that. The Magic Christian is a romp in the halls of the idle rich—in this 
instance, of multibillionaire Guy Grand, who crisscrosses the nation on slow trains and, courtesy of his unimag-
inably vast fortune, prompts the people he meets to do outlandish things in order to gauge the prices of their 
souls—or simply to embarrass them in the face of money.

He taunts a hot dog vendor by demanding change for a $500 bill. (You may have 
seen such a bill if you were around before 1969, when it was discontinued.) He secures 

“three hundred cubic feet of manure, a hundred gallons of urine, and fifty gallons of 
blood,” buys a chunk of property at the busiest corner of Chicago’s Loop, has a con-
crete vat built and mixes into the stinking mess “ten thousand one-hundred-dollar 
bills, slowly stirring them in with his wooden paddle”—then watches in delight as 
passersby dive into the muck to grab what they can of the literally filthy lucre.

That’s just the first 25 pages. Grand does worse still, reveling in what he calls “mak-
ing things hot for people” and proving Southern’s variation on F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 
remark, “Let me tell you about the very rich. They are different from you and me.” 
Yes, they are, and Southern’s point, so obvious in our time, is that they can do what-
ever they want.

Southern would be 95 today. His books live on, though younger people seem to be less current with them than 
are the gray hairs. That’s as it should be, we suppose, but given events in the decades since it first bowed, The 
Magic Christian seems altogether timely 60 years on.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.
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LBYR: You’re known as a writer who is 
able to really dig into the psyche of teen 
characters, particularly the complex in-
ner lives and developments of young 
black girls. What about the interiority of 
Little, Yvonne, and Birdie drew you to tell 
their stories? 
 
BRANDY COLBERT: I am writing most-
ly for me, and specifi cally the books I 
wish I’d had as a teen girl. While I had 
a great time in high school, I often felt 
like I was held to a higher standard than 
my friends, simply because they were 
white and I was black. I grew up in a pre-
dominantly white town in the Midwest 
and was taught from an early age that 
my actions would essentially speak for 
the entire black community everywhere, 
despite how unfair that was. Many years 
later, it is still diffi cult to walk through 
the world without this constantly weigh-
ing on me, so I try to push back with the 
novels I write. Respectability politics are 
sad and tired, and my characters are 
aware that they’re being held to a differ-
ent standard than their peers, but they 
are also willing to take those chances 
and make those mistakes—even when 
they know the consequences are some-
what severe. Little, Yvonne, and Birdie 
are all fl awed and naive in certain ways, 
but they get the opportunity to mess up 
and learn from it, and I think that’s more 
important than always being the most 
“perfect” person in the room. They are 
all such different girls because I think it’s 
important to show that even within my 
own work, black people are not a mono-
lith.

LBYR: What have you learned over your 
career that has helped you refi ne your 
approach as a novelist?

BRANDY COLBERT: One of the most 
important things I’ve learned since 
I’ve been writing is that truly, the more 
specifi c a story, the more universal the 
impact. I didn’t quite understand this 
until I started getting feedback from 
readers who, somehow, completely re-
lated to my characters and their stories 
despite the differences. This made me 
realize how important it is to tell the 
story that’s in my heart rather than try 
to cater to a trend. On the fl ip side, I’ve 
learned that not every story is for ev-
erybody, and that’s okay. Just because 
someone doesn’t agree with the angle 
of my books, that doesn’t invalidate my 
characters’ stories or the experiences 
other people may relate to in my work. 
The more space we make for everyone’s 
stories, the more chances readers have 
to not only see their lives refl ected but 
to put themselves into another person’s 
shoes—which is one of the most reward-
ing experiences of all, because we could 
all use a lot more empathy in this world.
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