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I confess to an early—and strangely long-lived—confusion about what 
we even mean when we talk about a generation of people. Teachers would 
begin sentences with, “A generation ago…” and a teensy panic would roost 
in my mind: How long, exactly, is a generation? As in, I had no idea. I asked, 
but no one could answer that we more or less define a generation as 25 
years. Social studies teachers in junior high taught me about baby boom-
ers, but the people they were describing didn’t sound at all like my par-
ents; my husband is a millennial, but he doesn’t like avocado toast, and he 
doesn’t show up to work entitled and lazy, thankyouverymuch. The media 
needs a shorthand for describing the general qualities of particular gen-

erations of people, but our shorthand often feels inaccurate, if not inept. Maybe being a part of 
Gen X has something to do with my bafflement; if there’s anything that defines Gen X, it’s one 
hefty, collective shoulder shrug about being typecast at all. 

In this issue, we get specific about the numerous meanings of generations. We interview 
writers who are considered voices of their generations. Look in fiction for our interview with 
cover writer Marlon James, whose fantasy novel, Black Leopard, Red Wolf, 
is one of this year’s most anticipated books. Our reporter Richard Z. 
Santos writes about James that “not many Booker Prize winners have 
written novels that feature witches, sorcerers, dirt mermaids, hyenas 
that can transform into humans, relentless demons that emerge from 
ceilings, a man who prefers to spend most of his time as a leopard, more 
spells and incantations than you can count, kingdoms built into Ent-
sized trees, an actual visit to the land of the dead, a brilliant buffalo, and 
a giant man who hates to be called a giant…to name just a few wonders.” 
In nonfiction, we talk to another voice of her generation, rapper and now 
published author Dessa. 

In the children’s section, we include a conversation between two generations of author/illus-
trators, Donald Crews and his daughter Nina Crews, in which Nina tells us what it was like 
reading Donald’s crucial picture book Freight Train (1978) to her son. Also in children’s, we ask 
Carlos Hernandez, the author of the middle-grade sci-fi novel Sal and Gabi Break the Universe 
(Mar. 4), what it’s like to create a book that references past generations of writers while crafting 
a narrative that’s ultramodern. In fiction, contributing editor Gregory McNamee recalls grow-
ing up in the generation that, when young, confronted Watergate and the Vietnam War and read 
Herman Hesse as an act of defiance. “I find it hard, even groanworthy, to read much of him now,” 
Greg acknowledges. Our editors of fiction, nonfiction, children’s, and young adult reviews are 
parents, so they write in their columns about being professional readers who read to and with 
their children.

It’s been a pleasure going into the past and a little into the future this issue; I hope you have 
as much fun reading this issue as we’ve had creating it. 

from the editor’s desk:

The Generations Issue
B Y  C L A I B O R N E  S M I T H

Claiborne Smith

Photo courtesy M
ichael Thad Carter

Print indexes: www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/print-indexes
Kirkus Blog: www.kirkusreviews.com/blog

Advertising Opportunities: www.kirkusreviews.com/about/advertising- 
opportunities

Submission Guidelines: www.kirkusreviews.com/about/submission-guidlines
Subscriptions: www.kirkusreviews.com/subscription

Newsletters: www.kirkusreviews.com/subscription/newsletter/add

2   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   f r o m  t h e  e d i t o r ’ s  d e s k   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Chairman
H E R B E RT S I M O N

President & Publisher
M A RC  W I N K E L M A N

#

Chief Executive Officer
M E G  L A B O R D E  KU E H N

mkuehn@kirkus.com

Editor-in-Chief
C L A I B O R N E  S M I T H

csmith@kirkus.com

Vice President of Marketing
S A R A H  K A L I N A

skalina@kirkus.com

Managing/Nonfiction Editor
E R I C  L I E B E T R AU

eliebetrau@kirkus.com

Fiction Editor
L AU R I E  M U C H N I C K

lmuchnick@kirkus.com

Children’s Editor
V I C K Y S M I T H

vsmith@kirkus.com

Young Adult Editor
L AU R A S I M E O N

lsimeon@kirkus.com

Staff Writer
MEGAN LABRISE

mlabrise@kirkus.com

Vice President of Kirkus Indie
K A R E N  S C H E C H N E R

kschechner@kirkus.com

Senior Indie Editor
DAV I D  R A P P

drapp@kirkus.com

Indie Editor
M Y R A F O R S B E RG

mforsberg@kirkus.com

Indie Editorial Assistant
K AT E R I N A PA P PA S

kpappas@kirkus.com

Editorial Assistant
C H E L S E A E N N E N

cennen@kirkus.com

Mysteries Editor
T H O M A S  L E I T C H

Contributing Editor
G R E G O RY M c N A M E E

Copy Editor
B E T S Y J U D K I N S

Designer
A L E X H E A D

Director of Kirkus Editorial
L AU R E N  B A I L E Y

lbailey@kirkus.com

Production Editor
C AT H E R I N E  B R E S N E R

cbresner@kirkus.com

Creative Lead
A R D E N  P I AC E N Z A

apiacenza@kirkus.com

Website and Software Developer
P E RC Y P E R E Z

pperez@kirkus.com

Advertising Director
M O N I Q U E  S T E N S RU D

mstensrud@kirkus.com

Controller
M I C H E L L E  G O N Z A L E S

mgonzales@kirkus.com

for customer service 
or subscription questions, 
please call 1-800-316-9361

   



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c o n t e n t s   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   3

f i c t i o n
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS ........................................................... 4

REVIEWS ............................................................................................... 4

EDITOR’S NOTE.....................................................................................6

INTERVIEW: MARLON JAMES .........................................................14

INTERVIEW: HERMAN HESSE ..........................................................18

LIST: 5 CRUCIAL VOICES OF A GENERATION .............................. 26

MYSTERY .............................................................................................44

SCIENCE FICTION & FANTASY ......................................................... 54

ROMANCE ............................................................................................57

n o n f i c t i o n
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS ......................................................... 60

REVIEWS ............................................................................................. 60

EDITOR’S NOTE................................................................................... 62

INTERVIEW: DESSA ...........................................................................66

INTERVIEW: EDITH HALL ................................................................. 70

INTERVIEW: CHERRÍE MORAGA ..................................................... 74

LIST: 5 CRUCIAL VOICES OF A GENERATION .............................. 86

children’s
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS ........................................................110

REVIEWS ............................................................................................110

EDITOR’S NOTE..................................................................................112

INTERVIEW: DONALD & NINA CREWS ........................................ 116

INTERVIEW: LAURENCE YEP ......................................................... 120

INTERVIEW: CARLOS HERNANDEZ .............................................. 124

LIST: 5 CRUCIAL VOICES OF A GENERATION ............................. 132

EASTER AND PASSOVER PICTURE BOOKS ..................................164

contents
g e n e r at i o ns  i s s u e

you  can  now  
purchase

books  online
at

kirkus .com

Kwame Alexander and Kadir Nelson team up 
for an unforgettable tribute to the generational 
strength of the African-American people. Read 
the review on p. 110.

young adult
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS ....................................................... 168

REVIEWS ........................................................................................... 168

EDITOR’S NOTE..................................................................................170

INTERVIEW: M.E. KERR ...................................................................174

INTERVIEW: NGOZI UZAKU ........................................................... 176

INTERVIEW: GENGOROH TAGAME ............................................... 178

LIST: 5 CRUCIAL VOICES OF A GENERATION .............................182

SHELF SPACE: COUNTRY BOOKSHELF ........................................184

indie
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS ........................................................185

REVIEWS ............................................................................................185

EDITOR’S NOTE................................................................................. 186

INTERVIEW: MIKE OMER ................................................................ 192

FIELD NOTES.....................................................................................206

APPRECIATIONS: WHERE THE SIDEWALK ENDS HITS 
MIDDLE AGE ..................................................................................... 207

   



AYA DANE
Alaoui, Mhani
Interlink (272 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-62371-968-5  

Aya Dane is a visual artist who has 
less than 40 days to create a masterwork 
that could solidify her legacy as a con-
temporary virtuoso.

The patron who has presented this 
strange challenge is only one of the 

many mysteries in Moroccan writer Alaoui’s (Dreams of Maryam 
Tair, 2015) second novel. As Aya labors to develop her painting, 
buried memories of her childhood in Tangiers surface, both 
confusing and clarifying her understanding of her own iden-
tity. Though she has already achieved considerable success in 
the art world and lives in bustling Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
Aya is a recluse. Her only connections to the world are a single 
confidante and a few text messages she receives from a mystery 
sender, so it’s up to her to piece together the puzzle of her past. 
This is an engaging and at times suspenseful story about the cre-
ative process, trauma, and migration, aided by Alaoui’s skillful 
pacing and vivid descriptions. While the characters populating 
Aya’s life can verge on caricature, Aya herself, as an immigrant, 
a woman, and an artist, embodies the ways in which identity 
and memory mold one another. She is a complex combination 
of drive and uncertainty, and it can be riveting to watch her 
work as Alaoui describes the way she deliberates on color and 
texture, perception and purpose. “Hers was the expression of a 
broken machinery, a fragmented body split between two shores, 
two realities, two ways of being that, in the end, crumbled into 
tiny pieces that shattered all sense of identity,” Alaoui says of 
her protagonist.

The lyrical prose pays off more than the psychologi-
cal twists and turns, but the combination leaves a lasting 
impression.
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THE ASTRAL TRAVELER’S 
DAUGHTER
Archer, K.C.
Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5011-5936-7  

A budding psychic expands her powers 
and searches for the truth about her past 
in this sequel to A School for Psychics (2018).

Twenty-something Teddy Cannon is 
beginning her sophomore year at Whit-

field Institute for Law Enforcement Training and Development. 
This isolated school on Angel Island in San Francisco Bay does 
more than train the next generation of elite government opera-
tives: It recruits the most talented psychics from across the 
country and teaches them to hone their powers for top-level jobs 
in the FBI, Secret Service, and elsewhere. Teddy has spent the 
summer researching a terrorist group of rival psychics known as 
the Patriot Corps, which she thinks might be involved in deadly 
acts of violence around the world. The “good guys” at Whitfield, 
who include her mentor, Clint, her sometime-lover, Pyro, her 
roommate Jillian, and her best friend, Dara, want to stop the 
PC at all costs. But what if the rumors are true—that Teddy’s 
birthparents, whom she presumed dead, are connected to the 
mysterious and nefarious group? A pendant that belonged to 
her mother helps Teddy discover a new skill—astral travel—and 
this necklace may be the key to finding out how and why Teddy’s 
family seemingly failed to use their powers for good. Where the 
first book in the series wobbled between genres, with one foot 
in a supernatural YA-style boarding school drama and the other 
in thriller, Archer has found better footing here, aiming for a 
fast-paced Mission Impossible–esque story with an otherworldly 
flair. (Think out-of-body experiences and mind-reading plus 
explosions.) However, the many storylines this time around will 
make the most sense to those who’ve started with Book 1.

Readers who can relax into the tangle of plots will find 
this a breezy, suspenseful read.

NAAMAH 
Blake, Sarah
Riverhead (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-53633-8  

A retelling of Noah’s Ark centered 
around Noah’s wife, Naamah—the 
woman who helped reshape the world 
with her hands.

“When someone dies and you forget 
how they look or how they laughed, that 

is how they forgot the land.” So begins the story of Naamah, 
Noah, and their family after the Great Flood. In the wake of the 
devastation, the family must grapple with the world they’ve left 
behind, survive their current reality, and prepare for the future. 
Headstrong and protective, Naamah struggles while on the ark: 

with caring for the animals, missing the land, losing her lover 
(and friend), and questioning her faith. Naamah’s inability to 
trust God or his plan pulses through the novel. She can’t under-
stand why everything had to die, why Noah and she were cho-
sen to repopulate the Earth, or what will happen when (or if) the 
waters recede. Naamah does not possess blind faith; she is angry 
and distrustful of Him and what He has done and can do. While 
discussing motherhood with one of her son’s wives, she asks 
herself if God fully understands the ramifications of what he’s 
done: “Naamah wonders if God has considered this: women so 
distrustful of Him that they might never bear children for the 
new world.” Blake’s writing is deeply feminist. Whether she’s 
focused on giving birth or having sex, Blake sketches the female 
body and experience in all its gore and glory. In the biblical 
tradition, reality, dreams, and visions blur and bleed together. 
Naamah enters other people’s dreams, spirits visit her on Earth, 
and she spends hours exploring beneath the floodwaters. Com-
prised of mesmerizing prose poem–esque sections, the novel 
explores themes of sexuality, purpose, loss, love, and faith.

A poetic debut of biblical proportions.
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THE GULF 
Boggs, Belle
Graywolf (320 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-55597-834-1  

The author of the memoir The Art 
of Waiting (2016) and the story collection 
Mattaponi Queen (2010) takes readers 
inside a writers’ retreat for Christians 
with her first novel.

It began as a joke. Marianne, a poet, 
suggested to her novelist boyfriend, Eric, that a writing work-
shop for Evangelicals could be a lucrative endeavor. When 
Eric—now her ex—calls Marianne and asks her if she wants 
to manage the newly formed Genesis Inspirational Writ-
ing Ranch, she can’t believe he’s serious, but he is, and she’s 
not really in a position to say no. She’s perennially underem-
ployed, and her cheap apartment is about to go condo. So, she 
leaves New York for an abandoned motel on the outskirts of 
Sarasota, Florida. Marianne assures herself that this gig will 
give her plenty of time to concentrate on her own work, but 
running a school requires a lot of effort, and the students are 
more demanding than she had expected. Donald—also known 
as Davonte—is an R&B star trying to write a novel based on 
what he hopes will be his comeback. He needs Marianne to 
heat up his Lean Cuisines; he’s trying to lose weight. Janine, 
a devout home economics teacher who assumes that Mari-
anne is a believer, too, wants to talk about God’s plan for her 
poems about Terri Schiavo. Just as she’s realizing these aspir-
ing writers are real people rather than gullible rubes ripe for 
fleecing, Marianne learns that the Ranch is partnering with 
God’s World God’s Word, a for-profit educational conglomer-
ate with ties to extreme right-wing politics. And then there’s 
a massive storm heading for the coast....Boggs bombards her 
heroine with difficulties—artistic, ethical, romantic, meteo-
rological—at an antic pace, and the book has slapstick charm. 
But the heart of this novel is its cast. Marianne is a mess, and 
she’s not always a sympathetic character, but she’s real, and 
she’s capable of change. Rekindling her relationship with Eric 
is her primary preoccupation early on, but it’s her unexpected 
connection with Janine that proves more enduring, more hon-
est, and more interesting.

A smart, slightly kooky exploration of art and money, 
faith and politics.

My son, Owen, is 15, and it’s been 
a long time since he’s let me read 
to him. We still talk about books, 
but I miss the days of finding our-
selves transported into a fictional 
universe together. Rediscovering 
children’s literature has been one 
of the happiest side effects of par-
enthood for me, and many of my 

best memories of Owen over the years involve books. 
Beginning when Owen was a baby, long before 

he could sit up or even support his own head, I had 
a stack of picture books I’d read to him every night, 
including I Kissed the Baby by Mary Murphy; Brown 
Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? by Bill Martin Jr. 
and Eric Carle; Chicka Chicka Boom Boom by Bill Mar-
tin Jr., John Archambault, and Lois Ehlert; Chugga-
Chugga Choo-Choo by Kevin Lewis and Daniel Kirk; 
and My Dad by Anthony Browne. One night, I start-
ed reading, and when I finished the first book, I put 
it next to Owen on the bed and started the next, 
and the next, putting each one on top of the pile 
as I finished reading. Then Owen, who was about 
6 months old, leaned over and pushed the books 
aside one by one until he reached My Dad. And then 
he stopped. He was telling me what he wanted to 
read! It was one of the most amazing moments of 
my life. 

A few years ago, he told 
me he didn’t like being read 
to anymore. Unwilling to 
let go, I asked if we could 
try one more book, The 
Neverending Story by Mi-
chael Ende, which I’d always 
meant to read and thought 
he would like, too. He said 
yes, but our hearts weren’t 
in it. That book is still float-
ing around our house with a bookmark stuck in the 
middle, a fitting reminder of our happy days of read-
ing out loud. —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

reading with a younger 
generation, until it’s 

time to read alone
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THE LITTLE GIRL 
ON THE ICE FLOE 
Bon, Adélaïde 
Trans. by Kover, Tina
Europa Editions (224 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-60945-515-6  

Based on the author’s personal expe-
riences, this debut novel traces in har-
rowing detail the emotional odyssey of a 
girl who is raped at age 9.

It’s hard to say if this riveting text is a novel in the strictest 
sense of the word, but the power of the material makes that a 
minor quibble. Bon captures from the first pages the eerie dis-
tancing experienced by a victim of sexual violence. In the after-
math of the assault in the stairwell of her family’s Paris apartment 
building, weeping Adélaïde can only nod or shake her head as 
her concerned parents question her. “She’s not really there any-
more,” a sensation that continues in the police station where she 
is taken to file a criminal complaint. In the decades that follow, 

she tries to numb herself with binge-eating, frantic masturbation, 
alcohol and drugs, but the terrifying, half-submerged memories 
she calls “jellyfish” won’t leave her alone. Years of psychotherapy 
help some, but too often in the midst of sessions she finds herself 

“small and lost and frozen, standing in the middle of a vast white 
expanse, waiting. She calls this place, my little girl on the ice floe.” 
The sense of alienation from her own life is made palpable in the 
interplay throughout the novel between a third-person account 
of events and the occasional incursion of anguished first-person 
outbursts. In 2012, when Adélaïde is pregnant with her first child, 
she learns that a petty thief has been identified from a DNA sam-
ple as the serial rapist of dozens, probably hundreds of children 
over a period of 20 years. The prospect of testifying at his trial 
finally unlocks Adélaïde’s recollection of the worst moment in 
her rape, followed by a cogent neurological explanation of why it 
can take the survivors of violent crimes many years to remember 
the details of their abuse. The conclusion shows justice only par-
tially served in a society that, in the author’s persuasive depiction, 
remains sexist and inclined to blame women.

Vividly conveys the survivor’s emotions of shame, rage, 
and fear but also offers—slowly, tentatively—hope for healing.



NO MORE BOATS
Castagna, Felicity
Europa Editions (208 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Feb. 12, 2019
978-1-60945-509-5  

An Italian immigrant to Australia 
becomes more native than the natives, 
to unhappy ends.

When we meet him at the outset 
of Sydney-based novelist and teacher 
Castagna’s slender but rich story, Anto-

nio Martone is “not yet the Antonio Martone who becomes 
so famous for a brief moment in history,” a spasm of protec-
tivist protest against those who are arriving after him, in this 
case from a Norwegian container ship that is carrying a load 
of 438 refugees. Antonio has been struggling all his life to make 
a home far from poor, landslide-prone Calabria, so much so 
that when his daughter, Clare, shows him a class project, a col-
lage of Italy, he protests, “We’re Australian. I’m Australian.” So 

effective is his identification with his new country that no one 
really blinks when, grieving at the death of a friend and fellow 
immigrant, he begins to pass his hours with the nationalists 
and skinheads in the neighborhood. His wife and children are 
puzzled but busy with lives of their own and certainly unable to 
predict the course that Antonio’s version of Australianness will 
take. Meanwhile, Clare, dissatisfied with her job as a bookstore 
clerk but not sure what else awaits her, passes her time with a 
former student, a Vietnamese immigrant, who, pondering the 
fates of the 438 newcomers, says, “You know my community, we 
were refugees too. But, you know, not like them, as my mother 
would say.” Quietly, and without ever making much of a fuss 
in this understated character study, Castagna seems to suggest 
that nationalism is a kind of madness that implicates everyone 
it touches, and never for the better.

A lightly spun story that, while never preachy or didac-
tic, is full of timely lessons for those pondering the rise of 
me-first nationalism throughout the world.
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THE QUESTION AUTHORITY
Cline, Rachel
Red Hen Press (224 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Apr. 18, 2019
978-1-59709-898-4

A story of sex abuse and its aftermath 
from the author of My Liar (2008) and 
What to Keep (2004). 

It’s 2009, and Nora Buchbinder 
is stranded in middle age with a dead 
mother, a missing cat, and a magnificent 
apartment she can neither afford to fur-

nish nor legally sell. She’s just given up the freelance life and 
taken a desk job with the New York Education Department 
because she wants health insurance. The work is tedious—
until the case of a predatory teacher takes her back to her 
own experience at a private girls’ school in the 1970s. Like so 
many women of her generation, Nora struggles to reconcile 
her adolescent feelings about sexual freedom with what she 
knows now about consent and power. Then she learns that the 
teacher whose case she’s handling is being represented by Beth, 
her former best friend and a favorite of their own eighth-grade 
instructor, Bob Rasmussen….A full reckoning with the past and 
what it means in the present is inevitable. Nora is a beautifully 
crafted character. Late in the book, she comments on her own 

“prickliness,” and the word is perfect. Nora is sharp and hard to 
get close to, and now, in her 50s, she’s trying to understand how 
much of that is a reaction to Mr. Rasmussen—his behavior 
toward Nora but also what she knows about him and Beth and 
a handful of other girls. Her story is interwoven with emails 
written by Rasmussen himself as well as beyond-the-grave nar-
ration from Rasmussen’s wife, Naomi. These portions of the 
book are less successful. Bob Rasmussen is a creep, and not a 
terribly repentant one. His self-justifications aren’t especially 
revelatory; they’re just gross. Naomi is slightly more interest-
ing, but Cline has granted her an omniscience—because she’s 
dead?—that feels a bit like cheating.

An uneven exploration of a timely topic. 

GRIEVOUS 
Cross, H.S.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(544 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-374-27995-0  

This is a sequel to the U.S. writer’s 
immersive debut about a British board-
ing school in the 1920s and shows her 
quirks and craft deployed to better effect.

Five years after the upheaval 
depicted in Wilberforce (2015), life at St. Stephen’s Academy 
has returned to its version of normalcy. That is to say, its public 
school boys talk a strange slang while enduring bullying, caning, 
and countless other rituals: “What was to be worn when and 

how, who could be addressed and in what manner.” The story 
chronicles the period of March to December 1931, and it’s a 
busy tale that flits among a large cast linked by complicated ties 
of blood, friendship, or animosity. It demands attention and 
patience, with its argot and allusive style, its stretches of stream 
of consciousness. Grievous is the nickname of John Grieves, a 
brooding, gifted teacher deeply concerned with the well-being 
of academic prodigy Gray Riding. The roles of mentor, parent, 
and overseer in loco parentis provide much of the thematic 
meat. Grieves becomes enmeshed early on in disciplinary 
challenges when some boys are found in the off-grounds barn 
that featured in the first novel’s darker moments. The incident 
will lead to misery for Riding and estrange him from Grieves, 
although the latter’s intriguing goddaughter offers Riding the 
balm of first love. The teacher’s own first love provides an off-
campus subplot as she travels around Europe seeking a cure 
for a mysterious illness. A stolen box of Riding’s may contain 
something incriminating about Wilberforce, now a golden-boy 
memory that pervades the Yorkshire school. An old friend tries 
to enlist Grieves in some prewar Smiley business at the Foreign 
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An entertainingly peculiar picture of the public 
school as crucible for young British males. 

grievous



Office. Will all this move from the playing fields of St. Stephen’s 
to the battlefields of WWII in further sequels?

Cross is a good writer who draws on a Kipling-esque 
nostalgia in her entertainingly peculiar picture of the pub-
lic school as crucible for young British males.

THE ASH FAMILY
Dektar, Molly 
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5011-4486-8  

On an off-the-grid farm, a teenager 
finds a new home, family, and something 
far more sinister.

When 19-year-old Berie decides to 
run away instead of going to college, 
she meets Bay, a mysterious, scarred 

stranger who offers to bring her to his home: a farm in the 

North Carolina mountains. Bay lives there with his com-
munity—the Ash Family—under the guidance of Dice, their 
charismatic, larger-than-life leader. The Ash Family lives off 
the land, without possessions, and in the so-called “real world.” 
Bay tells Berie she can stay for three days or the rest of her 
life—a refrain that echoes throughout the book. Renamed 
Harmony, Berie sheds her “fake world” name and begins to 
assimilate into the group. She learns (sometimes painfully) 
how to care for animals, milk and herd sheep, make cheese, 
and other tasks needed in the real world. Life on the farm is 
not all singing, flower crowns, and environmental concern, 
though. There are also locked doors, secrets, and physical 
violence. Harmony struggles with her lust for Bay, her desire 
for material things, and fake world thoughts that threaten her 
life on the farm. When Harmony befriends Queen, a curious, 
tattooed former addict, she begins to see how she could be 
led astray. At times the narration becomes clunky. Despite not 
being told fully in flashback, there are multiple allusions to 
Harmony’s future knowledge. These interjections undercut 
the tension Dektar has been building throughout the novel. 
Regardless, Dektar is clearly a talented writer; it’s most appar-
ent in her descriptions of nature and farm minutiae: “I woke 
to find every needle of pine jacketed by a low frozen cloud, 
sparkling with rime,” and “heavy happiness came down and 
trapped us in its wax.” The novel also shines in its thoughtful 
portrayal of cult members’ (likely) complicated feelings: devo-
tion, love, fear, desperation, and purpose.

An affecting, cleareyed debut.

CONFESSIONS OF AN 
INNOCENT MAN
Dow, David R.
Dutton (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5247-4388-8  

An acclaimed professor, memoirist, 
and activist delivers a debut novel that’s 
a page-turner with a message.

Rafael Zhettah doesn’t want or need 
much out of life. He likes to cook at his 

restaurant, he likes to be alone, and not a single part of him 
expected to marry a billionaire and then be sent to death row 
for killing her, a murder he didn’t commit. Dow (Law/University 
of Houston Law Center and History/Rice University; Things 
I’ve Learned from Dying, 2014, etc.) is the author of two mem-
oirs detailing his experiences with the Texas Innocence Net-
work, devoted to helping death row inmates with their appeals. 
His criminal justice work is a clear influence on this novel, and 
his passion bleeds through on every page. The claustrophobic 
nature of prisons, the routine cruelty, the anonymous suffering, 
the decrepit conditions—they all come through in straight-
forward, well-written prose. “Men do not go crazy from being 
locked in a cage. They do not go crazy from the outside push-
ing in. They crack from the inside pushing out. When you take 
away hope, madness fills its place, and madness is loud.” Dow 
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knows his stuff. Authenticity is this novel’s strongest element, 
but the message can sometimes drown out the drama. Narrated 
by Zhettah in a quick, direct style, the novel feels like two books 
in one. The first half is about Zhettah’s time on death row. The 
second features his intricate and intriguing plan for revenge—
two judges, a missile silo, two planes, a parachute, some light 
computer hacking, and lots of MREs feature in his plotting. In 
this novel, justice is not just blind, it’s hamstrung, but the reader 
knows from the start that the scales will be balanced by the end.

A solidly suspenseful novel by an anti–death penalty 
activist that—despite some surprising detours—reads like 
a novel by an anti–death penalty activist.

THE PARADE
Eggers, Dave
Knopf (192 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-525-65530-5  

A plan to lay down a roadway runs 
into a few barriers in this parable of 
friendship and politics.

The pared-down style and global 
themes that Eggers has embraced since 

A Hologram for the King (2012)—he may be the only living Ameri-
can writer for whom the term “Hemingway-esque” meaning-
fully applies—have restricted him to writing two kinds of novels. 
Eggers the Compassionate Realist focuses on men and women 
forced to adapt to economic shifting sands (Hologram; Heroes of 
the Frontier, 2016); Eggers the Dour Lecturer focuses on social 
justice concerns in ways that smother his characters (The Cir-
cle, 2013). This short novel showcases the virtues of the former, 
though there’s a whiff of pedagogy in the prose. Two men, Four 
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A plan to lay down a roadway runs into a few barriers 
in this parable of friendship and politics.

the parade



and Nine, have been assigned to pave a road in an unnamed 
country recovering from civil war. Four is an experienced, by-
the-book type, concerned only with meeting his deadline 
before a celebratory parade. Nine is a reckless newbie, neglect-
ing cautions against eating local food, swimming in a local river, 
and carousing. Eggers doesn’t play this for comedy, Odd Couple–
style, not even a little; we’re mostly in Four’s increasingly infuri-
ated mind, and we know that the country is unstable enough 
that Nine’s antics court serious consequences. But when it does, 
Eggers ably weaves in a host of ethical questions over one man’s 
responsibility to the other, what makes help transactional ver-
sus simply kind, and whether the road itself will truly “bring 
safety and progress to the provinces at seventy miles an hour.” 
The closing paragraphs of this short novel take an abrupt turn 
into Dour Lecturer territory, but the shift is earned; Eggers is 
determined to counter the notion that social and economic 
improvement work hand in hand, and Four and Nine ultimately 
resonate as characters as much as archetypes.

An unassuming but deceptively complex morality play, as 
Eggers distills his ongoing concerns into ever tighter prose.

KADDISH.COM
Englander, Nathan
Knopf (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Mar. 27, 2019
978-1-5247-3275-2  

A lapsed Jew returns to the fold and 
becomes obsessed with redeeming a spir-
itual mistake made 20 years earlier.

When Larry’s father dies, he must 
travel from Brooklyn to his sister Dina’s 
house in Memphis, Tennessee, to sit 

shiva in the style of the Orthodox community from which he 
has vigorously removed himself. “The second day of shiva is 
even harder than the first....He lets himself be small-talked and 
well-wished, nodding politely....One after another, he receives 
the pathologically tone-deaf tales of everyone else’s dead par-
ents....Larry wants to say, in response, ‘Thanks for sharing, and 
fuck your dead dad.’ ” As his sister and her rabbi clearly under-
stand, there is no way, no how this guy will fulfill his duty as his 
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father’s only son to recite the mourner’s kaddish daily for 11 
months. But without it, his father will be “gathering wood for 
his own fire” in the World to Come. As a last resort, the rabbi 
explains that he can find a proxy to do it for him. So Larry does, 
hitting upon a website that provides just this service at Kaddish.
com, “a JDate for the dead.” Then, a week or two after the con-
tract ends, Larry receives a note from Chemi, the yeshiva boy 
with whom he was matched. It includes a photo that somehow 
shakes loose in Larry all his grief for his father and himself. It 
leads him to change his life and his name; frankly, the person he 
becomes, whom we encounter two decades later, seems to have 
nothing in common with the original Larry. Incidents in his new 
life lead to his determination to find a way to atone for his long-
ago shirking, no matter what it costs in the present. From the 
title and the tone in the “Larry” part of the book, Englander’s 
(Dinner at the Center of the Earth, 2017, etc.) novel might seem to 
be a satire, but it ends up feeling more like a straightforward, 
almost simplistic parable designed to teach a spiritual lesson, 
one which takes very seriously Orthodox views of the soul and 
afterlife. On the other hand, it contains what is certainly one of 
the weirdest sex scenes ever found in a nice Jewish story.

Again, Englander demonstrates his skill at placing 
timeless concerns of Judaism in sharply modern circum-
stances. This one feels oddly preachy, though.

ALL THE WRONG PLACES
Fielding, Joy
Ballantine (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-399-18155-9  

A serial killer stalks Boston, mostly 
unnoticed, as four women obsess over 
their personal crises.

Fielding’s latest seems unsure of its 
intentions. Breezy chick lit about stolen 
boyfriends, the search for commitment, 

and merry widowhood? Or a creepy thriller with a high-tech 
twist? An exceptionally handsome psychopath finds dating 
sites a rich lode of all too credulous—and, to him, contempt-
ible—female victims. The novel opens with a scene depicting 
Mr. Right Now (the killer’s dating-site alias) luring a woman 
back to his bachelor pad for a gourmet dinner only to bind her 
and perpetrate thankfully nondetailed atrocities before dis-
posing of her body. Cut to three weeks earlier, as four women 
endure comparatively less fraught ordeals. Paige has caught her 
boyfriend, Noah, in flagrante delicto with her look-alike cousin, 
Heather. Laid off from her advertising job, Paige vacates Noah’s 
apartment to live with her widowed mother, Joan, age 70. Paige’s 
best friend, Chloe, is taking cautious steps to escape her abusive 
husband, Matt, but their two children adore him. Heather, by 
anonymously tattling to Chloe about Matt’s presence on dat-
ing sites, has provided Chloe with impetus and ammunition. 
Heather is the too-obvious scapegoat of this narrative. The 
spoiled daughter of Paige’s late father’s identical twin, Heather 
covets everything Paige has (Noah, a job in advertising), but 

once she’s got it, she loses interest. Dipping into online dat-
ing, Paige is intrigued by Mr. Right Now’s profile, and predator 
and potential prey circle each other via text. The main driver 
of suspense is whether Paige keeps her date with destiny after 
many cancellations, most occasioned by Joan’s determination 
to redefine 70 as the new 60. Only one of Mr. Right Now’s vic-
tims is discovered during the plot’s three-week time frame, but 
an extensive criminal investigation is, apparently, beyond this 
book’s purview. All the while, readers will harbor dread that 
Heather will, yet again, try to steal Paige’s love interest. Because, 
vain and silly though Heather is, hers is not the comeuppance 
we crave.

A sequel may be necessary to ensure public safety.
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Marlon James’ influences are pretty standard for a 
Booker Prize–winning author and one of the most lauded 
writers of his generation: George R.R. Martin, Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer, and The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina.

Or at least those are the texts that keep coming up 
while discussing Black Leopard, Red Wolf (Jan. 5), his new 
fantasy epic and the first volume in his Dark Star Trilogy.

James has been talking about writing “an African 
Game of Thrones” since shortly after winning the Booker 
for A Brief History of Seven Killings in 2015. The novel is 
finally here, and it’s one of the most anticipated books 
of the year. Not many Booker Prize winners have written 
novels that feature witches, sorcerers, dirt mermaids, hy-
enas that can transform into humans, relentless demons 
that emerge from ceilings, a man who prefers to spend 
most of his time as a leopard, more spells and incanta-

tions than you can count, kingdoms built into Ent-sized 
trees, an actual visit to the land of the dead, a brilliant 
buffalo, and a giant man who hates to be called a giant…
to name just a few wonders. 

Yet this novel doesn’t feel like a detour to James. Fan-
tasy books and movies have played a huge and constant 
role in James’ life. “Those stories were always my first 
love. I’ll even watch bad fantasy movies,” James says. 

Unfortunately, it wasn’t always clear that fantasy, or 
fantasy authors, loved James back. “I’ve always felt left 
out of those stories. It’s weird reading stories, and enjoy-
ing them, but not recognizing myself,” James says. “Peo-
ple like me, at least…we’re outside of them. That’s one 
reason I wanted to write this story.”

The book begins with a character known only as 
Tracker being interrogated by a nameless inquisitor. 
Tracker is a loner, a mercenary who uses his extraordinary 
sense of smell to find missing people, and he’s one of the 
most compelling antiheroes you’ll encounter in literature. 
The novel is Tracker’s version of the events that led to a 
mysterious child’s death. Who the child is, who’s hunting 
him, and why form the backbone of the novel. Tracker 
and his companions, competitors, lovers, and enemies—
none of them are quite friends—range over thousands of 
miles and empires that will send the reader’s head spin-
ning.

Black Leopard, Red Wolf is epic, grand, and overpower-
ing. James takes ancient tropes and makes them wholly 
unique and completely new. “Fantasy is the stories that 
become myths and legends. We’ve been telling them for 
thousands of years. People going on a quest, defeating 
the monster, we have an inherent connection to them. 
For me, I always knew eventually I would return to the 
myths,” James says. 

James knows that these types of stories are more than 
mere escape. “Myths do something else. They clue us in 
on how we got where we are. Myths tell us how we used 
to live and what we used to believe in.”

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Marlon James

A WRITER CALLED A VOICE OF HIS GENERATION GOES
IN A NEW DIRECTION
By Richard Z. Santos

Photo courtesy M
ark Seliger
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There are so many compelling characters, harrowing 
monsters, and so much personality in Black Leopard, Red 
Wolf that readers will find themselves, jaws agape, put-
ting the book down and asking themselves, “How did 
James do this?”

James almost seems unsure himself. “I’m surprised 
I didn’t give up,” he acknowledges. “I think I may have 
come close. For me, every book I’ve written starts from 
a point of impossibility. ‘I don’t know how to tell this 
story. This can’t be told.’ This happened with every 
book I’ve written.”

Fans of James’ earlier novels will recognize many of 
his trademarks: a huge cast of characters, precise at-
tention to detail, vivid (even shocking) violence, and an 
undeniable humanity. And don’t forget: There are two 
more volumes to come.

Richard Z. Santos is a writer and teacher living in Austin. 
His essays, fiction, and interviews are widely published. Black 
Leopard, Red Wolf received a starred review in the Nov. 1, 
2018, issue. 

THE DREAM PEDDLER
Fournier Watson, Martine 
Penguin (336 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-14-313317-9  

A stranger comes to town, offer-
ing mysterious potions that will let the 
townspeople dream about whatever they 
want, in Fournier Watson’s imaginative 
debut.

When 9-year-old Benjamin Dawson 
ventures outside to confront an enormous moon above his win-
dow, adventure and magic seem to be on offer. Then Benny goes 
missing, the dream peddler, Robert Owens, arrives, and everyone 
in town wants to buy his magic potions. Sixteen-year-old Toby 
Jenkins wants to dream about girls who won’t reject him romanti-
cally. Benny’s father, George, wants a dream that will help him 
locate his son. Christina Blackwell wants to dream of her future 
husband. While George and his wife, Evie, struggle to cope with 
the aftermath of their son’s disappearance, the peddler quietly 
insinuates himself into the life of the town. The seasons change. 
Eight-year-old Alistair McBryde desires a nightmare that he’ll 
secretly inflict on his bullying brother. Evie ignores her mother’s 
warnings that the peddler is a fraud and approaches him with 
an unusual dream request. With the peddler present, the town’s 
minister, Mr. Arnold, preaches against the sin of dream-buying. 
Gossip, lies, deceits, and misunderstandings entangle the peddler 
in a scandal, and Evie must try to resolve her feelings toward him 
in a lovely, bittersweet ending. The novel’s opening chapters are 
slightly marred by an occasionally intrusive narrator and some 
cumbersome backstory. Overall, however, Fournier Watson’s tale 
is gorgeous and carefully paced, with subtle tensions among the 
townspeople and lush descriptions of the natural world.

Themes of coming and going, holding on and letting 
go, permeate this highly engaging, captivating, and, yes, 
dream-infused story.

REVOLUTIONARIES 
Furst, Joshua
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Apr. 19, 2019
978-0-307-27114-3  

A grown-up child of the 1960s looks 
back in anger, seasoned with retroactive 
awe, at his mercurial father, a legendary 
activist and counterculture icon.

It will be all but impossible for read-
ers of a certain age to wander far into 

this elegiac monologue about family upheaval, political tumult, 
and ruined hopes without thinking of Yippie co-founder Abbie 
Hoffman (1936-1989), who challenged the political establish-
ment in the ’60s with anarchic humor, incendiary rhetoric, and 
heedless mischief. Most (if not quite all) of the things that hap-
pen in this novel to the irrepressible Lenny Snyder, from his 

 



1 6   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

glory days as street-level activist and counterculture superstar 
to his early-1970s period on the run from drug-related crimi-
nal charges, happened in real life to Hoffman. Playwright Furst, 
who displayed wit and empathy dealing with youthful protago-
nists in Short People (2003) and The Sabotage Café (2007), filters 
Lenny’s life through the childhood reminiscences of his grown-
up son, Fred, short for “Freedom,” who was literally conceived 
by Lenny and his wife, Suzy, on the grounds of Central Park’s 
Sheep Meadow minutes after they were married in front of “four 
thousand witnesses tripping on acid and a photographer from 
the Associated Press.” At first, Fred, along with everybody in 
Lenny’s orbit, is enthralled with his dad’s “cracked-whip cackle,” 
rapid-fire patter, and physical courage. But the older Fred gets, 
the more bewildered he is by Lenny’s mood swings and the ver-
bal abuse and offhand neglect he visits upon those closest to 
him, whether it’s Fred’s mother, the novel’s most heartbreaking 
character, or folk singer Phil Ochs, who’s a very close second 
as he always shows up to help, despite his estrangement from 
Lenny and his own physical and psychological decline, wher-
ever Suzy and Fred are struggling to live after Lenny’s deep dive 

into the underground. Other real-life characters come into view, 
including Allen Ginsberg, William Kunstler, and Jerry Rubin, 
though Rubin’s thinly disguised persona appears under the 
name Sy Neuman. But what raises this book far above being a 
roman à clef are the vivid scenes of Fred trying to have a normal 
childhood in gray, grimy Nixon-era New York City and of him 
and his mother finding solace with each other as they watch 
Lenny drift away from them, literally and figuratively.

A haunting vision of post-’60s malaise whose narrator 
somehow retains his humor, compassion, and even opti-
mism in the wake of the most crushing disillusionment.

OPTIC NERVE
Gainza, Maria
Trans. by Bunstead, Thomas
Catapult (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-948226-16-5  

A woman chronicles her city, her 
family, and the culture that has defined 
her life in this debut novel by an Argen-
tinian journalist and art critic.

The unnamed narrator of Gainza’s 
first foray into fiction, which is also the first of her books to 
be translated into English, is a flâneur of the metaphysical. A 
languorous woman approaching middle age, our narrator—one 
of the many self-proclaimed black sheep in an aristocratic 
Argentinian family on the decline—lives, works, and, eventu-
ally, refuses to leave Buenos Aires due to a pathological fear of 
flying she develops in her late 20s. Far from feeling trapped by 
this semicloistered life, however, she revels in the intimacy of 
her city, whose every mood she faithfully chronicles in service 
to the moment when the “clouds occasionally part and, out of 
nowhere, something emerges.” As our narrator navigates her 
life, the reader builds a picture of her marriage, friendships, 
estrangements, entanglements, family grudges, and desires 
that feels at once spontaneous and curated. The narrator allows 
us an intimacy through her stream-of-consciousness impres-
sions which the author controls through her nonchronological 
ordering, shifting points of view, and short tales from the lives 
of famous artists interspersed among the chapters. The effect 
is like walking through an eclectically assembled gallery show 
organized around the central theme of domestic ephemera. 
The narrator’s childhood exploration of Buenos Aires while 
walking the family dog leads to Toulouse-Lautrec’s debauch-
ery in the dance halls of Montemarte; her husband’s friendship 
with a prostitute in the cancer ward where he is receiving treat-
ment opens the doors to the mystery of Rothko’s refusal to fin-
ish his commissioned murals for the Four Seasons in New York. 
With cultural touch points ranging from the Doors to Michel 
de Montaigne—and touching on Guy de Maupassant, Aubrey 
Beardsley, Marguerite Duras, and a host of others in between—
Gainza writes a lingual picture of a woman who walks the echo-
ing halls of Western cultural history with the intimate familiarity 
of an initiate while maintaining a sense of astonishment at the 
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wonders of the everyday world, where, when “the grandiose...
grows tiresome...a simple little hill does well enough.”

Erudite and unusual, Gainza’s voice evokes both John 
Berger and Silvina Ocampo even as she creates something 
wholly new.

THE ROOTS OF HEAVEN 
Gary, Romain
Trans. by Griffin, Jonathan
Godine (400 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2019
978-1-56792-626-2  

Gary (1914-1980; The Kites, 2017, etc.), 
French Resistance aviator, war hero, and 
the only author to win the prestigious 
Prix Goncourt under two different 
names, overlays the plight of elephants 

and humans in this sprawling and ambitious novel set in post–
WWII Africa.

The book begins as a story within a story, in a style reminis-
cent of Conrad, the details emerging gradually. A Jesuit priest 
arrives deep in the bush of French Equatorial Africa to question 
the colonial administrator there about events of the recent past. 
At the heart of the story is an idealist and former dentist named 
Morel, who petitions for the protection of the elephant herds. 
Dismissed as a crackpot and accused of misanthropy for car-
ing more about elephants than people, he eventually abandons 
his petition and turns vigilante, shooting hunters and elephant 
trappers, burning ivory traders’ buildings, ordering a trophy 
hunter flogged in public. His story catches the world’s atten-
tion, stirring up sympathy for his cause and creating a public 
relations disaster for the local colonial government. Others 
join him: an elderly Danish naturalist and environmentalist; 
a young German woman orphaned in the siege of Berlin and 
raped by Russian soldiers; a dishonorably discharged, alcoholic 
American major; a charismatic Oulé tribesman with a French 
wife and education who wants to use Morel and his elephants 
in the struggle for African self-determination; a Jewish Ameri-
can news photographer who lost his family to the Nazis. As in 
The Kites, Gary is interested in the fate of idealism in a disil-
lusioned, violent world, but this novel also compels us to con-
sider the fate of nature in the face of human encroachment and 
greed. The horrors of WWII and the atomic bomb loom over 
the characters. Morel’s identification with elephants began in a 
German concentration camp, where the idea of them roaming 
free on the plains of Africa kept him sane. Though his motives 
get twisted for political ends, he repeatedly rejects nationalism, 
insisting that the elephants are not symbols but living beings: 

“They breathe, they suffer, and they die, like you and me.” The 
theme of suffering runs deeply through the novel. So does the 
loneliness of the human condition, which dogs each of these 
characters differently, including the British colonel with the pet 
jumping bean that is later buried with him. Gary shows a deep 
sympathy for his well-drawn, misfit characters as well as for the 
continent of Africa, shown here at a crossroads.

First published in 1956, this stirring, populous, large-
hearted story about a rogue environmentalist is both a por-
trait of a vanished age and a timely reminder of the choices 
that still confront us.

HEAR OUR DEFEATS
Gaudé, Laurent
Trans. by Anderson, Alison
Europa Editions (224 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Jan. 22, 2019
978-1-60945-500-2  

In this allusive and allegorical tale, 
a French intelligence officer chases an 
unlikely quarry across continents.

Assem Graieb—his pseudonym redo-
lent of Abu Ghraib, the infamous prison—

is “a killer for the Republic, constantly on the hunt for new 
targets.” His travels have taken him from France to Africa, the 
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A stirring, populous, large-hearted story 
about a rogue environmentalist.

the roots of heaven



1 8   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

When I was a teenager, way back in the days of Wa-
tergate, I fell under the spell of the German writer Her-
mann Hesse (1877-1962). The author of a dozen novels, as 
well as lesser-known books of poems and essays, he was 
just right for the age and the time: He wrote of despairing 
young men who, cruelly misunderstood by those around 
them, bookish and sensitive, rejected the corrupt world 
of their elders and made way for the “exalted emotional 
life…[of] a man who is capable of awe, who yearns for an 
inspired, in some way ennobled existence.”

Reading Hesse was an ennobling thing indeed, as if to 
say, take that, Richard Nixon! Take that, draft board! Take 
that, creepy grown-ups! But alas, as we were taught in the 
song “Puff, the Magic Dragon,” such things come around 
only once. At 16 or 17, Hesse’s vision of a young prince 
who renounces the world for wisdom and compassion, 

the stuff of his biographical novel Siddhartha, is just right; 
a decade later, it seems a wispy dream. It does not help 
that Hesse’s middle-aged men, such as the protagonist of 
Steppenwolf, behave like petulant and pouty teenagers or 
that his most idealized world, the fairy tale–meets–acad-
emy Castoria of The Glass Bead Game, is without much in 
the way of beer, rock ’n’ roll, or fun. Bookish adults may 
embrace that world as a getaway from the world as it 
is, but bookish teenagers—well, even they need amuse-
ments beyond the written word.

In my life, then, Hesse was just right for the time. I 
find it hard, even groanworthy, to read much of him now; 
he is as much a creature of his day as Horatio Alger was, 
and his protestations now read faintly, as against the 
more vigorous negations of, say, Bartleby the Scrivener. 
None of that is Hesse’s fault, of course: He lived when he 
lived and wrote what he wrote, not really imagining that 
he would become a writer forever condemned to speak 
for hormonally bewildered, angst-y teens. Indeed, he 
grumped about youngsters reading Steppenwolf and tak-
ing it up as their own. He was 50 when he wrote it, he 
complained, so what connection could they make to what 
was on his mind?

But Hesse, to his credit, serves another purpose; as 
Adam Kirsch notes in a recent New Yorker piece, his books 
serve as a kind of “literary gateway drug” to more serious 
reading. You want angst? There’s Hesse’s Peter Camen-
zind for when you’re 16. By the time you’re 30, if you’ve 
retained your good reading habits, Dante will sing to you. 
Come 50, and you’ll grok what King Lear was bothered 
about, to say nothing of Philip Roth. Come 60, and with 
luck you’ll have attained the calm mind that Siddhartha 
was after.

Many other writers fall away, appropriate to a certain 
time and place but not able to make the leap into the next. 
I will forever cherish reading Jack Kerouac’s On the Road 
as a teenager and taking it as talismanic that one need-
ed, like Odysseus, to know many cities and the minds 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Herman Hesse

REREADING THE AUTHOR OF SIDDHARTHA AND OTHER 
TEENAGE COMPANIONS
By Gregory McNamee
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within them. The book grates now. It seems often silly, 
constantly self-indulgent, and certainly careless of the 
feelings of others. Dostoyevsky, same deal: His disgust 
at the world spoke to me at 20 but seems preachy now, 
especially when he takes up the czar’s cause as his own.

It may not be such a good thing to dwell too much 
on where the fault lies in the perception of those for-
mer stars. Reading specialists debate whether it’s advis-
able to reread at all, except when required for study. Says 
Carl Deuker, the author of YA novels, of his youthful 
favorites, “I hate to spoil the good feelings they created.” 
The thought is well-taken, as is the observation of lit-
erary education scholar David Galef that “the standard 
view is that rereading is an additive process, wherein we 
perceive more and more about a given work until we 
have internalized the very words. However, such con-
tinual review also dulls certain sensibilities.” In other 
words, our minds are plastic, ready for some sentiments 
and ideas that are just right at 16 but not so much 20—
or 40 or 60—years later.

Adolescence is a rough patch under most people’s 
measures, and it’s probably for that reason that many 
teenage devotions don’t hold up so well. In my case, 
Heinlein doesn’t hack it these days, Brautigan doesn’t 
bop as much as he once did, and Tolkien—well, I’m 
inclined to the films and not the books. Strangely, the 
texts from the past that I enjoy most these days are the 
ones that well up from way back in childhood, things 
like the Winnie-the-Pooh yarns, The Wind in the Willows, 

“The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere.” No right-thinking 
person would ever wish to live a second teendom, but 
a second childhood—well, at the dawn of old age, it 
doesn’t seem like such a bad thing at all.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Middle East, Asia, and now he’s after an American, “a solid guy” 
who has gotten caught up in the drug trade out of Afghanistan, 
his mission to assess and then eliminate. Along the way, he falls 
in with Mariam, an archaeologist who hides an ancient statue 
in his luggage, the safest hiding place she can think of. The 
statue, of an ancient deity, is just a step ahead of being erased 
from history by the idolatry-despising foot soldiers of the 
Islamic State group, and Sullivan Sicoh, the object of Assem’s 
hunt, wouldn’t hesitate to put it on the market alongside his 
other wares. They have their rationale, and so does Mariam, 
and so does Assem. The story would be a terse procedural if 
confined to this century, but Prix Goncourt winner Gaudé 
complicates it with interspersed tales of other warriors across 
the centuries, from Hannibal to Ulysses S. Grant and Haile 
Selassie (“He is just a rat fleeing from the eyes of the Italian 
eagle that wants to devour him”), none of them strangers to 
desperate fights. Gaudé’s purpose in blending these characters 
from many times and places is not immediately evident, but 
he writes with a philosophical eye to history and the constant, 
unerring habit of time to want to obliterate all the accom-
plishments of our kind: “And he knows in that instant,” Gaudé 
writes, poetically, “that everything has truly been erased, that 
he has managed to escape from who he was.”

As a story, Gaudé’s latest is a modest accomplishment 
itself, but it is rich in philosophical possibilities that make 
it memorable.

FEAST YOUR EYES 
Goldberg, Myla
Scribner (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5011-9784-0  

Goldberg (The False Friend, 2010, 
etc.) writes the fictional biography of 
a female photographer whose career is 
sidetracked by controversy surrounding 
intimate pictures of her young daughter.

The character Lillian Preston may 
initially remind readers of Sally Mann, whose photographs of 
her children created debate in the early 1990s. But Lillian’s 
story, which takes place primarily in the 1950s through 1970s, 
is singularly her own. After falling in love with photography at 
her Cleveland high school, Lillian dismays her doting but con-
ventional parents by moving to New York City, lovingly por-
trayed in all its gritty glamour, to pursue her dream. For Lillian, 
photography is all-consuming, her camera an extension of her 
arm. But once Samantha is born, the result of a brief affair, Lil-
lian’s artistic ambition becomes entangled with fierce mother-
love. Quiet, easily ignored, Lillian’s forte is shooting unposed 
street scenes. Her obvious genius brings her critical notice (if 
no money) in the NYC art world until an avant-garde gallery 
owner is charged with “pandering obscenity” by exhibiting pho-
tographs of 6-year-old Samantha in her underwear, one taken 
while Lillian was recovering from an abortion and unable to 
go outside. Neither Lillian’s career nor Samantha’s childhood 



recovers—a case of every mom’s fear of screwing up writ large. 
The novel is structured as the catalog Samantha puts together 
for a retrospective of Lillian’s work at the Modern Museum of 
Art years after her death. Photograph by photograph, Samantha 
sets the scene through her memories of her deeply complicated 
relationship with her mother, recorded interviews with people 
who knew Lillian, letters from Lillian to others, and Lillian’s 
private journal. The collage of impressions and reactions cre-
ates a holistic portrait that also allows Samantha and more sec-
ondary characters, like Lillian’s high school boyfriend, to reveal 
their own complexities. Lillian herself—selfishly single-minded 
in her artistic drive but genuinely protective of her child and 
often desperately lonely—is both larger than life and thor-
oughly human.

A riveting portrait of an artist who happens to be a 
woman.

THE SEVEN OR EIGHT DEATHS 
OF STELLA FORTUNA
Grames, Juliet
Ecco/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-286282-2

Her many near-fatal mishaps aren’t as 
deadly as marriage and motherhood for a 
fiercely independent Italian-American 
woman in this century-spanning novel.

We know from the scene-setting 
preface that Mariastella Fortuna’s “eighth almost-death” led 
to a mysterious hatred for her formerly beloved younger sis-
ter, Tina. Debut author Grames, who based the novel largely 
on her own family’s history, launches it in a stale magic-realist 
tone that soon gives way to a harder-edged and much more 
compelling look at women’s lives in a patriarchal society. Born 
in Calabria in 1920, Stella is given the same name as a sister 
who died in childhood because her father, Antonio, refused 
to get a doctor. He heads for America three weeks after the 
second Stella’s birth and comes home over the next decade 
only to impregnate his submissive wife, Assunta, three more 
times. During those years, young Stella’s brushes with death 
convince her that the ghost of her dead namesake is trying 
to kill her, but that’s not as frightening as the conviction of 
everyone around her that a woman’s only value is as a wife and 
mother. Stella has seen enough during her brutal, domineer-
ing father’s visits to be sure she never wants to marry. When, 
after a 10-year absence, Antonio unexpectedly arranges for his 
family to join him in America in 1939, readers will hope that 
Stella finds a freer life there. But the expectations for women 
in their close-knit Italian-American community in Hartford 
prove to be the same as in Calabria. The pace quickens and 
the mood darkens in the novel’s final third as it enfolds an 
ever growing cast of relatives—with quick sketches of the 
character and destiny of each—and Antonio’s actions grow 
increasingly monstrous. The rush of events muddies the nar-
rative focus, and the purpose of the epilogue is equally fuzzy. 

However, a tender final glimpse of elderly Tina conveys once 
again the strength and hard-won pride of the Fortuna women.

Messily executed, but the author’s emotional commit-
ment to her material makes it compelling. 

THE GIRL HE USED TO KNOW
Graves, Tracey Garvis
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-20035-8  

Living alone for the last 10 years has 
pushed Annika Rose, a woman on the 
autism spectrum, toward independence. 
Yet bumping into Jonathan Hoffman, 
her college sweetheart, in the frozen 
food section of their local grocery store 

sparks hope for something more.
Following a vicious bullying incident in seventh grade, 

Annika had been home-schooled, so college life challenged 
her. Luckily, just as she was about to throw in the towel and 
head back home, her compassionate roommate, Janice, took 
Annika under her wing, helping her to better read and respond 
to social cues. It was Janice who took Annika to her first chess 
club meeting, a place that became sacred to Annika. With the 
chess board in front of her, Annika could enter a space of clear 
rules and no confusing emotions, and it was at chess club that 
Annika and Jonathan first met. After she trounced him in their 
first game, Jonathan was smitten by the beautiful yet terribly 
shy Annika. Over the course of their senior year, Jonathan and 
Annika’s romance built from tentative touches into a passion-
ate affair that crashed shortly after Jonathan took a job in New 
York. Now divorced and skittish, can Jonathan open his heart to 
Annika’s love again? Or will the mystery behind their breakup 
keep them apart? Telling the story primarily from Annika’s 
perspective, Graves (On the Island, 2012, etc.) mirrors Annika’s 
own logical, concrete thought patterns with straightforward 
sentence structure and minimal description. Careful to balance 
the emotional and intellectual power between Annika and Jon-
athan, Graves creates a believable love affair in which Annika 
is not infantilized but rather fully realized as simply different. 
And her differences become her strengths when catastrophe 
strikes, compelling Annika to take the lead for the first time in 
her life.

A heartwarming, neurodiverse love story.
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THE PARISIAN 
Hammad, Isabella 
Grove (576 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-8021-2943-7  

An assured debut novel that sets 
the life of one man against the tumultu-
ous backdrop of Palestine in the waning 
years of British occupation.

Midhat Kamal has been thoroughly 
steeped in French culture—writes Ham-

mad, he “knew the names of his internal organs as ‘le poumon’ and 
‘le coeur’ and ‘le cerveau’ and ‘l’encéphale’ ”—but is never at home in 
his dreamed-of France, where he has come from his home in Nablus 
to study medicine. His French isn’t quite perfect, not at first, which 
occasions an odd thought: “What if, since by the same token one 
could not afford ambiguity, everything also became more direct?” 
Things happen directly enough that he’s soon enfolded in various 
dramas acted out by the good people of Montpellier. Midhat is 
a philosophically inclined soul who, as his yearned-for Jeannette 
remarks, is wont “to rely on what other people have said” in the 
countless books he’s read. Like Zhivago, he is aware of events but 
somehow apart from them. When he returns to Nablus at a time 
when European Jews are heeding Herzl’s call and moving to Pales-
tine, he finds the city divided not just by the alignments of social 
class, but also by a new politics: “We must resist all of the Jews,” 
insists a neighbor of Midhat’s, advocating a militant solution that 
others think should be directed at the British colonizers. Hammad 
sometimes drifts into the didactic in outlining an exceedingly com-
plex history, but she does so with a poet’s eye for detail, writing, 
for instance, of Nablus’ upper-class women, who “grow fat among 
cushions and divert their vigour into childbirth and playing music, 
and siphon what remained into promulgating rumors about their 
rivals.” The years pass, and Midhat weathers change, illness, mad-
ness, and a declining command of French, seeking and finding love 
and family: At the end, he announces, “When I look at my life...I 
see a whole list of mistakes. Lovely, beautiful mistakes. I wouldn’t 
change them.”

Closely observed and elegantly written: an overstuffed 
story that embraces decades and a large cast of characters 
without longueurs.

THE MAGNETIC GIRL 
Handler, Jessica
Hub City Press (280 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-938235-48-1  

Handler’s fierce, sensually vivid debut 
novel takes off from the life of a little-
known but fascinating figure from 19th-
century American history.

Lulu Hurst was a gawky 14-year-old 
from a small town in Georgia when she 

entered the public eye. Beginning in 1883, she toured on the 

vaudeville circuit for two years, demonstrating magical pow-
ers allegedly acquired from magnetic forces that entered her 
body during an electrical storm. Giggling sweetly, she would 
cause men much larger than herself to be catapulted across a 
room or levitated from the chairs in which they were firmly 
seated. Working from a self-debunking autobiography Lulu 
published decades later, memoirist Handler (Braving the Fire, 
2013, etc.) veers from history to create a satisfying work of 
fiction featuring a damaged younger brother, an ambitious 
father with a taste for gambling, and a dead grandmother with 
a surprising connection to the young magician. Lulu, who nar-
rates most of the novel, is a compelling character, simultane-
ously intense and insecure. She knows that the act she and her 
skeptical father work out is designed to take advantage of the 

“marks” in the audience, but she also feels she has a real abil-
ity to “captivate” and “mesmerize” those she chooses to con-
trol, and she hopes she will gain the ability to heal her brother. 
Supersensitive, she pricks her skin with a needle to bring her 
giddy emotions under control, hears the thoughts of others, 
and feels a hangnail “shrill like a bugle from a fat man driving a 
cart.” As vivid as Lulu is the theatrical environment where she 
engages in “the subtle work of humbugging the city’s finest” 
and is dazzled daily by an aerialist with trained cats or a juggler 
wearing “revealing tights.” Using this unique situation, Han-
dler captures the ambivalence of female adolescence, where 
the newfound ability to captivate others exists in unsteady 
balance with the fear of loss of independence.

A thoroughly fresh historical novel that both captures 
the essence of its time and echoes challenges that still exist 
today.

PERFUNCTORY AFFECTION
Harrison, Kim
Subterranean Press (304 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Mar. 31, 2019
978-1-59606-896-4  

Urban fantasy (The Turn, 2017) and 
science-fiction thriller (The Operator, 
2016) author Harrison steps into decid-
edly murkier territory with this gothic-
tinged short novel.

In the three years since her mother’s 
death and a subsequent car accident that gravely wounded 
her boyfriend, Austin, gifted artist Meg Seton finds that grief, 
depression, anxiety, and rock-bottom self-esteem have made it 
nearly impossible for her to conduct the routines of daily life 
without being thrown into a tailspin. Then Meg’s psychiatrist, 
Dr. Jillium, puts her on a new medication that gives her the con-
fidence to make instant friends with Haley and Rorry, an elegant 
but friendly couple who are new in town. Are they simply nice 
people who are interested in Meg, or are they faeries who want 
to steal Meg away and exploit her art? And why does Austin 
seem so threatened by them? A plot in which someone is either 
hallucinating or experiencing a supernatural event, or both, is 
a classic and tired trope, expressed more effectively in such 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   2 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

works as Russell H. Greenan’s It Happened in Boston?, L. Ron 
Hubbard’s Fear, and Richard Matheson’s Somewhere in Time. It 
works best if the writer either descends into outright psyche-
delic imagery or constructs a consistently mundane world that 
interlocks with the visions. Harrison tries the latter ploy, but 
it’s riddled with holes. Meg is an incredibly talented painter, 
but she demonstrates none of the focus or pedagogy needed to 
teach a class three times a week. Apparently she’s being cared 
for by a single psychiatrist who puts her on a course of an exper-
imental psychotropic drug with dangerous side effects that 
have already severely affected a previous patient—and there’s 
no significant monitoring, oversight by other doctors, rigorous 
testing protocol, or even a release to sign. There are no relatives 
or other friends (except for Austin, sort of) to object to this situ-
ation, not even a lawyer, which you’d expect a wealthy woman 
with issues to have.

Neither psychologically plausible nor suspenseful.

APPEARANCES
Helene, Sondra
She Writes Press (328 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-63152-499-8  

“Sisters,” the old Irving Berlin song, 
winkingly covers primal themes of 
romance and family; this novel tackles 
them with detail and realism.

Samantha’s husband, Richard, a 
highly successful businessman in Bos-

ton, cannot stand her sister, Elizabeth, and is only slightly more 
tolerant of everyone else in their close-knit family. For years, 
Samantha has felt the strain of this rift, and divorce seems 
imminent. Then Elizabeth is diagnosed with stage 4 cancer. 
Samantha devotes herself to her sister’s care and puts her mar-
riage on ice for the duration. While the marriage is the frame, 
most of the novel concerns Samantha’s experience accompany-
ing her sister to the treatments that extend her life for a few 
years and supporting her and her family. Privileged with wealth 
and whiteness, all the characters spend time at elegant restau-
rants and in luxurious vacation spots; these are the only lighter 
moments of the book, though the tone throughout is measured, 
as if appearances weigh on Samantha even as a narrator. Still, 
she manages to convey the inner torture she feels over her hus-
band’s treatment of her family and then over her sister’s demise. 
One thread of the novel is troubling, though as realistic as the 
rest: Richard’s tantrums about Samantha’s family and demands 
that she choose him over them are textbook emotional abuse. 
Both spouses eventually work on revising their relationship, 
going out casually and vacationing together, but Samantha con-
fesses to the reader that it’s like she has “marital PTSD.” She’s 
not wrong. These are the choices many women are faced with.

In addition to the questions of marriage, this is a por-
trait of late-stage cancer that makes quietly clear how pre-
cious any extra time with a loved one can be.

SING TO IT 
Hempel, Amy
Scribner (192 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-9821-0911-0  

The first collection in more than a 
decade from Hempel offers a dizzying 
array of short fiction held together by 
the unmistakable textures of her voice.

Hempel is often called a minimal-
ist, and that aesthetic is very much in 

evidence here. Of the 15 stories, 10 are two pages or shorter in 
length, but if you think this means they’re slight, you’ll want 
to think again. Rather, Hempel packs a lot into her narrow 
spaces: nuance, longing, love, and loss. “At the end, he said, No 
metaphors!” she writes in the title story. “...So—at the end, I 
made my hands a hammock for him. My arms the trees.” The 
effect is to articulate an idea and then to illustrate it simultane-
ously. “That reminds me of when I knew a romance was over,” 
she opens “The Quiet Car,” reminding us that all stories begin 
in the middle, with the characters’ lives already underway. And 
yet, for all the succinct deftness of these shorter pieces, it is 
in the collection’s longer entries that Hempel’s vision takes full 
shape. The remarkable “A Full-Service Shelter,” inspired by her 
longtime animal advocacy, uses a repeating structure—each 
paragraph begins with a variation of the phrase “They knew us 
as the ones”—to draw us into the futility and necessity of caring 
for dogs who have been abandoned, a tension that animates the 
narrative. “Greed” traces a wife’s simmering vengeance against 
the older woman who is sleeping with her husband; the inter-
loper is appropriately named “Mrs. Greed.” Then, there’s Cloud-
land, a novella that fills much of the second half of the book, 
the saga of a disgraced private school teacher doing home-care 
work in Florida who gave up for adoption the child she bore at 
18. Constructed as a collection of fragments, the narrative cir-
cles itself, moving back and forth in time and often leaving the 
most important details unshared. The brilliance of the writing, 
however, resides in the way Hempel manages to tell us every-
thing in spite of her narrator’s reticence, teaching us to read 
between the lines. “I remember thinking,” she writes: “There 
will never come a time when I will not be thinking of this. And 
I was right. And I was wrong.”

Hempel’s great gift is that her indirection only leads 
us further inward, toward the place where her characters 
must finally reckon with themselves.

The first collection in more than a decade from Hempel 
offers a dizzying array of short fiction held together by the 

unmistakable textures of her voice.
sing to it



THE BOOKSHOP OF THE 
BROKEN HEARTED
Hillman, Robert
Putnam (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-53592-8  

When Tom Hope, a practical sheep 
farmer in 1960s Australia, married Han-
nah Babel, a twice-widowed Auschwitz 
survivor many years his senior, not every-
one thought it was a good idea.

But then again, Tom was easily swayed by women. His first wife, 
Trudy, had left him. Twice. The first time, she returned pregnant 
with another man’s child. The second time, she joined a Christian 
commune, saddling Tom with raising her son, Peter. Tom and Peter 
became an amicable pair, herding sheep, pruning trees, and fixing 
engines together. So when Trudy returned two years later to claim 
Peter, it nearly broke both Tom, who refused to live alone again, 
and Peter, who had no love for this mother he didn’t know, much 

less the Jesus Camp. Luckily, for Tom, Hannah comes to town, 
eager to open a bookstore. She hires Tom to help renovate the old 
shop building, and the two quickly become lovers. Although Han-
nah has survived the Holocaust, the memories of those she lost, 
including her son, Michael, haunt her. Meanwhile, unluckily for 
Peter, the pastor in charge of Jesus Camp is a controlling patriarch 
who believes heartily in thrashing the spirit of God into misbehav-
ing boys, especially those who run away, like Peter. And although 
Tom would gladly fight to keep Peter, both the law and Hannah are 
against him, for Peter isn’t Tom’s biological son, and Hannah can’t 
bear to love a boy again, a boy who could be lost just as Michael 
was. Can Tom and Hannah find a way to bring Peter home? Hill-
man (The Boy in the Green Suit, 2008, etc.) crafts a compelling tale, 
toggling among Tom’s, Hannah’s, and Peter’s perspectives, as he 
delineates the stripping of each heart and draws together the ties 
that bind them together again.

A heart-wrenching tale of love enduring all things in 
the face of evil.

THE RISK OF US
Howard, Rachel
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (208 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-328-58882-1  

In this debut novel, a couple fosters 
a 7-year-old girl in hopes of adopting her, 
but trauma in the girl’s past makes her 
future with the new family unclear.

Memoirist Howard (The Lost Night, 
2005) details the life of a well-meaning 

40-something Northern California couple. “It starts with a face 
in a binder....[It] says they need families that ‘take risks,’ but I 
won’t notice this language until it’s too late,” the narrator begins. 
The couple, artist Sebastian (who becomes identified, gratingly, as 

“Daddy” for the duration of the book) and his wife, the unnamed 
narrator, foster Maresa, a precocious girl with big dimples and an 
even bigger personality. Maresa’s entry into the household is dif-
ficult because she knows only pain and abandonment; like many 
kids in the foster system, she already has several failed placements 
behind her. The wife writes the novel as a letter to a future Maresa, 
expressing her own inadequacy and guilt. The novel is a study in 
the frustrations of the foster-care system and the shaky founda-
tions beneath new families. Howard challenges current ideas about 
caring for kids with trauma and the conflicting advice about adop-
tion for parents who are just doing the best they can. After a partic-
ularly defiant and violent scene from Maresa that triggers experts 
to blame the foster parents, Sebastian says, sarcastically, “I guess 
the New View is that you have to dig up some repressed trauma so 
that the onus is on you?” Though the novel can read at times like a 
catalog of indignities and frustrations rather than a story, its under-
lying restlessness eventually begins to coalesce into a driving ques-
tion: Will Maresa be able to remain with her foster parents forever? 

“I want to be connected to both of you, at the same time,” the wife 
writes. “Why is the geometry not working?”

Realistic but often prioritizes the realism over the story.
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FIERCE PRETTY THINGS
Howard, Tom
Indiana University Press (144 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-0-253-04149-4  

The stories in Howard’s debut collec-
tion blend raw emotions with surreal for-
ays into the supernatural and metaphysical.

These stories encompass a host of 
topics, from the vagaries of memory to 
cycles of violence to the process of griev-

ing. Plenty of their elements are harrowing enough on their 
own, including a man losing ground to dementia (“Scarecrows”) 
and a student shooting and killing his classmate (“Bandana”). 
But Howard opts to take many of these stories in a surreal direc-
tion: The murdered child in “Bandana,” for example, remains 
on Earth to act as his murderer’s adviser and “spirit guardian.” It 
adds an element of the absurd to the proceedings, but the spec-
tral narrator’s relative detachment ends up making things even 
more horrific rather than less so. “Scarecrows” is structured so 
that the reader begins to understand things even as the ailing 
protagonist, Dixon, does, aided in part by notes he’s left himself 
in his more lucid moments. He’s trying to understand strange 
visions he’s been having of the past but also why he shouldn’t 
tell his wife, who’s become his caretaker. There’s a dreamlike 
quality to this story, along with several others—notably “Grand-
father Vampire,” which has a Ray Bradbury–esque blend of pas-
toral and uncanny. The title character’s nickname was coined 
by a friend of the narrator’s, noting that he “looked like a vam-
pire who’d stepped into the sunlight a million years ago and got 
bleached white as bone.” The narrator and his friend end up 
watching a series of movies about a reanimated boy who ages 
over the course of several films and turns out to have a connec-
tion to their lives.

Howard’s fiction follows an unexpected logic, but at its 
best it achieves a deep emotional resonance.

THE LAST
Jameson, Hanna
Atria (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5011-9882-3  

A historian documents his strange 
days hiding out in a Swiss hotel in the 
aftermath of nuclear war.

American historian Jon Keller is at a 
conference at L’Hotel Sixième outside of 
Zurich when a nuclear weapon destroys 

Washington, and more major cities aren’t far behind. The presi-
dent is dead, and millions of others are, too. The horror is almost 
too much to contemplate. Many people in the hotel flee, but 
Jon stays and begins to chronicle his days with the small remain-
ing group of guests and staff. He worries about his wife and two 
daughters back in San Francisco and laments that he didn’t leave 

on the best of terms with his wife. He befriends a few of the 
guests, most notably the outspoken Tomi, who is the only other 
American; they have a doctor and plenty of food stores for the 
time being. Jon makes a record of his experiences in the hotel 
and collects the stories of his fellow survivors, hoping he can 
preserve something of what they were before the world went 
sideways. When Jon and a few others find the body of a little girl 
in a rooftop water tank, Jon resolves to find her killer. Trusted 
with a set of master keys, Jon sets about snooping around the 
enormous hotel. He often feels as if he’s being watched, adding 
a distinct element of creeping dread reminiscent of The Shining. 
Jameson delivers an eerie and unsettling tale, made even more 
so by its frequent mundanity. Even with a world in chaos, people 
still do what they do—form alliances, keep secrets, make love. 
They also go to lengths they never imagined they would. Jame-
son’s premise certainly resonates in our current political climate, 
and blame for the situation is leveled directly at Tomi because of 
whom she voted for in the last presidential election even as Jon 
ruminates that those who voted otherwise (like him) didn’t do 
enough to stop what happened. It makes for propulsive reading, 
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A historian documents his strange days hiding out in a 
Swiss hotel in the aftermath of nuclear war.
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but readers invested in what happened to the little girl in the 
water tank will find themselves scratching their heads when all 
is finally revealed in a rather rushed finale.

A thoughtful, page turning post-apocalyptic tale 
marred by a disjointed conclusion.

THE STORYTELLER
Jarawan, Pierre
Trans. by Crowe, Sinead & 
McNicholl, Rachel
World Editions (468 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-64286-011-5  

A Lebanese man disappears and his 
young son goes on a Telemachus-like quest 
to find him.

Born to a German mother and Leba-
nese father, German poet Jarawan opens his debut novel with 
a lively portrait of life in an immigrant neighborhood in Ger-
many, its rooftops studded with satellite-TV antennas pointing 
in every direction. Young Samir’s father, Brahim el-Hourani, 
is up on the roof, aiming his new antenna with the help of 
friendly Arabic-speaking neighbors (“Too far to the left and 
you’ll get Italian TV,” warns one), then cheerfully explaining 
to his 7-year-old boy how satellites work in relation to earthly 
beings. Brahim is full of stories, particularly of the pungent, 
entrancing smell of the cedar trees of their native Lebanon. 
(The German title of the novel translates to “In the End, the 
Cedars Remain.”) Brahim is also resolutely apolitical, saying, 

“We all came here because we want peace, not war. It’s not about 
Christians and Muslims here.” But, one day, Brahim, showing 
slides of their homeland, lingers on an image showing him in 
a strange uniform, inciting questions from his son and wor-
ried demands from his wife that he destroy the thing. Instead, 
Brahim vanishes, and a decade later his son is in Lebanon look-
ing for some trace of meaning: What did that troubling image 
mean? Why did his father go? Jarawan has just the right touch 
on some of the finer details, as when he writes in Samir’s voice 
that he remembers the date Nov. 22, 2000, not because it was 
when he lost his virginity but “because that’s the day Mother 
died.” His depiction of a Lebanon once torn apart by civil war is 
also well-nuanced, though, once stripped of these elements, the 
novel is overall a more or less standard procedural: Someone 
disappears, someone goes on the hunt, assembles clues, hears 
from many voices, and solves the mystery. In all that Jarawan is 
a competent but not yet distinguished storyteller, and the plot-
line predictable.

A middling story, then.

5 crucial voices of 
a generation

Viet Thanh Nguyen Tayari Jones

Madeline Miller Jesmyn Ward

Rebecca Makkai
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KILLING EVE
No Tomorrow
Jennings, Luke
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown
(256 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-0-316-52433-9  

Eve Polastri continues to hunt her 
deadly prey in this sequel to Codename 
Villanelle (2018).

When last we left the woman for-
merly known as Oxana Vorontsova, she was watching a fashion 
show in Paris and thinking about killing her lover while the Brit-
ish agent determined to find this assassin was sitting down to a 
cup of tea with her long-suffering husband. Soon, though, Eve 
will be traveling the globe, one step behind the elusive Villanelle. 
This slender novella has many of the same satisfactions as the 
first installment in this series—the basis for the BBC America 
series. This time, though, it’s Eve who gets to experience luxu-
ries most of don’t even know enough to dream about. In Venice, 
this solidly middle-class Englishwoman gets a taste for the finer 
things as she becomes ever more obsessed with Villanelle. And 
the action is brisk. But this book has the same shortcomings 
as its predecessor, too—as well as some new ones. Villanelle’s 
interest in her pursuer is easy to understand; getting inside Eve’s 
head is a matter of survival but also a source of entertainment 
for this psychopath. The source of Eve’s obsession remains 
obscure, though. She has professional and personal motives for 
stopping Villanelle, but why is it so easy for her to abandon her 
comfortable life with an adoring husband? Eve is ostensibly the 
more human character, but she’s a cypher. And Jennings’ use of 
sexuality as a character trait begins to feel uncomfortable. Not 
only does Villanelle’s attraction to women start to seem like an 
aspect of her deviance, but the erotic charge Villanelle inspires 
in Eve seems to signal her own turn toward darkness. And the 
gay neo-Nazi who is one of Villanelle’s targets might resemble 
a well-known figure on the alt-right, but that doesn’t make him 
any less cartoonish, nor the manner of his death less disturbing.

Fast-paced, underdeveloped, and occasionally 
problematic.

THE CAGE 
Jones, Lloyd
Text (271 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1925603-22-4  

A tale of two caged men that pro-
vides an affecting fable for the plight of 
refugees.

The poorly clothed strangers arrive 
in an unnamed town and are given a 
room in a hotel. They’ve come from far 

away but decline to give their names, addresses, or the rea-
son for their travels, which soon emerges as flight from some 

cataclysm. When pressed, the strangers respond symboli-
cally, making from fencing wire a sculpture like a large, crude 
tea-strainer, which “represents [their] conundrum”: They are 
people who cannot speak of a past they have fled. Two towns-
men scale up the creation, building a graphic irony that will con-
fine the strangers until they explain their catastrophe, which is 
deemed important to the town’s well-being. In this cage they 
are exposed to the elements, fed through a hole, cleaned with a 
hose, and forced to eliminate in situ. The foul smell permeates 
the narrative. A committee forms to oversee them and asks a 
young man, the first-person narrator, to deliver weekly reports 
on their behavior. He’s eager, callow, not without empathy—a 
plausible stand-in for many readers. For the New Zealand–born 
Jones (A History of Silence, 2013, etc.), the strangers’ reticence 
serves the nonspecific nature of fable, but there’s an implica-
tion that they know from experience that their answers won’t 
satisfy their inquisitors. Similarly, they often ask about “the 
woman from the agency,” a Godot-like figure who also suggests 
this isn’t their first run-in with the elusive totems of bureau-
cracy. Meanwhile, the narrator gets fleshed out more than the 
committee members, with their smug justifications and group 
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shrugs. He comes to reflect another conundrum, that of the 
well-meaning observer who seems to grow in awareness, even 
to care, yet still risks little to relieve abject conditions.

An eloquent microcosm of the existence endured by 
many of the world’s 68.5 million displaced persons, refu-
gees, and asylum seekers, as recently counted by the United 
Nations.

THE UNHAPPINESS OF BEING 
A SINGLE MAN
Kafka, Franz
Trans. by Starritt, Alexander
Pushkin Press (192 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-78227-439-1  

Anthology of freshly translated sto-
ries by the acerbic master of early conti-
nental modernism.

Kafka (1883-1924) did not live long, and the years he did 
have were filled with angst that he put into the service of art. 
He is best known for strange, gloomy stories of, say, an unfor-
tunate young man who turns into a beetle or another unfortu-
nate if somewhat older man caught up in a grinding legal system 
that makes Bleak House look like summer camp. Yet Kafka had a 
playful side, as this little anthology of “essential stories” reveals 
early on with a small, little-known piece called “Poseidon,” in 
which Kafka—himself a lawyer in an insurance firm—imagines 
the Greek god of the sea as a beleaguered accountant annoyed 
at the presupposition that he, as a deity, was free to do as he 
pleased: “The only interruption to this monotony were occa-
sional visits to Jupiter, visits, by the way, from which he usu-
ally returned in a fury.” The one-page title story is of a piece, 
reporting that the putative freedom of a bachelor really means 
loneliness: “both today and in the future you’ll actually be 
standing there yourself, with a body and a real head, as well as 
a forehead, which you can use your hand to slap.” Some of the 
better-known stories are here, including the long piece “In the 
Penal Colony,” which anticipates the tortures and bureaucratic 
horrors of the 20th century (“I want to describe the machine 
before I start the process,” the just-following-orders jailer 
blandly explains). Throughout, reading and rereading these 
stories, one is reminded of how timely Kafka is: He writes of 

“European attitudes” that give way to nationalist clashes and 
tribalism (“Why is the chief engineer a Romanian?” grouses an 
engine-room denizen who, as a German, imagines himself supe-
rior) and always of the inhumanity that lurks just below the thin 
veneer of civilization.

A welcome distillation of Kafka’s short fiction, essen-
tial indeed.

METROPOLIS 
Kerr, Philip
Putnam (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-7352-1889-5  

Kerr’s final Bernie Gunther novel 
takes us back to 1928 and the beloved 
character’s beginnings on Berlin’s Mur-
der Commission.

Drafted from Vice, Gunther finds 
himself on the trail of a prostitute killer 

who scalps his victims and then a serial murderer who is tar-
geting disabled war veterans. Partly in desperation as the num-
ber of victims rises and partly to test a new sleuthing concept 
devised by his superior, Bernhard Weiss, Gunther agrees to go 
undercover posing as a klutz, or homeless veteran. His nerves 
are eased by his unexpected romance with a female makeup art-
ist helping him with his street look. But with Nazism on the 
rise, Berlin is simmering with violence, cruelty, lies, and casual 
anti-Semitism. “Everyone who was sympathetic to the Nazis 
believed that a Jew was just a communist with a big nose and 
a gold watch,” says Gunther in his first-person narration, refer-
ring to the supposed red ties of the mensch-y Weiss. Still, Gun-
ther is lifted by his devotion to his job, perfect summer days 
that are “almost worthy of a short poem by Goethe,” and bold 
new cultural directions. He comes into contact with Lotte 
Lenya (on a break from rehearsing The Threepenny Opera), artist 
George Grosz (drawing murder victims on public display in the 
police morgue, “Berlin’s showhouse for the dead”), and script-
writer Thea von Harbou, wife of Metropolis director Fritz Lang. 
With its lessons for the Trump era, this book is plenty timely. 
But completed shortly before the author’s death, it is also one 
of Kerr’s most congenial, beautifully controlled, and entertain-
ing works. The banter is priceless.

Going against the grain—as usual—by writing an ori-
gin novel as his swan song, Kerr leaves his fans happy.

PHANTOMS 
Kiefer, Christian
Liveright/Norton (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-87140-481-7  

Two families seek to make peace with 
their past as a young novelist attempts to 
overcome his war-tossed demons.

Kiefer (The Animals, 2015, etc.) begins 
his novel by introducing us to the ach-
ingly beautiful memory of Ray Takahashi, 

a young Japanese-American soldier returned from fighting for 
a country that had forced his family to abandon their home for 
an internment camp. He returns to the orchards of California, 
looking for his childhood sweetheart, Helen Wilson. Following 
this opening scene, we learn that the novel is, in fact, narrated 
by a different character, John Frazier, who, upon his return from 
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a devastating tour in Vietnam in 1969, helps his aunt, Evelyn 
Wilson, and their former neighbor, Kimiko Takahashi, try to 
uncover, or keep covered, various sins and mysteries of the 1940s. 
To add another layer, Frazier, a novelist, is actually reflecting on 
the story in 1983, when he finally learns the truth about Ray’s 
life. It’s a complex narrative structure, but this allows Kiefer to 
constantly overlay past and present and to recognize, through 
John, the cycles in which his character, and in fact the country, 
remains trapped—cycles of racism, cycles of war, and cycles of 
young men who return home guilty of crimes, the full ramifica-
tions of which they couldn’t possibly understand. Yet for all this, 
the novel—certainly anti-war, certainly condemning our coun-
try’s dark past—is full of quavering beauty, unbreakable love, 
and fragile, relentless hope. “Sweet life,” Kiefer-as-John writes 
to end these interlocking, deeply tragic stories. “Have you not 
been with me all the while?” In the hands of a writer as skilled 
and gifted as Kiefer, the answer can only be yes, for sweet life 
spills from every perfect word.

It will break your heart, and in the breaking, fill you 
with bittersweet but luminous joy.

AT BRIARWOOD SCHOOL 
FOR GIRLS
Knight, Michael
Atlantic Monthly (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-8021-2842-3  

From veteran Knight (Eveningland, 
2017, etc.), a deft, charming Southern 
coming-of-age novel—one that pays 
both attention and tribute to the legacy 
of the million-pound behemoth in that 

genre, To Kill a Mockingbird.
It’s early spring 1994. Lenore Littlefield, a junior at the Bri-

arwood School for Girls, is trying hard to concentrate on the 
end of basketball season and on the usual dorm rivalries and 
roommate strife rather than on the secret that she’s shared, 
and plans to share, with no one: She’s pregnant. Meanwhile, as 
punishment for a minor curfew violation, she’s sentenced to 
help fill out the sparse ranks of the drama club, which, after 
years of resistance, will be staging the Pulitzer-winning play by 
Briarwood’s most renowned alumna, now a Harper Lee–like 
rural recluse who’s ceased to write. When the fill-in direc-
tor, Lenore’s hoops coach, Patricia Fink, moves Lenore into 
the lead role of a bright, troubled boarding school girl who’s 
visited by the Phantom of Thornton Hall, strange things start 
happening and unexpected possibilities arise. Meanwhile, the 
Disney company—seeing in Civil War–battlefield-rich Virginia 
a fertile ground for attracting tourists—has acquired a massive 
nearby tract and is planning to develop it into a theme park 
called America (one harrowing example Knight gives of what 
this might look like is a ride designed to give rich kids and their 
parents a sense of what the Middle Passage felt like). Lenore’s 
uncomfortable confidant, Bishop, the history teacher to whom 
she one day blurts her secret, thinks that if only he can get the 

playwright to emerge from exile for opening night, he can get 
the old firebrand to say something that will bring publicity and 
send the Mouse scurrying back to its corporate hole.

A quick-paced, sharp, cleverly designed book by a tal-
ented writer.

THE ELEPHANT OF SURPRISE 
Lansdale, Joe R.
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown
(256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-316-47987-5  

Private investigators Hap and Leon-
ard stumble across a young woman 
fleeing from her torturers and wind up 
having to keep on saving her life in this 
latest entry in the amiable series.

A wild storm is wreaking havoc in East Texas, a (rather obvi-
ous) metaphor for the hell being unleashed by the pursuers 
going after Hap and Leonard’s charge, a young woman they find 
with her tongue half cut out and the men who aim to finish the 
job at her heels. The story follows the pair as they attempt to 
find one safe haven after another for this young woman, named 
Nikki, and then scamper to save their collective butts when 
each place proves inadequate. The book is more relentless 
than previous outings in the series, with the action moving at 
a near-constant clip, which has both advantages and drawbacks. 
Among the former, the headlong pace makes for one vivid set 
piece after another. Among the latter, a sense of inertia when, 
inevitably, things have to slow down to provide background 
for the narrative. Nikki tells Hap and Leonard her story across 
pages and pages, including more information than we need; it 
seems like one hell of a marathon gab for someone recovering 
from having her tongue almost snipped out. Worse is the con-
frontation with the head bad guy, as verbose and pleased with 
himself as evil hot shots usually are. There are also the series’ 
periodic lapses into sentimentality and, much more annoying, 
Hap’s twinges of conscience, which will lead him, in the name 
of avoiding unnecessary violence, to allow some particularly 
vile species of thug to keep breathing when every shred of com-
mon sense should tell him this baddie is going to be trouble very 
soon down the road. If the series insists on providing Hap with 
these moments, it should live up to its toughness by making him 
pay the price for them.

Hap and Leonard remain two of the most likable char-
acters in crime fiction. The writing around them needs to 
get back to the lean hardness that made the series such a 
pleasure in the first place.
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SAVE ME FROM 
DANGEROUS MEN 
Lelchuk, S.A.
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-17024-8  

Meet brainy bookshop owner, pri-
vate investigator, and part-time vigilante 
Nikki Griffin.

Thirty-three-year-old Nikki adores 
motorcycles—and books. In fact, she 

owns a quaint little bookstore in Berkley called The Brimstone 
Magpie. She’s also a private eye who takes on the usual cases, 
such as infidelity, and a former first responder who would meet 
victims of domestic violence at the scene of the crime, no mat-
ter where. Now she has an interesting side hobby: Word of 
mouth has established her as the person to see if you’re a woman 
being abused. Nikki’s happy to pay a free visit to your abuser for 
a calm discussion about the situation. Actually...not so much. 

Nikki’s visits involve physical violence, but just enough to teach 
the perpetrator a potent lesson, and these are the kind of guys 
who would sooner lose a limb than go to law enforcement and 
admit that a girl got the drop on them. For Nikki, this isn’t just 
about dispensing a satisfying kind of justice—it satisfies vio-
lent urges she’s had since suffering a horrific childhood trag-
edy that led her beloved younger brother, Brandon, into a life 
of addiction. Nikki’s extracurriculars can get in the way of her 
love life, but she seems resigned to that until she meets Ethan, 
whose sweet demeanor has her immediately hooked. One day 
she’s approached by Gregg Gunn, CEO of Care4, a child care 
tech company, who offers her $20,000 to follow Karen Li, an 
employee supposedly engaged in corporate espionage. Nikki 
gets one glimpse at Karen and smells a rat. It’s soon obvious 
that Karen is wrapped up in something much more danger-
ous than stealing company secrets, setting Nikki on a collision 
course with some very bad guys—good thing she’s more than 
up to the task. Nikki’s fight scenes are satisfying, clever, and 
exciting (because Nikki is clever and exciting), and though it’s 
a crackling thriller, the book also tackles the aftermath of grief, 
and the scenes between Nikki and the sweet-natured, utterly 
lost Brandon are heartbreaking. On a lighter note, bookworms 
will love the references to classic novels, and Lelchuk winks at 
Nikki’s similarities to a certain well-known literary vigilante; a 
bookshop regular even calls her Lisbeth.

A timely and totally badass debut.

THE BESIEGED CITY 
Lispector, Clarice
Trans. by Lorenz, Johnny
New Directions (208 pp.) 
$23.95  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-8112-2671-4  

In her third novel, acclaimed Brazil-
ian luminary Lispector (The Chandelier, 
2018, etc.) merges the personal with the 
mythopoetic in the story of a town trans-
forming into a city and a girl observing it.

Lucrécia Neves lives with her widowed mother in São Ger-
aldo, a place “already mingling some progress with the smell 
of the stable.” Like the female protagonists in other Lispec-
tor novels, she is unremarkable, neither intelligent nor imagi-
native. “Her modest function...was: to look.” On long walks 
through town and into the surrounding countryside she sees 
things “as a horse sees them,” and her observation is linked 
to the reality of the thing itself. “Reality was needing the girl 
in order to have a shape...what was seen became her vague 
story.” Seeing, she creates the city. The dense, vivid prose, 
frequent use of passive voice, close interiority, and dazzling 
observation already familiar to fans of Lispector’s distinctive 
style are coupled here with a dreamlike surreality. Lucrécia 
is described at different points as having hooves and wings 
(“With monotonous and regular flapping she was flying in 
the darkness above the city”). Over the course of the novel 
she takes flirtatious walks, carries on insipid conversations, 
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fights with her mother, marries a wealthy older man, moves 
to a big city, falls in love with someone unavailable. There 
are insights into relationships familial and matrimonial and 
unexpected flashes of humor (“Something without interest to 
anyone was happening, surely ‘real life’ ”). But what matters 
most is Lucrécia’s way of seeing, which she continues even 
in sleep, “rubbing, forging, polishing, lathing, sculpting, the 
demented master-carpenter—preparing palely every night the 
material of the city.” Her visionary function is essential and 
timeless. “When all the cities were erected with their names, 
they would destroy themselves anew....Upon the rubble horses 
would reappear announcing the rebirth of the old reality, their 
backs without riders. Because thus it had always been. Until 
a few men would tie them to wagons, once again erecting a 
city that they wouldn’t understand, once again building, with 
innocent skill, the things. And then once more they’d need a 
pointing finger to give them their old names.” Underpinning 
the novel are questions about gendered power, about time and 
the permanent and ephemeral. “And Lucrécia’s, was that the 
true, surrendered life? the one that gets lost, the waves that 
rise furiously over the rocks, the mortal fragrance of flowers?”

Dreamlike, dense, original, this challenging novel has a 
cumulative power. Highly recommended.

INSPECTION
Malerman, Josh
Del Rey (400 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-5247-9699-0  

In a remote patch of forest, in old 
turreted towers, a group of 24 boys and 
another group of 25 girls, each assigned 
letters instead of names, are being raised 
as part of an experiment without knowl-
edge of the outside world, each other, or 

the very existence of an opposite sex.
The founder of this dark experiment, Richard (aka the 

boys’ D.A.D.), is seeking to develop geniuses by eliminating the 
distractions of sex. The 12-year-old Alphabet Boys and 11-year-
old Letter Girls have been taught that they grew on trees. The 
possible existence of God is omitted from their lessons and 
from the lesson-bearing novels that outside writers, including 
a tortured soul from Milwaukee, are paid to write. For Richard, 

“obedience trumped religion.” Those who aren’t obedient, nota-
bly boys A and Z and girl J, are taken to a mysterious basement 
room called the Corner, never to be seen again. But even at the 
risk of extreme punishment, the male J can’t resist sneaking 
out to investigate his surroundings after the shattering discov-
ery that things his adored D.A.D. is telling him are not true. J’s 
fearless female counterpart, K, whose story converges with his, 
becomes even more determined to penetrate the lies and hold 
the so-called Parenthood behind them to account. Though one 
shocking plot turn is forced and the publisher needlessly gives 
away what would have been a beautifully orchestrated surprise, 
this unlikely cross between 1984 and Lord of the Flies tantalizes.

Malerman, whose profile was significantly raised by 
the recent Netflix adaptation of his first novel, Bird Box 
(2014), delivers another freaky thriller. The book ulti-
mately lacks real depth but still enhances his reputation as 
one of today’s most unpredictable novelists.

THE INVITED
McMahon, Jennifer
Doubleday (368 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-385-54138-1  

A city couple trades their fast-paced 
lifestyle for rural Vermont, running 
headlong into a few ghosts along the way.

When her father dies, Helen con-
vinces her husband, Nate, that they 
should quit their jobs and move to the 

country to live simpler, more self-sustaining lives. So they buy a 
plot of land outside a small town and begin building their dream 
house. Despite the unfriendly reactions of suspicious towns-
people, Helen feel like she’s found a true home—but someone 
else already calls this land home. Nearly a century before, Hat-
tie Breckenridge was hanged here for practicing witchcraft; her 
daughter, Jane, disappeared the same day and was never seen 
again. When Helen starts finding artifacts that all have some con-
nection to the Breckenridge family, she also, not coincidentally, 
begins to see their ghosts. Meanwhile, Nate spends more and 
more time chasing an elusive white deer. As Helen bonds with 
Olive, a local teenager who has lost her mother, and learns more 
and more of the Breckenridge history, she realizes that the ghosts 
are there with a message, though perhaps they want something 
even more. The setup is familiar—secretive small-town residents 
with their own painful history resent the influence of outsiders—
and the early part of the novel lays the foundation for a successful 
ghost story. Hattie has good reason to want revenge on the town, 
and maybe Helen will be her conduit. As McMahon’s (Burntown, 
2017, etc.) novel develops, though, the haunting atmosphere dissi-
pates. The ghosts hardly constitute a presence once Olive’s story 
becomes the driving force for the plot. Of course the ghosts are 
merely window dressing in the end; it’s us humans who are really 
scary. (Who knew?)

Too much wide-eyed sentimentality; not enough creepy 
malevolence.

A city couple trades their fast-paced lifestyle for rural Vermont, 
running headlong into a few ghosts along the way.

the invited
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STAR
Mishima, Yukio
Trans. by Bett, Sam
New Directions (80 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-8112-2842-8  

Mishima, the would-be samurai who 
committed suicide nearly half a century 
ago, turns to modern pop culture in this 
sardonic novella.

Rikio Mizuno is in his early 20s, but 
in some ways he’s still a child; he needs 

constant care and feeding and attention, in the way of—well, 
a pop star, in this case a budding film idol. Mishima, who had 
tried his hand at film acting and evidently didn’t think much of 
the experience, opens this slender story on a note of complaint 
on Mizuno’s part: “The fans were relentless. They leaned with 
all their weight over the rope lines, reaching to get just a little 
closer to me, cheering and screaming to catch my attention.” 

What’s a fellow to do but retreat into the willing arms of his 
assistant, who isn’t so very good-looking, her ankles “like knots 
in old wood,” but who’s always on hand? In Mishima’s world-
weary view, the political power on a film set runs downhill from 
producer to director to star to supporting actors like snow 
melting into the sea, the players interchangeable features on 
a landscape; Mizuno would be disgusted at the sight of those 
ankles were he able to feel disgust, but, he says, he’s abandoned 

“that sort of reflex to the real world, the world I had forsaken.” 
Mizuno may live in his own world, “all hollow, all façades and 
make-believe,” but the others on the set are grounded enough 
in the here and now to keep him hopping—the director, for one, 
who is a master of filming scenes out of order but with the same 
set: “When we’re tight on time, he has no qualms about burning 
through shots from completely different sections of the movie.” 
Time, Mizuno learns, is not a star’s friend. If Mizuno’s problems 
are of his making, Mishima’s stance seems merely ill-tempered, 
and the weightless story is mercifully brief.

A minor work by Mishima, whose Sailor Who Fell from 
Grace with the Sea and Death in Midsummer remain classics of 
modernist Japanese literature.

THE PEACOCK EMPORIUM
Moyes, Jojo
Penguin (432 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-7352-2233-5  

A British woman struggles to deal 
with her eminent family’s legacy and her 
own unhappiness as she opens an eclec-
tic shop in her hometown.

Suzanna Peacock’s mother, Athene, 
a glamorous socialite who was known 

for being flighty and spoiled, died before Suzanna could ever 
get to know her. Raised by her father and his second wife, Vivi, 
Suzanna grew up with lots of love but also Athene’s complicated 
legacy hanging over her head. That’s why Suzanna was all too 
happy to escape her family and move to London. But when she 
and her husband, Neil, are forced to move back to her small 
hometown and live on the family estate, Suzanna feels trapped 
and isolated. Looking for an outlet, she opens a shop, The Pea-
cock Emporium. She fills it with things she finds beautiful and 
offers espresso, hoping to create a place of her own. What she 
inadvertently designs, though, is a gathering place for the town’s 
residents. Suzanna becomes particularly interested in Alejandro, 
a male midwife from Argentina who seems to understand her 
more than her husband does. She also makes friends with Jes-
sie, a friendly and free-spirited young mother who starts work-
ing in the shop. With the help of several townspeople, Suzanna 
discovers that she must take control of her own life and come 
to terms with her family’s history if she ever wants to be happy. 
Moyes excels at creating quirky characters and sweeping stories, 
but her latest lacks the sense of humor and epic love story that 
made her hit Me Before You (2012) such a success. Although this 
is Suzanna’s story, frequent point-of-view shifts are distracting 
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and make it more difficult to focus on her journey. Still, there 
are quite a few tear-jerking scenes and lovable characters that 
should make Moyes fans happy.

An interesting premise that’s stuffed with too many 
characters.

MINUTES OF GLORY
Ngūgī wa Thiong’o
New Press (208 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-62097-465-0  

Early short stories by one of Africa’s 
most esteemed fiction writers.

Long resident in the United States, 
where he is now Distinguished Professor 
of English and Comparative Literature 
at the University of California, Irvine, 

Kenya-born Ngūgī (Wizard of the Crow, 2006, etc.) began 
his writing career while still a university student in British-
ruled Uganda. The pensive story that opens this collection, 

“Mugumo,” dates to 1960, describing a woman on the run, going—
well, somewhere, anywhere “to get away from the hearth, the 
courtyard, the huts and the people, away from everything that 
reminded her of Muhoroini Ridge and its inhabitants.” Her hus-
band has abused her, his other wives are jealous of her, and she is 
childless, all good reasons to flee. But then the rains come, the 
night fills with ghosts, and she has a life-changing dream that 
causes her to turn back. To that original story, Ngūgī adds two 
later sections in which a time of rain and flood becomes a time 
of drought and famine, in which, many years later, the conse-
quences of her choice become clear. Against a backdrop of late 
British colonialism and the earliest years of independence for 
Kenya, Ngūgī writes of characters whose dreams are too often 
crushed: A young medical student kills himself after failing an 
exam, freeing himself from what would appear to have been a 
curse that renders his intelligence and good looks meaningless; 
a stern white woman, “having no opinions of her own about any-
thing,” concludes that the Africans around her are “inscrutable,” 
rationalizing homicide; a churchgoer becomes a church elder 
and a respected leader only to be thwarted at the altar. Though 
these stories lack the psychological depth of Ngūgī’s later work, 
they point toward it as well as giving a valuable literary view of 
African lives in a pivotal, turbulent era.

Of great interest to Ngūgī’s many readers as well as stu-
dents of contemporary African literature and the litera-
ture of colonialism and post-colonialism.

MY CONEY 
ISLAND BABY 
O’Callaghan, Billy
Harper/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-06-285656-2  

Through one day in a yearslong extra-
marital affair, an Irish writer looks at inti-
macy and estrangement in an impressive 
work.

For more than 20 years, Michael and 
Caitlin have been meeting on the first Tuesday of every month 
and sharing a few hours in a cheap hotel in the run-down New 
York City beach community of Coney Island. On the win-
ter day that dominates the story, he is 48 and she’s about 44. 
They first appear walking through bitter cold and wind. The 
book’s third sentence reads: “This is bleakness without respite.” 
O’Callaghan (The Dead House, 2018, etc.) also opens with some 
of the book’s most impressive writing, fistfuls of muscular prose 

For more than 20 years, Michael and Caitlin have been 
meeting on the first Tuesday of every month and sharing 

a few hours in a cheap hotel in Coney Island. 
my coney island baby
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that channels Seamus Heaney: “the enormous sprawl of ocean 
that, in close, bucks and moils. Frothing needlepoint flecks 
mottle a surface dull as lead, great furred bilges of surf break 
hard against the shoreline.” It’s almost showy, maybe forced—

“needlepoint”? The prose settles down while remaining excep-
tional, elegiac and eloquent, in conveying insight and sympathy 
for the small cast’s two main players as they face an uncertain 
future. Michael and his wife, Barbara, grew apart when their 
firstborn died after 14 weeks in ICU, and Barbara has recently 
been diagnosed with cancer. Caitlin and her husband have come 
to accept the distance between them, and she knows he has 
had affairs. Recently he’s been offered a promotion and trans-
fer to Peoria, Illinois. It’s clear that “bleakness without respite” 
doesn’t apply just to Coney Island in winter. Hard choices loom. 
Though age and guilt have colored their precious Tuesdays, the 
lovers still treasure them, but as the hours pass, they wonder if 
the moment has come for a long-avoided decision.

O’Callaghan anatomizes these emotional and psycho-
logical odysseys, making a narrative light on incident com-
pellingly readable.

THE DRAGONFLY SEA 
Owuor, Yvonne Adhiambo
Knopf (512 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-451-49405-4  

A magisterial novel about life amid 
East Africa’s tumultuous cultural and 
political ferment in the shadow of the 
American war on terror.

Owuor (Dust, 2014) returns with a 
sweeping story of lives that intersect on 

Pate, an island off the coast of Kenya. The island is a palimpsest, 
a place where people come to forget or rewrite their life stories, 
and Owuor introduces us to a vivid set of characters who all want 
to begin their lives again in the island’s embrace. We first meet 
Munira, the daughter of a wealthy business family that tries to 
marry her off to “an austere scholar” after she becomes pregnant 
with an unknown man’s child. The incident proves ignominious 
for her family, and soon Munira is left alone on Pate with her 
irrepressible daughter, Ayaana. The duo lives a quiet life until 
the sudden arrival of Muhidin, an avowed infidel who long ago 
abandoned Pate for the life of a sailor. “Between religion and 
my black skin there shall be a sky’s distance until the day I hear 
the Call to Atonement,” he promised upon leaving the island. In 
his old age, though, he begins to fixate on his home: “Pate,” he 
ruminates. “A phantom-calling invocation. Memories crawled 
over Muhidin like arachnids sneaking out of forgotten crypts.” 
He soon finds himself bound up in Munira’s and Ayaana’s lives, 
as the daughter sees in him the father she never knew, and Muhi-
din feels himself drawn into a paternal bond with her. Meanwhile, 
the island is beset by American troops—whom the locals refer 
to derisively as “the Terrorized”—who hope to combat terrorism 
by cultivating the islanders’ hearts and minds. In the midst of 
the conflict, another stranger arrives: Ziriyab, a migrant fleeing 

military retribution after his brother participates in the bomb-
ing of a foreign navy ship. His appearance forever alters Munira, 
Ayaana, and Muhidin’s motley family. For all the emphasis on con-
temporary geopolitics, however, Owuor has ultimately written a 
novel that is about everything the war on terror cannot register: 
the vastness, complexity, and richness of East Africa’s cultural 
world. She represents it as a stunning mélange of Islamic and 
African cultural traditions that are woven together via the motif 
of the sea. Pate becomes the epicenter of an ethos and a people 
who move freely, sailing without regard for cultural and national 
borders. The novel features an enormous cast of vividly drawn 
characters, from Chinese businessmen to Wahhabi Islamic fun-
damentalists. Its heart, however, is the quartet of characters who 
motivate the novel’s primary narrative. Rendered in language 
that is heart-rendingly lyrical (even if it does border on purple at 
times), Munira, Ayaana, Muhidin, and Ziriyab are unforgettable 
figures. Owuor’s language is so lush, and her vision so vibrant, 
that by the time Ayaana emulates Muhidin and embarks upon 
her own sea journey, it doesn’t much matter; the reader is likely 
sunken down into the pleasure of Owuor’s sentences. To do so 
feels like sinking down into the intricacy of East Africa.

A gorgeous novel of Africa’s entanglement with the 
wider world.

EVERYTHING IS JUST FINE
Paesel, Brett
Grand Central Publishing (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5387-4564-9  

Paesel (Mommies Who Drink, 2006) 
structures her dark comedy about the First-
World problems of upper-middle-class 
Californians around a constant stream of 
emails circulating among the parents of 
10-year-olds on a junior soccer team.

Although the Manatees belong to a league in suppos-
edly glamorous Beverly Hills, anyone whose kids have ever 
played sports will recognize the absurdities of team politics 
as expressed in the emails. The Manatees’ parents are a hot 
mess of ego, insecurity, and libido. An annoying yoga instructor 
continually complains about unhealthy snacks. An aggressive, 
anything-for-a-win dad wages ongoing warfare with his steely 
attorney ex-wife despite the negative impact on their rage-filled 
son. The team mother puts a happy face on every team screw-
up while she pretends her son’s frighteningly extreme behavior 
is normal. Stereotypical Korean immigrants tiger-parent their 
athletically talented son, unaware of the boy’s other secret 
talents—stealing and out-of-body travel, the latter adding an 
incongruous dash of surrealism that never really makes sense. 
Recently divorced, relatively self-aware Diane, whose point 
of view dominates the narrative, finds reading and sometimes 
responding to e-mails while drinking wine (lots of it) the per-
fect escape from loneliness. And then there’s Coach Randy. As 
jovial and upbeat as he tries to come across in his group emails, 
referring to himself as “your favorite coach! (kidding),” he faces 
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his own crises with growing distress. Though he’s unaware that 
his much-younger wife, Missy, is having an affair with Alejandro, 
the hunky Colombian college student hired as a “private skills 
coach” for the boys, he still can’t bring himself to tell her that 
he’s been fired from his job. Instead he confides in Diane, who 
is also involved with Alejandro. The plot shenanigans are more 
sad than silly because the pain avoidance practiced by most of 
the adult characters through secrecy, misrepresentation, or self-
delusion tends to cause only more pain.

The email-driven narrative and multiple subplots show 
technical dexterity and wit, but the soullessness of the 
world Paesel describes is depressing.

SAVING MEGHAN
Palmer, D.J.
St. Martin’s (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-250-10745-9  

A sick teenage girl and her parents 
struggle to find a reason for her mysteri-
ous symptoms, a quest that may fracture 
their family—or worse.

Palmer (The First Family, 2018, etc.) 
is the son of doctor and medical thriller 

author Michael Palmer, who died in 2013. This is the first novel 
he has published in his name alone after continuing his father’s 
series. Once a star soccer player, Meghan Gerard is now home-
bound with vague but persistent ailments—fatigue, headaches, 
weakness, loss of appetite—for which no doctor seems able 
to find a cause. Her wealthy, attractive parents are devoted to 
their only child, but father Carl, a developer, is becoming with-
drawn. Mother Becky is so obsessed with her daughter that the 
book begins with her forcing a taxiing airliner to return to the 
gate so she can get off because Carl has texted that he’s taken 
Meghan to the hospital. There’s potential for a family-centered 
medical thriller here, but it’s undercut by the main characters, 
who are so unrelievedly unpleasant and angry it’s tough to care 
what happens to them. The three Gerards treat everyone from 
doctors to orderlies with consistent rudeness, but they’re just 
as toxic with each other. Becky, in particular, who is the central 
character, is so vain, privileged, and manipulative (and has such 
mommy issues of her own) that when the possibility is raised 
that she is perpetuating a case of Munchausen syndrome by 
proxy—making her daughter sick secretly in order to get atten-
tion for herself—it’s all too easy to believe. Clunky exposition, 
an overload of medical jargon, and a less than convincing resolu-
tion of the mystery leave this thriller on life support.

Despite some interesting twists, this medical thriller 
falters when it comes to creating characters readers can 
care about.

THE DAMASCUS ROAD
Parini, Jay
Doubleday (368 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-385-52278-6  

A poet, novelist, and biographer tells 
the story of a pivotal figure from the 
early days of Christianity.

He was “a small, stumbling, stooped 
man with a squint,” a Jew and a Roman 
citizen whose early life was marked by 

privilege, with tutors and slaves. After a good education, he 
entered the family tent-making business, but he also took to 

“ferreting out Jewish heretics” who followed prophets such as 
the “rustic Nazarene called Jesus.” Then something happened 
on the road to Damascus, and Saul of Tarsus became Paul, a 
leading figure of early Christianity. Parini (The Way of Jesus, 
2018, etc.), who has written fictional biographies of Tolstoy and 
Melville, tells the story in sections narrated by Paul or by Luke, 
author of a Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles and compan-
ion on Paul’s years of travel throughout Asia, Macedonia, and 
Greece. Luke is a Greek physician and a willing scribe to Paul as 
he formulates doctrines, sermons, and letters that will become a 
dominant voice of the New Testament. They complement each 
other: Where Paul is passionate and visionary, Luke is measured 
and skeptical. Parini enlivens a narrative familiar to many with 
fine scenes and writerly touches, such as “houses white as dice 
tumbling downhill to the pebble-strewn beach.” He captures 
the larger politico-religious picture, with Paul as the constant 
stone in the sandal of Jewish, Christian, and Roman leaders 
alike, with his drive to shape and spread the message of Jesus 
sparking doctrinal clashes and threatening a fragile coexistence. 
The evangelist is beaten and whipped and jailed and remains 
indomitable. Parini also offers a suggestion of Paul’s homosexu-
ality that is plausible but of questionable relevance. The bigger 
question is whether all this adds up to a novel—perhaps a holy 
picaresque.

An exceptional character study that still may test some 
readers’ tolerance for unrelievedly religious matter.

DISAPPEARING EARTH 
Phillips, Julia
Knopf (272 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-525-52041-2  

A year in the lives of women and girls 
on an isolated peninsula in northeastern 
Russia opens with a chilling crime.

In the first chapter of Phillips’ immer-
sive, impressive, and strikingly original 
debut, we meet sisters Alyona and Sophia, 

ages 11 and 8, amusing themselves one August afternoon on 
the rocky shoreline of a public beach on the waterfront of Pet-
ropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, a city on Russia’s remote Kamchatka 

A sick teenage girl and her parents struggle to find 
a reason for her mysterious symptoms, a quest that 

may fracture their family—or worse.
saving meghan
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peninsula. They are offered a ride home by a seemingly kind 
stranger. After he drives right past the intersection that leads 
to the apartment they share with their mother, they disappear 
from their previous lives and, to a large extent, from the narrative. 
The rest of the book is a series of linked stories about a number 
of different women on the peninsula, all with the shadow of the 
missing girls hanging over them as a year goes by since their dis-
appearance. Another young girl with a single mom loses her best 
friend to new restrictions imposed by the other girl’s anxious 
mother. The daughter of a reindeer herder from the north, at col-
lege in the city, finds her controlling boyfriend clamping down 
harder than ever. In a provincial town, members of a family whose 
teenage daughter disappeared four years earlier are troubled by 
the similarities and differences between their case and this one. 
The book opens with both a character list and a map—you’ll be 
looking at both often as you find your footing and submerge ever 
more deeply in this world, which is both so different from and so 
much like our own. As the connections between the stories pile 
up and tighten, you start to worry—will we ever get closure about 
the girls? Yes, we will. And you’ll want to start over and read it 
again, once you know.

An unusual, cleverly constructed thriller that is also 
a deep dive into the culture of a place many Americans 
have probably never heard of, illuminating issues of race, 
culture, sexual attraction, and the transition from the 
U.S.S.R. to post-Soviet Russia.

NECESSARY PEOPLE 
Pitoniak, Anna
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-316-45170-3

A pair of college best friends—one 
born with everything; the other starting 
from nothing—become post-college rivals, 
intent on success no matter the cost.

Stella Bradley is rich and blonde and 
beautiful, a monied Manhattanite, irre-

sponsible and razor-sharp. Violet Trapp is a hardworking kid 
from Florida with no money and no family support. Their con-
nection is instant. “It wasn’t that my personality changed when 
I met Stella,” Violet reflects. “It was that it became….I didn’t just 
want the friendship of this dazzling girl. I wanted the world that 
had made her so dazzling in the first place.” Violet is determined 
to overcome her own roots; by studying the Bradleys, she imag-
ines, she might become one of them. After college, Stella flits 
across the globe, and Violet, the “responsible one,” stays in New 
York—living in the Bradleys’ apartment, intended for Stella—
gets an internship in cable news, falls in love with the job, is pro-
moted, and then is promoted again. She excels in production, 
behind the scenes, cultivating sources, engrossed in the work. 
When Stella returns, though, the relationship can’t quite pick 
up as before: Violet has an identity now, separate from Stella; 
the power between them has shifted. And then Stella pulls a 
few strings—family connections, natural charm—and begins 

encroaching on Violet’s new turf. She, too, gets a job at the net-
work and begins climbing the ranks. And her newfound ambi-
tions are not behind the scenes but in front of the camera, once 
again eclipsing Violet, restoring the balance between them: 
invisible, hardworking, talented Violet and Stella, the star. But 
this time, Violet is fighting back—by any means necessary. If the 
pivotal event of the book—and its sinister aftermath—seems 
slightly far-fetched given the relative grounding of the first two-
thirds of the novel, who cares? It’s a trivial quibble given the 
sheer pleasure of reading this book. Pitoniak (The Futures, 2017) 
is an astute social observer, and the novel—a literary thriller 
about class aspiration and young female ambition—is a twisting 
delight with a haunting punch.

Deceptively nuanced, and impossible to put down, this 
is escapism with substance.

THE FARM 
Ramos, Joanne
Random House (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-9848-5375-2  

At a luxurious secret facility in the 
Hudson Valley of New York, women who 
need money bear children for wealthy 
would-be mothers with no time for 
pregnancy.

Golden Oaks is a division of a high-
end luxury services company that has found a new way to meet 
the needs of its customer base. The company recruits healthy 
young women—the Hosts—implants them with fertilized eggs 
from the Clients, houses and feeds them, manages their preg-
nancies, and monitors their every move, breath, and heartbeat 
until delivery, at which point the Host receives a huge payout. 
The operation is run by Mae Yu, a Chinese-American Har-
vard Business School graduate whose insatiable ambition and 
moral turpitude conflict with—and keep winning out over—her 
sympathy for the women who work for her, mostly nonwhite 
immigrants. Central among them is Jane, a Filipina with a 
6-month-old baby who is financially desperate after losing her 
job as a nanny. For Jane, Golden Oaks is a godsend, not to men-
tion the nicest place she’s ever lived, until she realizes that being 
separated from her daughter is unbearable. Even though there 
are many other Filipinas, she feels completely isolated until 
befriended by her roommate, Reagan McCarthy. Reagan is one 
of the few who represent “the holy trifecta of Premium Hosts”: 
white, pretty, and cum laude from Duke. Reagan’s anomie and 
desperate need to be of use motivate her as much as the need 
to be free of her financially controlling father. Lisa, the other 
white girl at Golden Oaks, is on her third assignment at what 
she calls “The Farm.” She is the only one who sees the exploit-
ative, Orwellian setup for what it is, and her ongoing efforts to 
game the system eventually lead to big trouble...for Jane. Per-
haps the most powerful element of this debut novel by Ramos, 
who was born in Manila and moved to Wisconsin when she 
was 6, is its portrait of the world of Filipinas in New York. The 

At a luxurious secret facility, women who need money bear children 
for wealthy would-be mothers with no time for pregnancy.

the farm
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three-page soliloquy of instructions for nannying delivered to 
Jane by her more experienced cousin is a work of art in itself.

Excellent, both as a reproductive dystopian narrative 
and as a social novel about women and class.

A STUDENT OF HISTORY
Revoyr, Nina
Akashic (240 pp.) 
$27.95  |  $15.95 paper  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-61775-663-4
978-1-61775-664-1 paper  

An entertaining, crisply written tale 
of a young man uncovering dangerous 
secrets takes place not on Los Angeles’ 
mean streets but among the luxurious 
estates of its old-money families.

The sixth novel by Revoyr (Lost Canyon, 2015, etc.) evokes 
echoes of Great Expectations, The Great Gatsby, and a lot of Ray-
mond Chandler, but with a thoroughly 21st-century setting. 
Rick Nagano is a graduate student in history at USC, broke and 
struggling with dissertation writer’s block, when he’s hired as 
a research assistant by a grand dame of local high society. Mrs. 
W—, as he calls her, is still a beauty in her 70s and, thanks to her 
legendary oilman grandfather, enormously rich. She’s also reso-
lutely private; she hires him to transcribe her personal journals 
with the stipulation he not share what he learns from them. The 
job expands as he becomes her escort to social events, expos-
ing him to a dizzying world of wealth and privilege his blue-
collar background hasn’t prepared him for. Mrs. W—’s journals 
expose him to a history of the city he never knew existed, either, 
one filled with secrets that tempt his scholarly side. Even more 
tempting is Fiona Morgan, heir to another huge fortune, a 
beauty much younger than Mrs. W— who takes quite an inter-
est in Rick. His sentimental education at the hands of Mrs. W— 
and Fiona turns into a detective story of sorts; its big revelation 
isn’t that hard to predict, but getting there is enjoyable.

Revoyr’s sleek prose and fast pacing move the reader 
through the sharply observed world of old money and the 
bad behavior it protects.

THE AFFAIRS OF 
THE FALCÓNS
Rivero, Melissa 
Ecco/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-06-287235-7  

A nuanced look at the human cost of 
immigration policy.

It’s New York in the 1990s. Ana Fal-
cón works as a seamstress. Her husband, 
Lucho, is driving a cab. Along with their 

two small children, the Falcóns are living with Lucho’s cousin’s 
family. The pressures—personal, financial—that Ana faces will 

be recognizable to most readers, but the fact that the Falcóns 
are undocumented immigrants adds a layer of complexity and 
peril to every choice they make. Ana and Lucho are limited 
in the kinds of jobs they can find and vulnerable to employ-
ers willing to hire workers illegally. Housing is hard to come 
by, and they know that their welcome with extended family is 
not indefinite. With no access to banks, they are forced to do 
business with loan sharks. Rivero offers a portrait of the immi-
grant experience that will undoubtedly ring true to many, but 
she also writes with great specificity. She offers insight into the 
economic and political instability that drove Ana and Lucho 
to leave Peru, and she depicts the ways in which class and race 
factor into the lives of the Falcóns. Ana’s background is rural 
and indigenous. Terrorists and soldiers were a threat to her and 
her mother. Lucho’s family is from Lima, and these differences 
color Ana’s relationship with Lucho’s cousin Valeria. Ana is a 
very well-crafted protagonist, sympathetic but not perfect. Her 
situation is circumscribed, but Rivero gives her considerable 
agency—including the freedom to make dubious choices. This 
is, obviously, a book that has a lot to say to our current moment, 
but it also has an emotional appeal that is timeless and universal.

Thoughtful and eye-opening, this is an admirable 
debut.

TO LEAVE WITH THE 
REINDEER
Rosenthal, Olivia
Trans. by Lewis, Sophie
And Other Stories (144 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Apr. 18, 2019
978-1-911508-42-7  

A meditation on the parallels 
between human and animal nature.

Since the 17th century, when French 
philosopher Blaise Pascal’s Pensées appeared, 

many writers have undertaken essays in fragments, using the bro-
ken form to juxtapose ideas, to make associative leaps, to tease 
out analogies (though Pascal’s fragments were the result not 
of trying to be avant-garde but of dying before completing the 
text). French novelist Rosenthal (We’re Not Here to Disappear, 
2015, etc.) has written what is ostensibly a novel but which reads 
for much of the book like, well, Pensées. Written in the second 
person, the novel is loosely plotted as a coming-of-age story in 
which the protagonist’s life arc is defined by her relationship 
to animals. Cutting into the loose bildungsroman narrative are 
nonspecific first-person voices who have various relationships 
to animals: zoo handlers, researchers, a butcher. In some cases, 
this interweaving feels overly meditative and makes the narra-
tive static, especially in the more meandering first half. But at 
other times, it’s deeply affecting, as when the teenage “you” has 
her first love as a teenager and the boy ends his life shortly after 
the relationship is over. This is interwoven with a voice explain-
ing the conditions under which animals are euthanized—“he’d 
died sitting up,” says this voice about a zoo elephant, “I’ll never 
get that image out of my mind.” Although the novel’s power is 
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not evenly distributed, it gathers steam as it goes and even from 
the outset offers startling and frequently beautiful rumina-
tions on the way the tension between wildness and domesticity 
affects both humans and beasts.

By eschewing most of the qualities of a traditional 
novel, Rosenthal’s book takes risks that don’t always pay 
off—but when they land, they offer luminous moments.

SOMEONE KNOWS
Scottoline, Lisa
Putnam (400 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-53964-3  

Twenty years after a member of a 
clique of Pennsylvania high schoolers 
dies violently, death threatens to reduce 
the surviving members of the favored 
circle to zero.

Even though she lives with her par-
ents in tony Brandywine Hunt, Allie Garvey isn’t really a charter 
member of Sasha Barrow’s clique. Her involvement dates only 
from the moment when she and the glamorous Sasha, whom 
she happens to have run into while out jogging, come upon their 
neighbors David Hybrinski and Julian Browne digging up some-
thing the boys jealously guard from sight. The treasured item 
is a .38 revolver, and although Allie recoils from it, once Sasha 
sees it, she can’t seem to forget about it. When Kyle Gallagher, 
a newcomer to the neighborhood already burdened with an 
unspeakable secret, finds Sasha’s lost cat in a tree and returns it 
to her, he too is drawn into the little circle, which abruptly dis-
solves when a drunken dare goes terribly wrong, leaving one of 
them dead and the others variously traumatized and scrambling 
for cover. The Bakerton police don’t come calling because they 
suspect nothing, but the years that follow bring no peace to 
Allie, and the apparent suicide of another member of the clique 
on the 20th anniversary of the first death makes her resolve to 
confront the others with her determination to speak out about 
the dark secret they share. It’s a resolve that will carry a high 
price, and not just for her. The veteran creator of the law firm 
of Rosato and DiNunzio (Feared, 2018, etc.) brings her troubled 
teens and the equally screwed-up adults they become to melo-
dramatically vivid life, slowly ratcheting up the tempo right up 
to the last muffled twist.

The author’s acknowledgments call her latest stand-
alone a “deep domestic,” a description it would be hard to 
improve on—as long as you understand that what’s deep 
are the emotions, not the ideas.

GUESTBOOK
Shapton, Leanne
Riverhead (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-399-15818-6  

This multimedia collection of ghost 
stories uses found photographs, archi-
tectural plans, social media comments, 
and illustrations to create artifacts of 
grief and loss.

In her essay about the persistence 
of ghost stories in American literature, critic Parul Sehgal sug-
gests the form survives because it allows writers to offer “social 
critiques camouflaged with cobwebs.” Yet, in her latest collec-
tion, Shapton (Swimming Studies, 2012, etc.) uses ephemera not 
to catalog our social ills but to collect evidence of well-heeled 
lives at risk of being forgotten or brushed aside. The effect is 
diffuse and eerie, more often mood than assertion or plot. In 
one story, a professional tennis player listens to the advice of 
his invisible friend, Walter, in order to win matches. Eventu-
ally he’s driven mad by the ghost’s demands. In another piece, 
Shapton catalogs social media comments for an unseen pho-
tograph. The comments are stripped of most punctuation and 
almost all context; the chorus of approval dances around a body 
the reader will never see. Occasionally a first-person narrator 
encounters others at cocktail parties, where she learns of still 
more ghosts haunting her acquaintances. Shapton’s vignettes 
are at their strongest when she imagines the hidden lives of 
inanimate objects, as in “Sirena de Gali,” which pairs vintage 
clothing descriptions with brief scenes from the lives of their 
former owners. There’s often a playfulness to her texts, too, 
as when she juxtaposes historical photographs of the iceberg 
that downed the Titanic with scribbled notes from a restaurant 
manager trying to appease her rich but ill-mannered clientele. 
When Shapton doesn’t gravitate toward gothic photos of dark 
houses and empty beds, she is invested in trying to capture the 
feeling of bodies that have just left a room, whether living or 
dead, real or imagined. “Living without what the photo does 
not give back,” reads one cryptic caption. “What you don’t see. 
What you don’t get to see.” We may not always get to see the 
lives of others, Shapton seems to say, but still they were here.

A strange and haunting art project.

TALES FROM MY 
WELSH VILLAGE
Smith, Ken
Y Lolfa/Dufour (384 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-78461-525-3  

An easygoing, nostalgic collection of 
tales inspired by the author’s past in rural 
Wales.

Fred Howells is a part-time grave-
digger and retired coal miner for whom 
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the only thing better than a pint of beer is two pints of beer. 
Typically, he bets on the horses and jokes with his fellow patrons 
while he downs one pint after another—for free whenever he 
can manage it. He’s “always trying to get something for noth-
ing,” yet he still owes plenty. When the debt gets so delinquent 
that his wife, Annie, can’t even buy groceries, she leaves him in 
disgust, even taking the electric stove. So he heads to the next 
valley and hangs out at the Plough Inn, where owner Trefor 
Plough and others know him well and there’s plenty of draught 
beer and lively banter. Fred fits in well, as he knows “everything 
about everybody and nothing about anything at all,” and Tre-
for sometimes thinks “Fred was worth every drop of free beer 
he gave him.” There isn’t much plot to the yarn, but Fred and 
the others are likable fellows who enjoy playing practical jokes. 
The narrator describes scenes where much hilarity ensues, but 
most is of the you-had-to-be-there variety. For example, Fred 
accidentally knocks over a carefully arranged store display of 
chocolates, the angry store owner boots him and his pals out, 
and the chapter ends with “peals of laughter.” In a restaurant, he 
embarrasses a woman and her daughter and eats their dinners 
when they leave their table. “He can make food disappear like 
magic,” his son explains. The humor lies a bit flat on the page, 
but of course that’s in the eye of the beholder, so your smile-
age may vary. There are some good lines, as when Fred’s friend 

“could talk a glass eye to sleep.”
This is a pleasant story perhaps best read aloud, with 

the book in one hand and a pint of beer in the other.

STAY UP WITH 
HUGO BEST 
Somers, Erin
Scribner (272 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-9821-0235-7  

A young, struggling comedian is 
invited to her idol’s home for a Memorial 
Day weekend party, where she is forced 
to reconcile the trappings of fame and 
fortune with reality.

Late-night star and stand-up legend Hugo Best is past his 
prime, and the writing staff on his hit show, Stay Up with Hugo 
Best, knows it. But by the time 29-year-old June Bloom gradu-
ates from page duties to the writers’ room, the show is cancelled 
and she’s back to square one. “The worst I had suffered was non-
success,” June thinks of her inability to care for herself. “I had 
been provided for. I hadn’t been harmed or held back, I hadn’t 
been scarred, but I had quietly failed anyway.” After a chance 
encounter with Hugo in one of his old stand-up haunts, June 
decides to accept an invitation to his Connecticut house for the 
holiday weekend. There, she encounters Spencer, Hugo’s lonely, 
caustic teenage son, discovers a forlorn club stage in Hugo’s 
basement, and wanders in and out of rooms designed “to pull 
everything together under a single umbrella of muted opulence.” 
On the surface, Somers’ debut is light and breezy, but the narra-
tive is deft, controlled, and deadly smart. She mines depths out 

of Hollywood’s propensity to look the other way when beloved 
men behave badly without a hint of preachiness. Instead, she’s 
interested in complicity. June makes a mismatched but pleas-
antly cynical foil for the alternately sleazy and charming Hugo, 
whose public image has long been tarnished by an infamous 
incident with an underage girl. What could be a straightfor-
ward novel about a young woman and an older man taking 
mutual advantage of one another is instead a brilliant study in 
how rarely we seize opportunities to grow and change for the 
better—especially if we’re lucky enough to get more than one.

An outstanding comedic debut about the deeply 
unfunny trials of growing up in and out of the spotlight. 
Somers is a writer to watch.

MACDOODLE ST.
Stamaty, Mark Alan
Illus. by the author
New York Review Comics (120 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-68137-342-3  

Rerelease of the complete comic strip by illustrator and poet 
Stamaty (Shake, Rattle & Turn That Noise Down!, 2010, etc.), which 
ran in the Village Voice in the 1970s—exploring the culture wars, 
the creative process, and the Zen-like powers of dishwashing.

The Conservative Liberation Front’s raid to protest Cafe 
Fizz’s no-tie, pro-beard policy interrupts poet Malcolm Frazzle, 
hunkered down in a corner and on deadline for Dishwasher 
Monthly. Rabid Wayne Newton fans chase Malcolm from the 
cafe and through the city, where, on a bus, he meets an older 
woman who receives visions by peering through an empty 
whiskey bottle. She plays doula to Malcolm’s newest poem—a 
poem that will save the world from a would-be tyrant seeking 
to genetically engineer a mindless race of dishwashers. Though 
the story focuses on Malcolm, the main character here is the 
comic strip itself, which takes on an anthropomorphic appear-
ance at the top of each page, alongside the title and mercurial 
tagline, as well as in several strips throughout the series, like one 
of pure doodles, no story, captioned, “Sometimes a comic strip 
just gets in a mooood.” Small, intricate patterns of faces make 
up the borders of many strips, sometimes complaining about 
the larger story. Stamaty treats the strip like a canvas, filling it 
with layers of meticulous detail; tight, clean lines; playful self-
awareness; and monkeys washing dishes. In a new addendum, 
Stamaty looks back at the challenges of meeting weekly dead-
lines, how his level of work seemed unsustainable, and there is a 
shift about two-thirds of the way through the book: fewer strips 
with intricate borders and more panels filled completely with 
words. Though Stamaty’s words are sly and kinetic, one can’t 
help wanting more of his stupendous illustrations, somewhere 
between R. Crumb and Hergé.

Mostly superb with bouts of just excellent.

A young, struggling comedian is invited to her idol’s 
home for a party, where she is forced to reconcile the 

trappings of fame and fortune with reality.
stay up with hugo best
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CROSSING 
Statovci, Pajtim
Trans. by Hackston, David
Pantheon (272 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5247-4749-7  

Kosovo-born Finnish novelist Stato-
vci (My Cat Yugoslavia, 2017) returns with 
a beguiling story that proves the old 
adage about not being able to go home 
again—if one has a home at all.

“I am a man who cannot be a woman but who can sometimes 
look like a woman.” So says 22-year-old Bujar, who, it seems, can 
be anything he wishes to be, of any age and gender, any guise, 
supported by whatever story he can spin. Even though in his 
new life in Rome he takes pains to disguise his Albanian origins, 
he carries stories from his late father about his ancestral nation 
and the deeds of heroes whose hearts reside “in the breast of 
the black two-headed eagle on the flag.” Bujar lives as if he is 
alone, but with him is his childhood friend Agim, “a year older 
than me but much smaller,” who is smart and soulful and who 
adds to Bujar’s father’s stock of stories with other tales, such 
as the curious one about a farm governed by the animals there: 

“Imagine, Bujar, the animals form a totalitarian society.” Bujar 
and Agim, heroes in their own way, are a shade too young to 
remember the most terrible excesses of totalitarianism in their 
homeland, but now, away, they are free to do as they wish—but 
not really, because sexual violence at the hands of brutish men is 
always a danger everywhere they travel, and in any event they’re 
despised for their foreignness, even if, as Bujar says, “Everybody 
around us wanted to be European, to belong to the European 
family, to stand on the other side of the invisible but insur-
mountable fence where people were people, at the forefront of 
humanity.” Marginalized in several dimensions, Bujar and Agim 
struggle to find their identities as well as a hint of the happiness 
that, as events unfold, seems ever more elusive.

A centrifugal story told with great sensitivity and 
empathy, highlighting Statovci’s development as a leading 
voice in modern European literature.

A SKY SO CLOSE TO US
Ujayli, Shahla 
Trans. by Hartman, Michelle
Interlink (288 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-62371-983-8  

A Syrian woman reckons with per-
sonal illness in parallel with the destruc-
tion of her homeland.

Syria’s ongoing civil war provides the 
backdrop for Ujayli’s third novel (Persian 

Carpet, 2013, etc.) but doesn’t claim center stage; indeed, one 
theme of this globe-trotting, fatalistic tale is that catastrophes 
large and small lurk even if we escape a war zone. The narrator, 

Joumane Badran, is a Syrian native and humanitarian worker in 
her 30s living in Amman, Jordan, while her father and two sis-
ters have remained in Syria, relating grim news of bombings and 
power plays by the “squalid archipelago of factions” there. Jou-
mane herself witnesses the impact secondhand, monitoring a 
refugee camp in Jordan, but the bulk of the novel focuses on two 
more interior concerns: her budding relationship with Nasser 
al-Amireh, a climate expert, and a cancer diagnosis that leaves 
her fearing death, wracked from chemotherapy and radiation 
treatment. Or, in other words, she’s focused on love and mortal-
ity, and her narrative sinuously moves from moments of grace 
to calamity and tragedy, past and present. Tales of coincidence 
and harsh irony abound, as when Joumane recalls that she’d met 
her oncologist decades earlier on family trips to Italy and that 
he’d gotten his degree in time to monitor his stepfather’s death. 
That’s just one case in which Ujayli ties up plotlines with a jet-
black bow, but for all its concern with mortality and entropy, 
there’s plenty of narrative and intellectual energy in the story, as 
when Joumane recalls her father’s travels (he witnessed the 1963 
March on Washington) or her friends’ and sisters’ love affairs, 
which are tinged with mythos (Pygmalion, pirates). “The final 
truth is that your body is your homeland and the greatest trea-
son is for it to betray itself,” she writes, and the novel thought-
fully maps where self, family, and country intersect.

A purposefully digressive and storm-clouded narrative, 
appropriate for capturing a Syrian expatriate’s mood.

HIS NAME IS DAVID
Vantoortelboom, Jan
Trans. by Glass, Vivien D.
World Editions (240 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-64286-012-2  

On the cusp of World War I, a Catho-
lic boys’ school teacher in Flanders alien-
ates himself with his contrary views on 
religion before being overcome by dark 
circumstances as a soldier.

We know from the opening pages of this Dutch novel the 
sad fate of the teacher, David Verbocht. He’s tied to a post, fac-
ing a firing squad. We learn why only after his full story has been 
told. David is the son of a university handyman who somehow 
arranged for him to get the teaching job, for which he is unpre-
pared and ill-suited. He has never attended church and doesn’t 
plan to even if it is a job requirement. “I see religion as a leaking 
lifeboat for the ill and frail,” he tells the shocked town priest. 
Haunted by the childhood death of his inquisitive younger 
brother, David is drawn to Marcus, the smartest and most sensi-
tive kid in his class—and Godaleva, the boy’s attractive mother, 
who appreciates his mentoring her bookish son in ways the 
boy’s harshly pragmatic father does not. David agrees to take 
Marcus along with him on his Sunday walks. Taking it upon 
himself to teach his student how to swim, he sets in motion a 
tragic chain of events that follows him into his stint in the Bel-
gian army. So spare and classic are its virtues, this is a novel that 

A story told with great sensitivity and empathy, 
highlighting Statovci’s development as a leading 

voice in modern European literature.
crossing
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could have been written decades ago. But there’s deep complex-
ity in its considerations of fate, morality, and belief. “I’m not 
afraid. I did my best,” David says, moments from death, a com-
ment that reverberates through the book. What, in fact, is the 
best that a mortal man can do?

A bestseller in the Netherlands, Vantoortelboom’s 
novel doesn’t quite rise to the level of greatness. But it is an 
affecting and at times amusing work and a story exception-
ally well-told.

THE LOST HISTORY 
OF DREAMS 
Waldherr, Kris
Atria (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-9821-0101-5  

A daguerreotypist in mourning, hired 
to transport a cousin’s corpse for an 
unusual interment, finds himself the reluc-
tant chronicler of a tragic family story in 
Waldherr’s debut novel.

London, 1850: Following the sudden death of his wife, Rob-
ert Highstead has floated grimly between the lands of the living 
and dead, photographing corpses to earn money and craving 
visits from her ghost. When distant cousin and well-known 
poet Hugh de Bonne dies, Robert is given the task of escorting 
his body back to his estate and interring him beside his wife, 
Ada, in the glass chapel, a structure Hugh built after her death. 
Ada’s niece, Isabelle, has lived in the house alone in the years 
since Ada’s death; she blames Hugh for the tragedy and refuses 
to allow Robert to fulfill his cousin’s wishes. But when Robert 
is injured and stranded at Weald House, Isabelle decides to 
tell him Ada’s story, asking him to write it down and publish it. 
It’s a peculiar and striking tale of love, illness, and loss; Robert 
wonders, though, how Isabelle could possibly know all these 
personal details. And why isn’t she featured in the story at all? 
There is a Scheherazade-like structure to Isabelle’s tale, and the 
haunting beauty of the love story makes Ada and Hugh come 
alive as characters. As in many gothic stories, the moldering old 
house that represents family tragedy is a fitting, creepy back-
drop to the mysteries of the past. Waldherr avoids cliché in her 
rich descriptions and hints of supernatural presence that never 
cross into melodrama. Additionally, while most gothic tales 
offer only darkness and tragedy, a surprising amount of light 
and joy imbues the ending here. Fitting, perhaps, for a novel 
that uses stained glass as a symbol for heavenly possibility, even 
in the face of death.

Waldherr writes that “love stories are ghost stories in 
disguise.” This one, happily, succeeds as both.

THE NICKEL BOYS 
Whitehead, Colson
Doubleday (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jul. 6, 2019
978-0-385-53707-0  

The acclaimed author of The Under-
ground Railroad (2016) follows up with a 
leaner, meaner saga of Deep South cap-
tivity set in the mid-20th century and 
fraught with horrors more chilling for 
being based on true-life atrocities.

Elwood Curtis is a law-abiding, teenage paragon of recti-
tude, an avid reader of encyclopedias and after-school worker 
diligently overcoming hardships that come from being aban-
doned by his parents and growing up black and poor in seg-
regated Tallahassee, Florida. It’s the early 1960s, and Elwood 
can feel changes coming every time he listens to an LP of his 
hero Martin Luther King Jr. sermonizing about breaking down 
racial barriers. But while hitchhiking to his first day of classes 
at a nearby black college, Elwood accepts a ride in what turns 
out to be a stolen car and is sentenced to the Nickel Academy, 
a juvenile reformatory that looks somewhat like the campus 
he’d almost attended but turns out to be a monstrously racist 
institution whose students, white and black alike, are brutally 
beaten, sexually abused, and used by the school’s two-faced 
officials to steal food and supplies. At first, Elwood thinks he 
can work his way past the arbitrary punishments and sadistic 
treatment (“I am stuck here, but I’ll make the best of it...and 
I’ll make it brief ”). He befriends another black inmate, a street-
wise kid he knows only as Turner, who has a different take on 
withstanding Nickel: “The key to in here is the same as surviv-
ing out there—you got to see how people act, and then you got 
to figure out how to get around them like an obstacle course.” 
And if you defy them, Turner warns, you’ll get taken “out back” 
and are never seen or heard from again. Both Elwood’s ideal-
ism and Turner’s cynicism entwine into an alliance that compels 
drastic action—and a shared destiny. Inspired by disclosures 
of a real-life Florida reform school’s long-standing corruption 
and abusive practices, Whitehead’s novel displays its author’s 
facility with violent imagery and his skill at weaving narrative 
strands into an ingenious, if disquieting whole.

There’s something a tad more melodramatic in this 
book’s conception (and resolution) than one expects from 
Whitehead, giving it a drugstore-paperback glossiness that 
enhances its blunt-edged impact.
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THE BORDER
Winslow, Don
Morrow/HarperCollins (736 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 26, 2019
978-0-06-266448-8  

Winslow (The Cartel, 2015, etc.) wraps 
up his trilogy, 20 years in the making, on 
the war on drugs as it’s played out on the 
U.S.–Mexico border.

Art Keller is a man with enemies. 
Wherever he goes, he leaves a pile of bod-

ies behind him—narcotraficantes, cops on the take, bad guys of 
every description. Sometimes he plies his trade in Guatemala, 
sometimes El Paso, sometimes D.C., wherever the white lines 
take him. But now—well, he’s in trouble, at war “against his 
own DEA, the U.S. Senate, the Mexican drug cartels, even the 
president of the United States.” Someone is irritated enough at 
him, in fact, that a sniper has been dispatched to shoot up the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial, where Keller is paying his respects. 
That’s guaranteed to tick Keller off, and so he goes into battle 
in a changed scenario: The hit men and Zetas of old are shadows 
of their former selves while the new generation struts around, 
as one does, in “a black Saint Laurent jacket that has to go for 
at least three grand.” When Keller notices such stuff, it means 
you’re on his radar, which is not where you want to be. He 
recruits a few like-minded warriors, and off they go. Well, some 
of them, anyway: “If you want to be in the real war, fly back to 
Seattle, pack your things, and be here ready to work first thing 
Monday morning,” he growls to a kid who wants to go zipping 
around in helicopters with a knife between his teeth instead of 
manning a desk. The bad guys begin to drop off in a tale that’s 
part Tom Clancy, part didactic and ever-so-gritty how-it’s-done 
asides (“The Americans teamed with the Mexican marines 
on raids that were basically executions”) and part old-school 
shoot’em-up: “Keller takes the policeman’s sidearm—a 9mm 
Glock—and moves through the trees toward the shooter.”

Jack Ryan’s got nothing on Winslow’s guy. An action-
filled, sometimes even instructive look at the world of the 
narcos and their discontents.

THE POLYGLOT LOVERS
Wolff, Lina
Trans. by Vogel, Saskia
And Other Stories (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-911508-44-1  

A burned manuscript occasions these 
tales from three distinct characters.

“You’ve never seen anyone,” Max’s 
ex-wife tells him. “You’ve only seen 
yourself, and the women you’ve had 

have only been mirrors in which you saw your own reflection.” 
This insight arrives near the end of Swedish author Wolff ’s 
(Bret Easton Ellis and the Other Dogs, 2016) second novel. It’s a 

strange, disjointed book. After Max completes a manuscript 
(which bears the same title as Wolff ’s), he entrusts the only 
copy to literary critic Ruben, who has devoted his life to the 
study of Max’s work. But that turns out to be a risky place; Elli-
nor, a woman who met Ruben online and then moved into his 
house, finds the manuscript and lights it on fire. Lest this all 
sound too straightforward, keep in mind that the plot is told 
backward and, as it were, from the side: The novel is split into 
three sections, narrated by three different characters in reverse 
chronological order. It begins with Ellinor’s description of her 
own sexual history and continues in the second section with 
Max—a hateful character straight out of a Michel Houellebecq 
novel. In fact, Wolff seems to be parodying Houellebecq, or at 
least hanging him out to dry. But in an abrupt shift of mood 
and tone, the novel’s third section leaves Stockholm for Italy, 
and this is where the novel is at its most vivid. Lucrezia narrates 
here: Granddaughter of Rome’s very last marchesa, Lucrezia is 
responsible for her family’s crumbling estate—the place, as it 
happens, where Max wrote his ill-fated manuscript. Lucrezia 
describes the circumstances in which he wrote it. Whether 
any of this comes together in the end is anyone’s guess. Wolff ’s 
prose is whip-smart and deliciously cynical about Max, Michel 
Houellebecq, and men like them—but you still have to spend a 
lot of time in their company.

Wolff’s book is smart, funny, and sad in turns, but the 
point it’s making—and it seems to be trying very hard to 
make a point—isn’t always in view.

m y s t e r y

ROUGH MUSIC
Blake, Robin
Severn House (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8851-8  

A coroner with a philosophical bent 
and a physician with advanced views face 
some vexing 18th-century puzzles.

As everyone around him in 1744 Lan-
cashire worries about a possible new upris-
ing in Scotland, County Coroner Titus 
Cragg can think only of protecting his 

baby from an outbreak of paralyzing fever. Upon the suggestion 
of his friend and colleague Dr. Luke Fidelis, he, his wife, Elizabeth, 
and baby Hector move to the village of Accrington, deep in the 
country and rarely visited by outsiders. They rent a small Dower 
House from Squire Thomas Turvey, a widower who lives with his 
invalid daughter, Thomasina, and is obsessed with bees. Their 
reception by the townsfolk is strangely cold until they learn of a 
recent incident in which shrewish Mrs. Gargrave drowned in a 
mud puddle after her rough treatment by a local mob re-enacting 
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an ancient ritual. Cragg arranges an inquest and sends for Fidelis 
to view the body. Many joined in, but the event seemed to be insti-
gated by Harry Hawk, who returned from his army service with his 
face so disfigured that Mrs. Gargrave suggested he was an impos-
ter even though his wife accepted him. The bucolic village is far 
from peaceful. Turvey, who’s fired Hawk as his assistant beekeeper, 
is quarreling with Mr. Horntree of Hatchfly Hall over a swarm 
of bees. Cragg and Fidelis find Horntree’s beautiful and unhappy 
wife at the estate gatehouse, ill and possibly injured, before they’re 
thrown out by her wrathful husband. The jury in the Gargrave case 
fights verbally and then physically before tendering a verdict of 
death by cause unknown. After Mrs. Horntree runs away and seeks 
help from Cragg and Fidelis but is taken in by Turvey, Cragg, acting 
as a referee for a violent annual contest, finds that Mrs. Horntree is 
not the lady she appears.

Blake’s (Skin and Bone, 2016, etc.) highly original mystery 
with a masterly denouement is made all the more absorb-
ing by the skillfully wrought historical background.

OSCAR WILDE AND THE 
RETURN OF JACK THE RIPPER
Brandreth, Gyles
Pegasus Crime (368 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-64313-021-7  

After a string of sleuthing successes, 
has the Dynamic Victorian Duo met its 
match in the most formidable criminal 
of the era? Silly question.

Narrating in an appropriately plummy 
first person, Sherlock Holmes creator Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 
relates his latest adventure with peerless wit Wilde (Oscar Wilde and 
the Murders at Reading Gaol, 2012, etc.), which begins when drunken 
Wilde, making no secret of the fact that his financial situation 
is dire, visits the author on the first day of 1894 to offer holiday 
wishes and entice him into another investigative romp. The pair 
hook up with Chief Constable Macnaghten of the Metropolitan 
Police, who’s tracking a malefactor whose modus operandi unnerv-
ingly recalls that of the infamous Jack the Ripper. The discovery of 
a new victim five years after the initial spate of killings has raised 
fears of a return, and the fact that the murder occurred not in Whi-
techapel but in the more affluent Chelsea neighborhood raises 
additional questions. Wilde and Doyle’s leisurely probe begins 
with a close study of the five verified Ripper murders from the pre-
vious decade. The duo’s interrogation of suspects and witnesses 
does not preclude entertaining detours like a trip to the circus with 
Oscar’s wife and two sons. They rub elbows with Bram Stoker and 
Lewis Carroll. While they don’t publicly expose the identity of the 
serial killer, they bear witness to another of his crimes, and Wilde 
makes a compelling case for his identity.

Brandreth’s seventh Wilde mystery feels like two 
books in one: a crisp account of the Ripper murders and a 
droll roman à clef about the last years of the singular Wilde. 
As with the author’s earlier Wilde mysteries, the journey 
far overshadows the destination, and delightfully so.

MURDER IN BELGRAVIA
Brittney, Lynn
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Mar. 13, 2019
978-1-68331-893-4  

In the thick of World War I, an indus-
trious Scotland Yard detective turns to a 
group of emancipated women to unravel 
a complex murder.

London, 1915. Lady Harriet Murche-
son may have confessed to the murder of 

her husband, but she refuses to speak about it to Chief Inspec-
tor Beech, demanding a female confessor instead. Immediately 
thinking of his old friend Dr. Caroline Allardyce, Beech rushes 
to Women’s Hospital to enlist her aid. Caroline’s suspicion of 

“sexual violence” shocks Beech. Lady Harriet is taken to Wom-
en’s Hospital, and Beech suggests to his boss, Sir Edward, the 
formation of a special squad to deal with female crime. Once 
he’s enlisted his old flame Victoria Ellingham and her mother, 
Lady Maud, along with Caroline, eager young policeman Billy 
Rigsby, and Scotland Yard veteran Arthur Tollman, a revolution-
ary new investigative team is born. The initial questioning of 
the fatalistic Lady Harriet and the household staff indicates 
that the case is indeed complex: The maid Esme bursts into 
tears, and the butler takes flight. Polly, another maid, who used 
to stand guard outside Harriet’s door to protect her from Lord 
Murcheson, also flees the house. Beech’s initial request leads 
to the formation of the Women’s Police Service. Its gruff com-
mander, Margaret Damer Dawson, dispatches the ladies of her 
squad to find Polly, whose account of the crime turns the inves-
tigation on its head.

Despite her sometimes heavy-handed prose, Brittney 
(The Elizabethan World of Nathan Fox, 2018, etc.) plots skillfully 
and rolls out a terrific cast of investigators, boding well for 
her proposed series of historical procedurals.

MURDER SERVED COLD
Brown, Eric
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8852-5  

A summons to Suffolk in search of 
a stolen painting turns into something 
considerably darker for thriller writer/
detective Donald Langham.

As Neston Manor, Lord Teddy Els-
mere’s mortgaged estate, crumbles 

around him in the winter of 1956, he still prides himself on a 
few choice possessions. So he’s not best pleased when one of 
them, Gainsborough’s Suffolk Pastoral, goes missing. It’s particu-
larly awkward that there’s no evidence of a break-in and that the 
frame has vanished along with the painting—two hints to local 
DI Montgomery that Elsmere may have spirited away his own 
prize for the insurance. Of course he hasn’t, huffs the widowed 

In the thick of WWI, an industrious Scotland Yard detective turns 
to a group of emancipated women to unravel a complex murder.

murder in belgravia
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aristocrat. But he’s even unhappier to think that the thief might 
be one of his tenants or guests: his son and heir, Dudley Mari-
ner; Dudley’s strapping fiancee, sculptress Esmeralda Bellamy; 
aspiring author Rebecca Miles; Patrick Verlinden, a Dutch flier 
who served with the RAF in the war; or longtime resident Maj. 
William Rutherford, whose financial situation is even more dire 
than his host’s. Brought down to Neston by his literary agent 
and Elsmere’s friend, Charles Elder, Langham settles in for sev-
eral soothing rounds of Q-and-A with all the suspects except 
Verlinden, who’s disappeared. He’s as surprised as anyone when 
a chance discovery he makes among Verlinden’s effects leads 
him to the missing painting and when the missing man turns up 
as dead as Gainsborough. Verlinden’s murder provides the cue 
for Langham’s increasingly pointed questions to begin excavat-
ing the secrets, motives, and clues Brown (Murder Takes a Turn, 
2018, etc.) has distributed generously throughout the household 
and the nearby village. Some of these are relevant, some aren’t, 
but they’re all more or less equally interesting until the very last 
one, which reveals unsuspected depths at Neston Manor.

Nothing new here, but Brown keeps the parade of 
obligatory red herrings moving along smartly until his 
hero finds just the cottage he and his wife have been look-
ing for in a neighboring Suffolk village. Whew.

DEATH WAITS IN THE DARK
Buckley, Julia
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-451-49191-6  

A novice writer doubles as a clever 
sleuth.

Lena London’s apprenticeship with 
famous thriller writer Camilla Graham 
includes a room at her home in Blue Lake, 
Indiana; board; and friendship. An unex-
pected visit from Jane Wyland, a former 

schoolteacher Camilla hasn’t seen in years, brings the author 
to tears. When Lena gets Camilla to talk about the encounter, 
she admits that Jane threatened to disclose an unpleasant secret 
about her late husband, James, that goes back at least 40 years. 
The next day, Lena and Camilla go to Jane’s house to try to rea-
son with her only to find emergency services on the scene. Their 
friend police officer Doug Heller tells them Jane was murdered. 
Camilla would be a suspect but for her perfect alibi: She’s spent 
every minute since Jane left her house with Lena. The pair get 
plenty of support from Lena’s boyfriend, Sam West, who knows 
what it’s like to be accused of murder (A Dark and Twisting Path, 
2018, etc.); Cliff Blake, his police officer half brother; and Adam 
Rayburn, Camilla’s boyfriend, formerly her late husband’s best 
friend. Camilla plans to read the many letters she received from 
James while she was still living in England before their marriage 
in the hope of identifying the weighty secret Jane threatened to 
reveal. As she and Lena return from talking to a group of James’ 
high school friends, Lena’s car is run off the road, and she ends 
up in the hospital with a badly broken arm. Upon her release, 

the detective duo continue to read the letters and ask questions 
of survivors from long ago in an effort to discover the secret 
that’s bad enough to kill for.

Buckley’s pleasantly old-fashioned fourth is filled with 
credible suspects and a creeping sense of menace.

GIRL MOST LIKELY
Collins, Max Allan
Thomas & Mercer (304 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-4058-7  

Among the million visitors the little 
town of Galena, Illinois—the birthplace 
of U.S. Grant—attracts in a year are the 
attendees of a high school class reunion 
that seems to include a very determined 
killer.

Even though her department is limited to 12 officers, Police 
Chief Krista Larson loves her job, loves her father, retired 
Dubuque Chief of Detectives Keith Larson, and loves the 
friends she went to school with—loves one of them, reporter 
Jerry Ward, so much that until recently she let him live under 
her roof. The only classmate she’s not so crazy about is glamour-
puss Astrid Lund, who, years after stealing Jerry from Krista and 
then tossing him away, like so many other men, landed a high-
profile job as an investigative reporter for a Chicago TV station. 
Soon after the reunion opens at the Lake View Lodge, whose 
general manager, hunky classmate David Landry, has made it 
available to the 65 attendees, Astrid fulfills her destiny by get-
ting stabbed to death. It doesn’t take long for Krista and Keith, 
working together, to link her murder to the stabbing of Sue 
Logan, another classmate, in faraway Clearwater, Florida, the 
summer before. Lots of people might have had a grudge against 
Astrid, but why would somebody kill Sue as well? Is there a 
larger pattern here? And will the killer strike again? Answering 
these questions requires the father-daughter team to put lots of 
routine questions to lots of unmemorable suspects and then to 
put some more—until it’s time for still another reunion, with 
the leading suspects gathered together once again in the hope 
that one of them will crack.

The result is a sedate thriller that reads less like Collins’ 
usual retro-pulp (Quarry’s Climax, 2017, etc.) and more like 
that of his wife, Barbara Collins. Not that there’s anything 
wrong with that.
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LOCH OF THE DEAD
de Muriel, Oscar
Pegasus Crime (448 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-64313-010-1  

Inspector Adolphus McGray and his 
long-suffering lieutenant, Inspector Ian 
Frey, venture forth from Victorian Edin-
burgh (A Mask of Shadows, 2018, etc.) to 
the northern reaches of Scotland to con-
front all manner of criminal and possibly 

supernatural atrocities.
Sixteen years after he got his brother’s housekeeper, Millie 

Fletcher, in the family way and then forced her to give up the 
baby lest a shadow fall over the lordly Kolomans, Maximilian 
Koloman has been struck by a deathbed change of heart. He’s 
begged his relatives to acknowledge Benjamin Smith, who has 
no idea who his parents are, and to treat him as Maximilian’s 
heir. But not everyone welcomes Benjamin with open arms. 
Someone’s tossed through Millie’s window a brick with a note 
reading, “KEEP YOUR BASTARD AWAY OR I SHALL KILL 
HIM.” Frightened, Millie asks McGray for his help and pro-
tection. It’s a lot to ask, but she offers something potentially 
wonderful in return: a draft from the fabled waters of an island 
spring in Loch Maree that just might be able to cure McGray’s 
sister, Pansy, who hacked her parents to death and lopped off 
her brother’s ring finger, giving him the nickname “Nine-Nails.” 
Lacking McGray’s motivation for the desolate trip, Frey cheers 
himself by bringing along his uncle, Maurice Plantard, whose 
instantaneous mutual antagonism with McGray threatens to 
overwhelm the criminal plot. And that’s a lot to overwhelm, for 
even as the characters are congratulating themselves that no 
one’s been killed, Benjamin’s longtime guardian is murdered, 
and others will follow. Juniper Island, home to that healing 
spring, is also host to the Nellys family, whose head may have 
been miraculously cured already, and perhaps a flock of vampire 
bats as well. In fact, the horrors that swirl around the Koloman 
family escalate so dramatically that eventually a magnanimous 
criminal tells a prospective target: “I’ll be kind to you. You 
shall be the first victim, so that you won’t have to witness all of 
tonight’s unavoidable gore.” Talk about kind.

Steeped in history, myth, and medical lore, murky as 
the deepest loch, miles from the remotest civilizing forces, 
this provides all the thrills of an amusement-park conces-
sion for grown-ups who want to test their limits.

THE GODLESS
Doherty, Paul
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-78029-110-9  

A serial killer strikes London in 1381.
Someone has been brutally murder-

ing prostitutes, leaving them with their 
throats cut, naked save for some out-
landish red wigs. It’s clearly a case for 
Athelstan, the Dominican parish priest 
who, together with his friend Sir John 

Cranston, Lord High Coroner of London, has solved many a 
perplexing crime (The Mansions of Murder, 2018, etc.)—even 
though they must also look into the mysterious case of the royal 
ship The Knave of Hearts, loaded with gunpowder and gold as it 
left on a trip to France, which blew up on the Thames, leaving 
no survivors. London is rife with rumors about the Oriflamme, 
whose name has not been spoken in almost 20 years. Back 
when England’s armies were ravaging Normandy earlier in the 
Hundred Years’ War, a man of that name was leader of a gang 
using the war barge Le Sans Dieu, or “The Godless,” as a base 
for killing, plundering, and torturing women who were left dead 
or dying, wearing red wigs like the one the Oriflamme himself 
wore along with a white mask and a woman’s dress. Because one 
of the lost was a woman of high birth, the French are now in 
London seeking revenge. Many who served in France, enriched 
by the plunder, now lead respectable lives, but they’re still 
haunted by the sins of the past. These include members of Ath-
elstan’s parish like Godbless, who turns up dead in a building 
that appears to be locked from inside. Athelstan and Cranston 
must tap all their many sources to find clues to the Oriflamme’s 
identity as he continues to kill at will.

The mystery this time takes second place to some 
unpleasant historical truths: gruesome portraits of mur-
der in a London so squalid it may make your hair stand on 
end.

THE EXECUTION OF JUSTICE
Dürrenmatt, Friedrich
Trans. by Woods, John E.
Pushkin Press (224 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-78227-387-5  

A characteristically tricky exercise 
in metafictional homicide, sad, funny, 
and deeply confusing, from the distin-
guished Swiss inventor of many another 

labyrinth (The Assignment: On the Observing of the Observer of the 
Observers, 1988, etc.).

Emeritus canton deputy Dr. Isaak Kohler, retired from the 
law and politics, is escorting a visiting English cabinet minis-
ter back to the airport when he asks their car to stop at the 
Du Théâtre, leaves behind his dozing charge, walks into the 

A serial killer strikes London in 1381.
the godless
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restaurant, shoots professor Adolf Winter in front of dozens 
of witnesses, and calmly leaves. Police don’t succeed in inter-
cepting him at the airport, to which he’s naturally repaired, 
but they do escort him, all smiling, from a concert that eve-
ning. Tried, convicted despite the disappearance of the murder 
weapon, and imprisoned, Kohler summons up-but-not-coming 
lawyer Felix Spät to his side and offers him a handsome sum 
if he’ll investigate the murder. Kohler has no hope of clear-
ing himself; he’s simply wondering “how reality might look if, 
instead of me, someone else had been the murderer.” Nor is 
Spät the only one who’s been chosen for such a mad errand; 
Kohler has asked his old mentor, professor Carl Knulpe, to 
investigate “the consequences of the murder.” Spät’s inqui-
ries bring him up against a variously distinguished crew that 
includes two women, Kohler’s daughter, Hélène, and Winter’s 
unacknowledged daughter, Daphne Müller, who’ll become his 
lovers, and immerse him in a world in which the line between 
human beings and ornamental statuary is a lot less clear than 
he’d like. Although his charge doesn’t provide any alternative 
suspects, it does leave Spät with a clear resolve after a second 
trial reverses the guilty verdict: to kill his client.

First begun in 1957 and left uncompleted until 1985, the 
tale shows clear signs of its long gestation. The epilogue, 
presented in what passes for Dürrenmatt’s voice, ends in a 
cascade of moral questions that sound just as confounded 
as the ruminations of his hapless detective.

DEATH OF A NEW AMERICAN
Fredericks, Mariah
Minotaur (304 pp.)
$26.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-250-15299-2  

When ladies’ maid Jane Prescott 
goes with the Benchley family to a Long 
Island estate to oversee the approaching 
wedding of daughter Louise Benchley, 
she expects the usual domestic dramas—
but is shocked when a nanny at the estate 

is murdered.
Jane is an astute and shrewd observer, and the news of 1912, 

especially the sinking of the Titanic, is on everyone’s mind. But 
the press is also filled with news of the so-called Black Hand, 
the Italian crime syndicate. Leading the fight against this group 
is Deputy Police Commissioner Charles Tyler, who, with his 
glamorous wife, Alva, was already a press darling for his glam-
orous worldwide travels. Now Alva is a mother and oversees 
life at their Long Island estate, where their nephew, William, is 
to marry Louise. Once there, Jane befriends the Tylers’ young 
Italian nanny, Sofia, but soon after their meeting, Sofia is found 
murdered. Was this retribution from the Black Hand? As Jane 
discusses the case with her journalist friend, Michael Behan, 
she begins to have doubts as to the killer and the motive behind 
the murder. Fredericks, who introduced Prescott in A Death of 
No Importance (2018), has obviously done her research about the 
period but sometimes seems to create scenes just to prove this. 

Otherwise, the plot moves along at a dull but leisurely pace to 
its unsurprising conclusion.

Fredericks’ heroine has an acerbic wit that occasion-
ally flashes, but it’s hard to sustain interest in this effort 
stocked with mainly stock characters.

SOMETHING READ, 
SOMETHING DEAD
Gates, Eva
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Mar. 13, 2019
978-1-68331-950-4  

A sleuthing librarian confronts a case 
uncomfortably close to home.

Lucy Richardson quit her job at 
Harvard to escape her Boston-based 
mother’s matchmaking and fled to her 

relatives in the Outer Banks of North Carolina, where she 
works at the local library. Her cousin Josie, who owns a popu-
lar bakery, plans to marry Jake Greenblatt of Jake’s Seafood 
Bar. The low-key, inexpensive winter nuptials they plan are 
upended by a visit from Josie’s paternal grandmother, Glo-
ria O’Malley, who arrives from New Orleans with daughter 
Mary Anna, niece Florence, and grandniece Mirabelle, all of 
whom actively push a fancy wedding. To Josie’s horror, showy 
Mirabelle, who runs an event-planning business with Flor-
ence, wants to stage the wedding of the year. On top of these 
problems, Jake’s former girlfriend, arriving from New York, 
insists they get back together, and the library develops a large 
and dangerous crack in one wall. The former lighthouse that 
houses the library and Lucy’s tiny apartment is beloved of the 
natives, but where will they get $100,000 to repair it? Lucy 
manages to keep Josie’s bridal shower small, and the bride-
to-be bakes a selection of gluten-free treats for the predatory 
Mirabelle, on the lookout for a third husband, who annoys 
Lucy by hitting on her boyfriend, Connor McNeil. Things 
get both better and worse when Mirabelle drops dead in the 
middle of the shower. The bakery is shut down, and Josie’s 
suspected of poisoning Mirabelle by putting something in the 
gluten-free pastries that no one else seems to have touched. 
When the police learn that a superannoyed Josie had threat-
ened Mirabelle, Lucy channels one of her favorite fictional 
detectives and starts searching for the real killer.

The fifth in Gates’ sprightly series (The Spook in the Stacks, 
2018, etc.) sets romance and a mighty good mystery against 
a delightful picture of the Outer Banks.
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LIGHTS! CAMERA! PUZZLES!
Hall, Parnell
Pegasus Crime (272 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-64313-059-0  

The Puzzle Lady goes to Hollywood.
Cora Felton, famous for creating 

crossword puzzles, is actually hope-
less at them. Her success as her niece’s 
frontwoman and her genuine abilities 
as a wisecracking sleuth are about to 

be tested by a former husband’s tell-all book, which reveals 
her checkered past. Melvin Crabtree has sold the movie rights 
to his book, but Cora and her lawyer, Becky Baldwin, have 
negotiated a contract that allows her some control over her 
portrayal. Upon her arrival at the New York City shoot, the 
director gives Cora a crossword puzzle that she ignores, since 
she’s much more interested in the casting call to select the two 
actresses who’ll play the present-day Cora and the Cora once 
married to Melvin. The first day of auditions is capped by a 
midnight phone call from NYPD homicide cop Sgt. Crow-
ley, with whom Cora’s been briefly involved, telling her that 
someone’s been murdered at the theater. Cora recognizes the 
victim as production assistant Karen Hart. Her boyfriend is 
also found dead, a possible suicide, but when Cora learns he 
has tickets for Hamilton she becomes convinced it’s murder, 
because, after all, no one would kill himself before seeing the 
show. Cora’s not happy with the casting of her present-day 
self, but she’s thrilled with the casting of talented star Angela 
Broadbent as the younger Cora. True, the actor cast as Melvin 
is awful, but he’s found hanging in his trailer just before he 
can be fired—another murder made to look like suicide. Apart 
from some weather-related problems, everything runs more 
smoothly once a much better actor is cast as Melvin, until the 
director’s almost smashed by a falling light. Cora learns a great 
deal about which staffers are sleeping with whom in order to 
get better jobs, but the motive for the murders eludes her until 
she remembers the crossword puzzle she ignored.

Although the latest in Hall’s long string of amusing 
mysteries (The Purloined Puzzle, 2018, etc.) features only a 
single crossword, there’s still plenty to be puzzled about.

WHO SLAYS THE WICKED 
Harris, C.S.
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-399-58565-4  

An aristocratic Regency sleuth asks 
who murdered a man everyone hated.

Sebastian St. Cyr, Viscount Devlin, 
is strikingly handsome, clever, and no 
stranger to murder (Why Kill the Innocent, 
2018, etc.). Despite his checkered past, 

Bow Street Magistrate Sir Henry Lovejoy often asks his help in 

cases involving the upper classes. Anthony Marcus Ledger, Vis-
count Ashworth and heir to the Marquis of Lindley, has been 
found naked, murdered and tied to his bed by silken cords. If 
Ashworth hadn’t been married to Devlin’s niece Stephanie, 
Devlin would have gloried in his death since he already sus-
pected Ashworth of unspeakable crimes and his deviant sexual 
practices were well-known. Although she’s the mother of Ash-
worth’s twin boys, Stephanie has little to do with him, and 
her wild nature leads Devlin to fear she may have killed him. 
The discovery of Ashworth’s missing valet naked and dead in a 
nearby alley only complicates the case. Devlin’s investigations 
have often been aided by his wife, Hero, a reformer whose own 
father, Charles, Lord Jarvis, is cousin to the profligate prince 
regent and the power behind the throne. Her Imperial High-
ness Grand Duchess Catherine Pavlovna of Russia recently 
arrived in London scheming to marry the regent, but they took 
an instant dislike to each other. Still, Russia continues to med-
dle in the prospective marriage of the regent’s daughter, and 
Princess Ivanna Gagarin’s been involved with Ashworth since 
her arrival with the Grand Duchess. Although politics may have 
played a part in Ashworth’s demise, Devlin and Hero search for 
clues among the most squalid stews of London, where Ash-
worth was known to find women for his sadistic games. There’s 
no shortage of suspects who hated the wicked Viscount; Dev-
lin’s problem is proving his niece was not the killer.

Fans of this long-running series will revel in the metic-
ulous historical detail along with the twists and turns of a 
case that reveals the vast inequality in Regency England.

FALSE ACCOUNT 
Heley, Veronica
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8853-2  

Employment agency owner Bea 
Abbot (False Pride, 2018, etc.) struggles 
to help a client who doesn’t really know 
what she wants.

Marcia Tredgold’s request seems 
straightforward enough at first. She’d 

like the Abbot Domestic Agency to find replacements for sev-
eral domestic workers who recently left the wealthy widow’s 
household. Since Bea has long lists of cooks, cleaners, and 
chauffeurs in need of good positions, she seems well enough 
positioned to help with Ms. Tredgold’s staffing needs, although 
she does think it odd that her client found it necessary to dis-
miss a cook for nicking a valuable watch shortly after firing a 
cleaner for filching a diamond ring. Still odder is Ms. Tredgold’s 
insistence that what she really wants is to find out who killed 
her two cats. An evening spent with Kit Crossley, the fired 
cook, doesn’t do much to clarify what’s going on in the Tredgold 
household, although it does leave Bea and her ex-husband, Piers, 
in possession of a lovely fish pie. Nor does the horizon become 
any clearer when Bea gets a phone call from Piers telling her 
that Marcia’s left the family mansion and fled to an apartment 

The Puzzle Lady goes to Hollywood.
lights! camera! puzzles!
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she’d prepared for herself in the Docklands in case she found 
herself imperiled by her three predatory adult children. The 
script keeps getting zanier and zanier without giving Bea any 
surer sense of purpose. It’s not clear that she’ll ever figure out 
what’s up with the Tredgolds, although a suicide, incidents of 
domestic abuse, and an acid attack finally persuade her that 
whatever the real story is, it’s probably not good.

The What the Butler Saw of cozies, though not nearly so 
funny.

AN ARTLESS DEMISE
Huber, Anna Lee
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-451-49136-7  

A Regency lady’s reputation hangs 
in the balance when her checkered past 
is suddenly spotlighted by a series of 
vicious crimes in 1831.

Lady Keira Darby, who’s in the early 
stages of pregnancy, and her husband, 

Sebastian Gage, are attending a party on Guy Fawkes night 
whose guests also include Gage’s father, Lord Gage, an inquiry 
agent to the upper classes. Unable to forgive Keira for her pre-
vious marriage to a wealthy, cruel anatomist who forced her to 
use her artistic talents to illustrate the book he was writing, 
Lord Gage did everything in his power to prevent the marriage. 
Keira’s reputation, already damaged by the Burke and Hare 
scandal, in which criminals killed people to sell their bodies 
to medical schools (A Brush with Shadows, 2018, etc.), receives 
another blow when the police arrest a group of body snatchers 
who remind people of her past. The death of a young man stirs 
up more animosity, and Keira finds her portrait commissions 
drying up. On their way home from a society party in a thick fog, 
Keira and Gage can barely discern two figures fighting. As Gage 
chases one of them, Keira finds the dead body of Lord Fecken-
ham, eldest son of the Earl of Redditch. London reels in hor-
ror from the new cases of “burking,” and the idea that even the 
upper classes may be in danger sends a frisson of fear through 
the city. Keira and Sebastian, convinced that they must inves-
tigate before Keira’s reputation is irretrievably ruined, realize 
that Feckenham, who had an evil reputation, was killed not for 
his body but for reasons more obscure. The fatal stabbings of 
several other young men of similar circumstances force Keira to 
face her true feelings about her past.

Based on a true story, thick with period ambience 
woven into a knotty mystery. Just the right read for a foggy 
night.

GETTING OLD WILL 
HAUNT YOU
Lakin, Rita
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8856-3  

Gladdy Gold and her fellow Golden 
Agers (Getting Old Can Hurt You, 2018, 
etc.) hit the road for Key West on a case 
that’s both more and less mysterious 
than they expected.

Even though their home, Gray Lady, is falling into decay, 
retired travel agents Sadie and Louie Wassinger are attached to 
it for several reasons. They’re both over 90 and have no great 
desire to move. They don’t like getting pushed around by the 
likes of Strand, Smythe, and Love, the law firm that’s recently 
inherited the domicile upon the death of partner Robert Strand. 
They’re convinced that instead of being speared by a marlin he 
was landing, Strand was actually murdered. And they’ve got a 
witness who saw the whole thing. The trouble is that their wit-
ness can’t testify because he’s even deader than the lawyer who’d 
promised to get Gray Lady listed with the Historic Society 
before his untimely death tossed the property to his partners. 
It’s Papa, the ghost of Ernest Hemingway, who’s long shared 
space in Gray Lady with the Wassingers. Small wonder that 
Sgt. Barbara Ella Robbson, of the Key West Police, has so little 
patience with Sadie and Louie—and even less with Gladdy, her 
sister, Evvie Markowitz, and their friends Sophie Myerbeer and 
Bella Fox. Don’t worry about Ida Franz, the operative who got 
left behind because she was too ill to make the trip from Fort 
Lauderdale: She’s recovered sufficiently to be up to her den-
tures in a search for Hy Binder, the neighborhood curmudgeon 
who vanished soon after posting a very unflattering photo of 
Gladdy and her buds.

Daffy sleuths butt heads with characters who often 
seem even more pixilated than them. The only ingredients 
missing are a laugh track and anything more than rudi-
mentary detection.

TROUBLE ON THE BOOKS
Lang, Essie
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Mar. 13, 2019
978-1-68331-981-8  

A newly minted bookseller discovers 
a body.

Shelby Cox, born in the lovely 
upstate New York town of Alexandria 
Bay and raised from an early age by her 
father in Boston, is back helping her 

Aunt Edie, who’s recovering from knee surgery, run her sea-
sonal bookstore in a castle on Blye Island. Blye Castle is less 
well-known than the Thousand Islands’ Boldt Castle but just as 
fascinating in a smaller package. The only fly in the ointment is 
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Loreena Swan, the pushy dragon who thinks she runs the Alex-
andria Bay Heritage Society. While enjoying the beauty of the 
island gardens, which are kept in top shape by caretaker Mat-
thew Kessler, Shelby comes upon the body of Loreena floating 
in the waters of the Blye Grotto. Her screams bring Matthew 
and then the police to the scene. The local police chief imme-
diately suspects Matthew, a true-crime writer who was inves-
tigated but never charged for the unsolved murder of his wife. 
Aunt Edie, who has a soft spot for Matthew, asks Shelby to do 
a little snooping, a request that doesn’t go over well with the 
authorities, including good-looking Special Agent Zack Griffin 
of the U.S. Coast Guard Investigative Service. The involvement 
of the Coast Guard encourages Shelby to ponder the history of 
Blye Castle, which was once used as a smuggling base. Despite 
her uneasiness around the police, Shelby can’t stop asking ques-
tions, some of which are dear to her heart. Her father never 
talked about her mother, who died when Shelby was 3. Now 
she’s actually meeting people who knew her mother. Shocked 
and dismayed when her aunt blows off her questions, Shelby 
realizes she has two mysteries to solve.

Lang’s debut features a naturally beautiful area and 
some promising characters. But the pace is too slow to 
give it the dramatic tension that might raise it above other 
bookstore-based cozies.

CHARITY’S BURDEN 
Maxwell, Edith
Midnight Ink/Llewellyn (288 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Apr. 8, 2019
978-0-7387-5643-1  

Murder poses difficult challenges for 
a compassionate 19th-century Quaker 
midwife in Massachusetts.

When Rose Carroll is called to the 
bedside of impoverished Charity Skells, a 
woman who already has five children and 

appears to be having a miscarriage, she finds her patient’s bleed-
ing so excessive that she takes her to the hospital. The doctors 
are unable to staunch the bleeding; Charity dies; and Rose sus-
pects that she may have resorted to an illegal abortion. Before 
the Comstock Act of 1873, abortions were legal, but ever since it 
was passed, even birth control has been against the law, placing 
a heavy burden on women who bear child after child their fami-
lies can’t afford and often sending both mother and baby to an 
early grave. Rose knows how dangerous illegal abortions can be, 
especially if they’re not done properly. She fears there may have 
been a motive for Charity’s deliberate murder when she real-
izes her patient’s husband is having a dalliance with a woman he 
works with at Lowell’s Boat Shop. Charity’s well-to-do parents 
disliked her husband so much that they refused to help the cou-
ple financially and are now devastated and furious at her death. 
After Rose (Turning the Tide, 2018, etc.) shares her suspicions 
with police detective Kevin Donovan, a well-placed friend, he 
manages to arrange an autopsy that proves Charity died from 
a perforated uterus. Rose misses the sage advice of her fiance, 

David, a physician who is out of town. And she’s sad because her 
18-year-old niece is about to wed while she and David still await 
his mother’s approval. Rose’s search for possible abortion pro-
viders earns her threats and puts her in physical danger. Because 
her actions are motivated by her faith, she won’t let threats keep 
her from doing the right thing as she seeks the truth.

Plenty of suspects keep the pot bubbling as Maxwell 
examines the roots of the abortion controversy that con-
tinues to this day.

THE DEPARTMENT OF 
SENSITIVE CRIMES
McCall Smith, Alexander
Pantheon (240 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5247-4821-0  

The chronicler of the No. 1 Ladies’ 
Detective Agency (The Colors of All the 
Cattle, 2018, etc.) and 44 Scotland Street 
(A Time of Love and Tartan, 2018, etc.) 
takes on Nordic noir. Guess who comes 
out on top.

The staff of Malmö’s Sensitive Crimes Department are 
pretty sensitive themselves. Ulf Varg worries what sorts of life 
choices will be left to him once he turns 40. Anna Bengsdot-
ter, married to an anaesthetist, is secretly in love with Ulf, and 
he with her. Carl Holgersson shoulders most of the squad’s 
actual work out of a cheerful sense of duty. Clerical assistant 
Erik Nykvist fishes whenever he can and dreams of his retire-
ment, when he expects to fish even more. The group is evi-
dently assigned to investigate crimes too marginal and quirky 
for anyone else in law enforcement. Why would someone stab 
market trader Malte Gustafsson painfully but ineffectually 
behind his knee? Has university student Bim Sundström’s boy-
friend gone to the North Pole, as she claims, or has she actu-
ally done away with him? (Not-really-a-spoiler alert: She’s made 
him up in response to her chums’ nonstop questions about her 
love life.) And why has someone launched a social media attack 
that seems intended to put the spa run by Police Commissioner 
Felix Ahlström’s cousin out of business? Tearing himself from 
the side of Marten, the beloved poodle mix he’s taught to cope 
with his deafness by lip-reading, Ulf and his cohort reluctantly 
partner with uniformed officer Blomquist to bring the parties 
involved to justice.

Fans of the bestselling author’s long-running fran-
chises won’t be surprised by the two most distinctive fea-
tures of the gravely waggish department’s caseload: The 
mysteries seem both utterly inconsequential and quietly 
provocative, and they have long tails that continue to flop 
around even after they’re nominally solved.

The chronicler of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective 
Agency takes on Nordic noir. 

the department of sensitive crimes
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BITTER BREW 
McKevett, G.A.
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-4967-2010-8  

A medical examiner fears she may be 
shielding a murderer when she conceals 
her best friend’s suicide.

Jennifer Liu risks her medical license 
when she reports her best friend’s death 
as an accident rather than suicide. But 

she’d promised Brianne Marston that she’d protect her secret 
if Brianne took her own life rather than face the slow and pain-
ful deterioration of Halstead’s disease. Now Jennifer’s having 
second thoughts. Another young victim appears in the morgue 
with the same cocktail of deadly drugs found in Brianne’s body. 
Did Nels Farrow, afflicted with the same genetic disease as 
Brianne, conspire with her in a suicide pact? Did they indepen-
dently discover the same recipe for ending their lives prema-
turely? Or were they killed by a third party to save them from 
suffering or for some darker reason? Before she turns herself in 
to the authorities, Jennifer has to know the truth. So she asks 
another close friend, private detective Savannah Reid (Hide and 
Sneak, 2018, etc.), to examine the connection between Brianne 
and Nels. Savannah doesn’t mind; her husband Dirk Coulter’s 
refusal to let her in on his latest case for the San Carmelita 
Police Department has left her with time on her hands. But 
discovering the real Brianne Marston proves a challenge. No 
sooner has her boyfriend, Paul Oxley, described Brianne in her 
last days as paranoid and delusional than Brianne’s goat-keeper, 
Dee, reports that Brianne was highly centered and focused but 
abused and exploited by her good-for-nothing boyfriend. Strug-
gling to untangle the riddle that was Brianne helps Savannah 
appreciate the complexities of living with a fatal illness, bring a 
killer to justice, and release Jennifer from the pain of self-doubt.

Her forays into medical issues lead McKevett to crowd 
the best pieces of her puzzle into the last chapters, but she 
still offers enough detection to satisfy fans of the Moon-
light Magnolia franchise.

SCOT & SODA 
McPherson, Catriona
Midnight Ink/Llewellyn (312 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Apr. 8, 2019
978-0-7387-5412-3  

What seems like a Halloween prank 
is a cover for murder.

After meeting and marrying a wealthy 
dentist in haste, Scottish clinical psy-
chologist Lexy Campbell has divorced 
and retreated to the southern Califor-

nia town of Cuento. She lives on a tiny houseboat moored in a 
slough behind the Last Ditch Motel, which houses her odd but 
lovable friends. Owner Noleen’s wife, Kathi, is a germaphobe 

who keeps the place spotless. To accommodate married doctors 
Roger and Todd, she keeps the bugs down with illegal imported 
pesticides, since Todd has a severe case of cleptoparasitosis. All 
seems well until they pull up the beer Lexy’s been cooling in the 
slough for their Halloween party and a dead body comes with 
it. Detective Molly “Mike” Rankinson shows up to investigate 
the bloated corpse, which is wearing an orange wig topped by a 
tartan tammy. Only Lexy notices the dead man’s ring, which has 
vanished by the time the divers pull the anonymous victim from 
the water, but it turns into the clue that will identify him. Mike 
brushes off Lexy when she urges her to read Robert Burns’ poem 

“Tam O’Shanter,” which seems to predict other odd occurrences, 
like someone cutting off a horse’s tail. Despite this discourage-
ment, the motley crew can’t ignore the mystery and finally ID 
the body as an unpopular high school student who left town for 
50 years until a recent class reunion. Another member of the 
class vanished decades ago after their graduation party, and her 
mother has never given up the search for her. The missing girl’s 
classmates seem spooked when Lexy and her friends visit to 
chat them up and fish for clues. The secret’s clearly hidden in 
the past, though not too deeply for the intrepid amateur sleuths.

The second in this new series from veteran McPherson 
(Scot Free, 2018, etc.) is a hilarious romp that’s dead serious 
when it comes to the tricky mystery and an unexpected 
denouement.

THE HIDDEN CORPSE 
Sennefelder, Debra
Kensington Books (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-4967-1593-7  

A food blogger investigates her 
neighbor’s death.

One brush with death apparently 
isn’t enough for Hope Early, who moved 
back to her hometown hoping to recover 
from a brutal stint on The Sweet Taste of 
Success, a reality cooking show that led 

to the spectacular and very public breakup of her marriage. 
But life in rural Connecticut hasn’t proved all that restorative. 
Shortly after her arrival in Jefferson, her sister, Claire Dixon, 
needed Hope’s help clearing her of the murder of a rival realtor 
(The Uninvited Corpse, 2018), a favor that left Hope facing down 
a killer. Now, Hope’s neighbor Peggy Olson is burned to death 
in a fire, a blaze that would have been mistaken for a stovetop 
accident triggered by the elderly woman’s failing memory if not 
for the discovery of a second body in the house. And although 
Hope has reluctantly agreed to contribute to a forthcoming 
cookbook based on Sweet Taste, she can’t concentrate on her 
cookies when there’s a killer lurking nearby and the police seem 
stumped. Her mode of investigation is a little more direct than 
that of most other small-town amateurs. Instead of quietly nos-
ing around and asking nondirective questions, she confronts 
many of Jefferson’s leading citizens, asking them straight up 
if there’s any reason they might want Planning and Zoning 
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Commission member Lily Barnhart, Peggy’s co-corpse, dead. 
So it’s hardly a surprise when she comes home one day to find a 
threatening note nailed to her beautifully refinished door. But 
the hole that defaces her hardwood may be the least of Hope’s 
problems as she continues to defy the pleas of the local police 
to leave the investigation to the professionals.

Sennefelder takes a well-worn formula and pushes 
it to the edge. Readers may well be tempted to side with 
the police in their assessment of the heroine’s detective 
prowess.

THE LOCH NESS PAPERS 
Shelton, Paige
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-12781-5  

Not even her impending wedding 
can stop an intrepid sleuth from investi-
gating a murder.

Delaney Nichols literally runs into an 
older gentleman just outside the door of 
the church she’s visiting in hopes of con-

vincing the Rev. Nisa Bellows to officiate at her nuptials. Del-
aney, an American who works at the Cracked Spine bookstore 
in Edinburgh (Lost Books and Old Bones, 2018, etc.) collating its 
enormous and often mysterious collection, plans to marry drop-
dead-handsome pub owner Tom Shannon in a week. When Del-
aney finds a pack of Loch Ness Monster cards after the collision, 
Nisa says that they probably belong to the man Delaney ran into, 
Norval Fraser, whose obsession with the monster has led him 
to amass a huge anecdotal archive. Norval, who thinks Nessie 
took his father, asks Delaney if she’ll accept his paperwork and 
continue the search herself. Back at the Cracked Spine, larger-
than-life Texan Angus Murdoch arrives with a rare and valuable 
book he claims his grandfather stole from the store 20 years 
ago. But when owner Edwin MacAlister arrives, he has no rec-
ollection of the alleged theft. When he’s unable to get in touch 
with his great-nephew, Gavin, Norval asks Delaney to accom-
pany him to Gavin’s apartment, where they find him stabbed 
to death. The police arrest Norval but have him hospitalized 
because they’re unsure of his mental state. Delaney, who knows 
that a Ponzi-like scheme Gavin was running had earned him 
many enemies, is distraught when her wedding dress vanishes 
in a store closing just as her parents and brother arrive in town 
for the wedding. She takes her jet-lagged family on a quick trip 
to Loch Ness, then her taxi-driving friend and landlord takes 
them sightseeing while she continues her quest to clear up all 
the mysteries before her wedding day.

The material on the eternally enigmatic Loch Ness 
Monster is a good deal more absorbing than the subpar 
mystery.

COLD WRATH 
Turnbull, Peter
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8857-0  

A career criminal is shot dead at his 
Yorkshire estate.

Make no mistake: Miles Law knew 
practically from the moment he first 
met his employer, Anthony Garrett, 
that Garrett was a criminal. It takes 

one to know one, Law explains to DCI George Hennessey 
(A Dreadful Past, 2016, etc.), admitting that his younger 
days were marked by petty theft and low-level cons. Garrett 
strikes Law as a more sophisticated operator, so in a strange 
way, the gardener is shocked to discover his employer in his 
armchair with a bullet hole in his forehead, but not exactly 
surprised. Hennessey and his team aren’t really surprised 
either once they read Garrett’s history with (and against) the 
law, although their curiosity is piqued when the Metropolitan 
Police send a detective constable all the way up from London 
to photograph a tattoo on the dead man’s arm. But there’s no 
evidence that Garrett, an East Ender by birth, ever returned 
to London after his release from Full Sutton, a prison outside 
York. Instead he retired to The Grange, an isolated country 
house typically entered by no one except a squad of cleaners 
from The Maids—not even Law, until, spooked by an open 
ground-floor window, he goes inside and finds Garrett’s body. 
So the report from neighbor Linda Holyman of a visit by 
three identically dressed women the weekend before Law’s 
grisly discovery tips Hennessey’s investigation on its ear. The 
uncanniness of the women’s visit in the face of Garrett’s aus-
tere, predictable household habits presents a puzzle as off-
beat as it is inexplicable.

Turnbull offers a conventional procedural with a twist 
that should leave readers eager for more.

DEAD HEAT 
Wilson, Glenis
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8858-7  

Champion jump jockey Harry Rad-
cliffe’s fourth time around the track can’t 
quite disentangle itself from echoes of 
his first three (Dead Reckoning, 2017, etc.).

Any illusions Harry had that horsebox 
driver John Dunston committed suicide 

are dashed by a letter Dunston’s solicitor, Philip Caxton, por-
tentously delivers to him in which Dunston announces that he 
expects to be murdered just like Frank, the son who was killed 
in prison, and that he’s left a parcel with Caxton containing “the 
only bit of proof,” which he invites Harry to pick up. Harry has 
five races the next day, but he arranges a rush trip to the solicitor’s 

Not even her impending wedding can stop an 
intrepid sleuth from investigating a murder.

the loch ness papers
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office in York to take possession of a sealed package the size of a 
shoebox. Instead of opening it, however, he hides it in a bag of cat 
litter, runs off to answer his estranged wife Annabel’s plea to sur-
render the letter to an anonymous caller who threatens violence 
to her lover, Sir Jeffrey, meets the caller in an inconclusive stand-
off, rides so successfully for Lady Willamina Branshawe that he 
unseats her resentful regular jockey, Duncan Rawlson, accepts an 
invitation to bring along his girlfriend, flower shop owner Geor-
gia, to join Lady Branshawe and her friend trainer Tally Hunter 
on her private plane to St. Moritz to take in some skijoring, and 
learns how much the depths of his continuing attachment to 
Annabel put Georgia off. When Harry finally does get around to 
opening that parcel (remember?), its contents, far from solving 
the mystery, merely set him on a new round of inquiries. Not to 
worry, because, as Annabel assures him, Harry’s hunches are so 
accurate that they make him a much better detective than Ian 
Rankin’s Inspector John Rebus. As if.

The racing sequences are excellent, the mystery-mon-
gering tangled, the endless aftershocks of the hero’s earlier 
cases best born with fortitude and a stiff upper lip.

TIAMAT’S WRATH 
Corey, James S.A.
Orbit (608 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-316-33287-3  

Volume eight (of, reportedly, nine) of 
The Expanse (Persepolis Rising, 2017, etc.), 
Corey’s (aka Daniel Abraham and Ty 
Franck) sprawling alien-contact space opera.

Fashioned by an alien life form, the 
protomolecule opened an interstellar por-

tal to thousands of other planets. As humans began to spread into 
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the galaxy, civil wars flared across the solar system. But the pro-
tomolecule also proved the key to unlocking a highly advanced 
alien science. Thirty years ago, Martian dissidents fled through a 
portal and founded an aggressive, technologically sophisticated 
empire, Laconia, ruled by immortal dictator Winston Duarte. In 
the previous book, the Laconians returned to the solar system, 
effortlessly conquering it and capturing iconic ship’s captain Jim 
Holden, who’s managed to survive since the inaugural volume. He 
now languishes on Laconia, talking with Duarte’s young daughter, 
Teresa, whom the dictator is training as his successor. Back in the 
solar system, a few freedom fighters—inspired by Holden’s ex 
Naomi Nagata and space marine Bobbie Draper—continue the 
resistance, but even they are faltering against Laconia’s proto-
molecule science–powered superiority. The empire, meanwhile, 
has its own problems. Millions of years ago, enigmatic but even 
more advanced aliens wiped out the protomolecule’s builders and 
have already reacted with horrific violence to Laconia’s attempts 
to reactivate ancient protomolecular artifacts. But rather than 
delicately investigate these aliens, Duarte recklessly orders his 
chief scientist, Elvi Okoye, to provoke them. The Expanse has 
always been, well, expansive, but recent developments have 
exponentially amplified it in scope. As an intriguing side effect, 
where previously the solar system yawned unfathomably vast, on 
a galactic scale it feels almost claustrophobic. So, what with the 
plentiful palace intrigue, freedom fighters battling desperately, an 
existential alien menace, and characters both familiar and fresh, 
the stage is set for another churning, relentlessly gripping, mind-
boggling episode. The well-received TV series tie-in will help.

With only one installment to come, the tension and 
excitement show no sign of flagging.

THE DEEPEST BLUE
Durst, Sarah Beth
Harper Voyager (368 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-06-269084-5  

This follow-up to the Queens of 
Renthia fantasy trilogy (The Queen of Sor-
row, 2018, etc.) shifts to the island nation 
of Belene, where the vicious nature spir-
its are mainly aquatic but the human 
predators seem much the same.

Oyster diver Mayara is forced to reveal her power over the 
spirits on the day of her wedding to her beloved childhood friend 
Kelo when a violent spirit storm overwhelms her fishing village. 
That brings her to the attention of the queen, her heirs, and the 
queen’s magically gifted guard, the Silent Ones. Now, Mayara has 
a choice: give up her family and her voice by joining the Silent 
Ones, or compete to become one of the queen’s heirs by surviving 
30 days on the deadly island of Akena, swarming with bloodthirsty 
nature spirits. Believing Kelo to be dead, Mayara makes the more 
dangerous choice of the island, where she befriends Roe, another 
potential heir, and learns that the spirits aren’t the only peril on 
Akena. Meanwhile, Queen Asana has her own troubles. Although 
she possesses great magical power, enough to keep the leviathans 

of the ocean depths asleep, she lacks the political power to rule 
the people of Belene; that lies in the hands of the powerful noble 
families who hold her parents and daughter hostage. Can the cur-
rent system be overthrown, or are there some traditions it’s too 
hazardous to lose? It’s delightful to re-encounter the sociopath 
Garnah, the brutally honest alchemist and poisoner who is also 
the mother-in-law of Queen Daleina of Aratay. Now serving as 
Queen Asana’s adviser, she is the only character to carry over 
from the previous books, but unfortunately, the basic plot from 
the previous books carried over, too.

Although changing venue from deep forest to the coast 
breathes a certain amount of fresh life into the series, this 
is now the fourth book involving a battle for rule and a race 
to the coronation grove; it would be nice if future books 
explored other conflicts and possibilities in Renthia.

FIRE & BLOOD 
Martin, George R.R.
Bantam (736 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 20, 2018
978-1-5247-9628-0  

Fantasy master Martin (The Ice Dragon, 
2014, etc.) provides backstory for the 
world of Westeros, extending the story of 
the Targaryens centuries into the past.

Martin aficionados are used to 
eldritch epochal terms such as the 

Doom of Valyria and the Dance of the Dragons, here evoked 
as defining points in the emergence of his Targaryen dynasty of 
effective if often very unpleasant rulers. Over the span of 700-
odd pages, he recounts the deeds of King Aegon and his two 
same-named successors, dragonmasters and occupiers of the 
Iron Throne, neither of them jobs to be taken lightly. As in his 
Song of Ice and Fire series, Martin’s characters are somewhat 
larger than life but with the foibles and misgivings of humans: 
Aegon the first, for instance, “was counted amongst the great-
est warriors of his age, yet he took no pleasure in feats of arms, 
and never rode in tourney or melee”—and this despite wield-
ing the “Valyrian steel blade Blackfyre” and riding “Balerion the 
Black Dread.” It doesn’t take more than a couple of dozen pages 
before Aegon is the lord of “all of Westeros south of the Wall” 
save for the thorn-in-the-side lands of Dorne, leading to a series 
of Dornish Wars that ends on something of a whimper, more of 
a skirmish against “the minor son of a minor house with a few 
hundred followers who shared his taste for robbery and rape.” 
Alas, those tastes are widely shared indeed, and there aren’t 
many role models in Martin’s pages—the third Aegon is pretty 
creepy on some scores, in fact, muttering that if the “smallfolk” 
don’t love him for the food and peace he provides, then he’ll 
serve up other diversions: “Someone once told me that the 
commons love nothing half so much as dancing bears.” Dancing 
bears aside, there are plenty of fierce dragons, impaled bodies, 
and betrayals to keep the storyline moving along briskly.

A splendid exercise in worldbuilding and a treat for 
Martin’s legions of fans.
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A MEMORY 
CALLED EMPIRE 
Martine, Arkady
Tor (464 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-250-18643-0  

A scholar of Byzantine history brings 
all her knowledge of intricate political 
maneuvering to bear in her debut space 
opera.

The fiercely independent space sta-
tion of Lsel conserves the knowledge of its small population by 
recording the memory and personality of every valuable citizen in 
an imago machine and implanting it in a psychologically compat-
ible person, melding the two personas into one. When the pow-
erful empire of Teixcalaan demands a new ambassador, Lsel sends 
Mahit Dzmare, hastily integrated with an imago the current 
ambassador, Yskandr Aghavn, left behind on his last visit home, 
15 years ago. Once arrived at the Empire’s capital city-planet, 

the Jewel of the World, Mahit faces the double loss of Yskandr: 
Sabotage by her own people destroys the younger Yskandr copy 
within her, and she learns that the older original was murdered 
a few months ago. Bereft of the experienced knowledge of her 
predecessor, she will have to rely on all she knows of the sophis-
ticated and complex Teixcalaanli society as she struggles to trace 
the actions that led Yskandr to his tragic end and to ensure Lsel’s 
safety during a fierce and multistranded battle for the imperial 
succession. Martine offers a fascinating depiction of a civilization 
that uses poetry and literary allusion as propaganda and whose 
citizens bear lovely and sometimes-humorous names like Three 
Seagrass, Five Portico, and Six Helicopter but that can kill with 
a flower and possesses the military power to impose its delicately 
and dangerously mannered society across the galaxy. Love and 
sex are an integral aspect of and a thing apart from the nuanced 
and dangerous politicking. This is both an epic and a human story, 
successful in the mode of Ann Leckie and Yoon Ha Lee.

A confident beginning with the promise of future 
installments that can’t come quickly enough.

A scholar of Byzantine history brings all her knowledge of intricate 
political maneuvering to bear in her debut space opera.

a memory called empire
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GHOSTS OF GOTHAM
Schaefer, Craig
47North (495 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5420-4399-1  

Deeply atmospheric and decidedly 
dark, Schaefer’s latest offering—which 
chronicles an investigative reporter’s dis-
covery that magic, and magical creatures, 
exists in the world—is an appealing 
blend of mythic fantasy, gothic horror, 

and supernatural mystery.
Chicago reporter Lionel Page has made a career out of being 

a “professional debunker.” But when he’s coerced into verifying 
the authenticity of a lost Edgar Allan Poe short story being auc-
tioned in New York City, he quickly gets entangled in a mystery 
that seems to leave those involved with the manuscript dead. 
Page’s search for Poe’s story—about a mesmerist who hypnotizes 
a dying person at the moment of his death—leads him inexpli-
cably to “the man with the blue eyes” who murdered his mother 
when he was a child. After meeting Maddie, a woman who may or 
may not be a 3,000-year old sorceress, and getting his third eye 

“chiseled open” by her, he sees the world as it truly is: a terrifying, 
magic-powered urban wilderness inhabited by immortals and 
nightmarish monstrosities of all ilk. Although the dark fantasy 
elements are an obvious strength—ghosts and ghouls abound—
it’s the main characters that drive this narrative. Page and Maddie 
are both deeply developed with fascinating backstories, and their 
relationship is dynamic. Additionally, the rich visuals and meticu-
lous detail throughout give this novel an effortlessly immersive 
quality. Schaefer’s description of New York City, for example, is 
so strong that the setting almost becomes another supernatural 
character: “The city was a great and lumbering beast, armored 
in granite and chrome....” The one criticism is the story’s slow 
start. While the second half is breakneck-paced, action-packed, 
and deeply satisfying, the beginning takes quite a while to get up 
to speed as the author sets the stage for the series of bombshell 
revelations at novel’s end.

The illegitimate love child of Neil Gaiman and Aleister 
Crowley.

UNDER THE TABLE
Evanovich, Stephanie
Morrow/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-06-241592-9  

A caterer gives a mysterious, nerdy 
billionaire a makeover—and gets more 
than she bargained for.

After spending years unhappily mar-
ried to a slacker husband, Ohioan Zoey 
Sullivan gets up the nerve to ask for a 

separation. She heads to New York and moves in with her sister, 
catering private parties and dinners to support herself. That’s 
how she meets Tristan Malloy, a computer programmer who 
lives in a gorgeous apartment with a first-class kitchen. Tristan 
is polite and respectful, but he’s also a little awkward, and his 
clothes are embarrassingly dorky. When the two of them strike 
up an instant friendship, Zoey offers to give him a makeover. It 
turns out that Tristan is a diamond in the rough, and his new 
clothing, haircut, and confidence reveal more than just his good 
looks. Zoey quickly develops intense feelings for Tristan, but 
does he reciprocate, or does he want to remain just friends? 
Zoey soon realizes she has to be honest about her feelings if 
she ever wants to live her own life. Evanovich (The Total Package, 
2016, etc.) creates a sexy and fast-paced romance, but it’s hard 
to get invested when the stakes just aren’t that high. Zoey’s ex is 
cartoonishly awful, and her feelings for Tristan are so clear that 
it’s hard to believe she wouldn’t act on her attraction sooner. 
Still, there are enough steamy scenes and moments of sexual 
tension to keep the interest of fans.

Fun, if a little light in substance.

MEET CUTE
Hunting, Helena
Forever Press (384 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5387-6018-5  

A woman reunites with her law school 
crush–turned-enemy, but this time he 
needs her help.

Kailyn grew up obsessed with the tele-
vision show It’s My Life—specifically the 
show’s hunky teen star, Daxton Hughes. 

When she runs into him, literally, on her first day of law school, she 
can’t help but fangirl all over the place. Their awkward meeting 
blossoms into a sort of competitive friendship. After they gradu-
ate, she assumes she’ll never talk to him again. That is, until he 
shows up in her law office eight years later. His parents have died 
in a car accident, and Daxton needs Kailyn’s help reviewing a trust 
they set up for his teenage sister, Emme. Then, when Daxton’s aunt 
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sues for custody, Kailyn is appointed Emme’s conservator, essen-
tially becoming her legal guardian. As an adoptee who spent part 
of her childhood in a bad foster-care situation, Kailyn is especially 
invested in making sure that Emme has stability in her life. But in 
the course of advocating for Emme, Kailyn gets to know the real 
Daxton, not the made-up version she’s hated for the last eight 
years, and discovers she’s falling for him. Will their professional 
entanglements and messy history keep them apart, or was their 
law school meet-cute the beginning of their love story? Kailyn and 
Daxton’s story is a bit more dramatic and angst-y than the book’s 
title implies, but that’s not a bad thing. Both characters are carry-
ing a lot of baggage, with believable obstacles in the way of their 
romance. Hunting’s (Shaking Up, 2018, etc.) latest is perfect for fans 
of Helen Hoang’s The Kiss Quotient.

A fun and steamy love story with high stakes and plenty 
of emotion.

DEVIL’S DAUGHTER
Kleypas, Lisa
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Feb. 19, 2019
978-0-06-237193-5  

The fifth in Kleypas’ popular Rav-
enels series puts a young flame-haired 
widow in the path of her late husband’s 
tormenter. But neither is what they seem.

When Phoebe, Lady Clare, married 
her chronically ill childhood sweetheart, 

Henry, she vowed to take care of him. Eventually, Henry suc-
cumbed to his wasting disease, leaving her to raise two young sons. 
While managing her grief and supporting her children, Phoebe is 
content to allow Henry’s cousin, Edward Larson, to run the Clare 
estate in Essex. But a trip to her younger brother’s wedding at the 
sprawling Eversby Priory introduces Phoebe to estate manager 
Weston Ravenel, who sparks her interest in new farming technolo-
gies, and in his tall, brawny physique and piercing dark blue eyes. 
Alas, West had tormented sickly Henry in boarding school, earn-
ing him Phoebe’s intense dislike. West is something unusual in the 
genre: a self-reformed rake. When carousing and pleasure-seeking 
lost their charm, he left London and began a new life of honest 
hard work on his brother’s estate. Phoebe, the daughter of a duke 
and the wealthy mother of the heir to a viscountcy, is out of his 
league. Phoebe and West are seated together at a lavish wedding 
dinner, an exquisite, transporting scene of small intimacies span-
ning two chapters in which Kleypas (Hello Stranger, 2018, etc.) is at 
the top of her game. Unlike Henry, West is both “the storm and the 
shelter”; he “kissed like a man who had lived too fast, learned too 
late, and had finally found the thing he wanted.” Readers will enjoy 
revisiting beloved characters from both the Wallflowers series and 
from earlier installments of the Ravenels, although West’s protes-
tations of low worth ring hollow when surrounded by happily mar-
ried friends and relatives with similarly debauched pasts.

A widow emerges from mourning with the help of a 
reformed rake in a truly romantic tale that stands well on 
its own.

LADY DERRING 
TAKES A LOVER 
Long, Julie Anne
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Feb. 26, 2019
978-0-06-286746-9  

When a widowed, penniless aristo-
crat opens a boardinghouse, she hopes 
to make her own way in the world and 
create a sense of family for her disparate 
tenants, including an enigmatic Navy 
captain who makes her heart skip.

Delilah Swanpoole, Countess of Derring, hadn’t loved 
her husband, though she’d tried to be a good wife. However, 
when she discovers he was “in debt up to his eyeballs” at his 
death, she decides to be bold. The one valuable thing her hus-
band left her is a building by the docks, and when she goes to 
inspect it, she runs into the earl’s mistress, Angelique Breed-
love, whom he has also left penniless though he’d promised 
her a pension. Delilah realizes the abandoned building could 
be the savior of both of them, and she convinces Angelique, 
whom she quite likes, to go into business with her as pro-
prietresses of London’s newest boardinghouse, The Grand 
Palace on the Thames. Boarders are slow in coming and very 
eclectic, but for Delilah, the most compelling guest is Tristan 
Hardy. He’s a captain with “an air of implacable, insufferable 
authority. As though he moved through the world with ease 
in part because he knew destiny wouldn’t dare countermand 
his orders.” According to Tristan, he’s looking for rooms while 
the ship he’s purchasing is prepared for long merchant runs—
which is true, but he’s also the Navy’s blockade commander, 
and his main reason for being in the area is to track down some 
illegal cigars. As the investigation expands, his attraction to 
Delilah and his affection for the household grows, becom-
ing increasingly complicated when the cigars seem to have 
connections to The Palace. In the first book of the Palace of 
Rogues series, author Long returns triumphantly to historical 
romance with this beautifully written and achingly romantic 
story of two characters who are blindsided by each other and 
must fight for their love when it’s tested. A large cast of enter-
taining characters keeps the plot moving while breathtaking 
writing elevates the story on every page.

Unique, delightful, and swoonworthy.

When a widowed, penniless aristocrat opens a boardinghouse, 
she hopes to make her own way in the world.

lady derring takes a lover
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CRASHING INTO HER
Sosa, Mia
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$3.99 e-book  |  Feb. 19, 2019  
978-0-06-287874-8 e-book

A Hollywood stuntman and a fitness 
trainer share an exciting and energetic 
one-night stand but are unprepared for 
the gymnastic ability of their hearts.

When Eva Montgomery gets stranded 
at an airport, Anthony Castillo, her best 
friend Tori’s cousin, offers to drive her to 

a nearby hotel. Eva has sworn off dating because of a string of 
bad relationships involving manipulative men, while Anthony is 
emotionally reserved and has no interest in romantic relation-
ships—he gets all the thrills he needs by training aspiring stunt-
men. A heated exchange of barbs and sexual innuendo between 
the unlikely couple culminates in a hot one-night stand, and the 
two go back to their separate lives, secure in the knowledge that 
their paths are unlikely to intersect too often. But when Eva 
moves from Philadelphia to Los Angeles to work in Tori’s gym, 
Every Body, she has to share work space with Anthony, who 
teaches self-defense classes at the studio. Their lives become 
further entangled when Eva decides to turn to stunt work to 
supplement her income; she needs all the training Anthony can 
give her. Despite their swiftness and athleticism, the two get 
tripped up by their sexual chemistry and mutual attraction. The 
third and final installment in the Love on Cue series is charm-
ing and funny but lacks emotional heft. Although Eva’s sexual 
frankness is refreshing, Anthony’s past trauma gets a perfunc-
tory treatment that makes the couple’s struggles seem super-
ficial. But Sosa rescues the romance from limpness by beefing 
it up with references to Puerto Rican cuisine, contemporary 
politics, and popular culture.

An engaging romance that begins by packing a loud and 
sizzling punch but ends with a whimper.

ONE DARK WISH
Wray, Sharon
Sourcebooks Casablanca (512 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-4926-5563-3  

Trying to uncover secrets to save her 
professional reputation, historian Sarah 
Munro finds herself in the crosshairs of 
two mysterious and dangerous organiza-
tions—but also with some unexpected 
allies, including one very sexy former 
Green Beret.

Sarah’s professional life has been dedicated to reframing a 
Colonial-era pirate romance, but after colleagues publish her 
work prematurely, she is ridiculed. That’s not what she needs 
on top of her father’s deteriorating health and related profes-
sional struggles. Trespassing in a private cemetery for research, 

she is suddenly the target of a crime boss who wants her to find 
the ancient pirate hiding sites her research was leading her to 
and also of Cassio, another enigmatic figure who is part protec-
tor and part assassin and who threatens to harm her if she finds 
them. Enter Nate Walker, a sexy ex–Green Beret with his own 
checkered past who is suffering from similar headaches and 
seizures as her father. Protective and fierce, he stands by her 
side at all times and falls in love with her. That’s difficult since 
he’s learned he’s going to be sent to a military prison hospital 
for nearly a decade, but while he’s around, he’ll defend her to 
the death. Combining his military and math skills with Sarah’s 
historical knowledge enables the two to solve the ancient rid-
dle. Now they just have to figure out who is friend, who is foe, 
and how they can survive—and keep Nate out of jail. Wray’s 
sophomore romance has way too much going on and too many 
shadowy, convoluted characters doing things with high drama 
and ultimately pointless urgency, though the immediate thorny 
romantic issues are smoothed out in satisfying ways.

An interesting central theme that’s overplotted to a 
confusing degree and careens more than unfolds.
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nonfiction
MEANDER, SPIRAL, EXPLODE
Design and Pattern in 
Narrative
Alison, Jane
Catapult (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-948226-13-4  

A novelist tries her hand at literary 
theory.

Venturing into the world of narra-
tive theory, Alison (Creative Writing/

Univ. of Virginia; Nine Island, 2016, etc.) takes a personal and 
idiosyncratic approach. As with many books on the subject, 
she begins with Aristotle and his famous beginning/middle/
end arc of causality. But Alison grew “restless with the arc and 
plot,” and W.G. Sebald’s The Emigrants “was the first book to 
show me a way beyond the causal arc to create powerful forward 
motion in narrative” with patterns. Since then, she has sought 

“narratives that hint at structures inside them other than an arc, 
structures that create an inner sensation of traveling toward 
something and leave a sense of shape behind.” These structures 
in texts “coincide with fundamental patterns in nature.” Alison 
calls them waves, wavelets, spirals, networks, cells, and fractals. 
After her lengthy theoretical introduction, she explores the 
ways that writers have used these structural patterns in more 
than 20 diverse short stories, novellas, and novels: her “museum 
of specimens.” Readers should perk up as Alison “dissect[s]” 
these texts, demonstrating how “we travel not just through 
places conjured in the story, but through the narrative itself.” 
Nicholson Baker’s The Mezzanine “meanders in the shape of 
an elevator.” Its “digressions mean to get us to pause and look 
around.” Alain Robbe-Grillet’s Jealousy is like a “Doppler radar 
screen, the bar scanning around and around.” Alison devotes an 
entire chapter to David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas, which is “deeply 
designed and patterned, with repeating shapes, webs of connec-
tion, visual images and phrases that repeat like dots of color on 
a canvas.” Others coming under Alison’s scrutiny include Philip 
Roth, Marguerite Duras, Raymond Carver, Stuart Dybek, Cla-
rice Lispector, Anne Carson, Vikram Chandra, Joyce Carol 
Oates, and Tobias Wolff.

For readers interested in literary theory, Alison does a 
great job making it palatable; for casual readers, it may be 
too much.
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NEVER A LOVELY SO REAL
The Life and Work of 
Nelson Algren
Asher, Colin
Norton (560 pp.) 
$39.95  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-393-24451-9  

A champion of the downtrodden and 
marginalized was celebrated and reviled 
in his own time.

A fervent admirer of Nelson Algren 
(1909-1981), essayist Asher, a 2015/2016 fellow at the Leon Levy 
Center for Biography, makes his book debut with a thoroughly 
researched, empathetic look at the life of the irascible, con-
troversial writer. Drawing on sources from nearly 50 archives, 
including audio interviews and other material deposited by 
Algren’s previous biographer; Algren’s writings, letters, and 
interviews; and a “very lightly redacted” copy of Algren’s 886-
page FBI file, Asher aims to correct the “misunderstandings 
and inaccuracies” that have sullied Algren’s reputation: nota-
bly, that he was an alcoholic, a “loner who burned every bridge 
he crossed,” and a writer whose publishing problems were 
largely his own fault. Many of those inaccuracies derived from 
Conversations with Nelson Algren, published in 1964, in which 
Algren himself conveyed an image of “a shallower, tougher, 
more careless, more misogynistic, less emotional, less intellec-
tual, and lonelier person than he had ever truly been.” Although 
Asher tries mightily to counter that image, his findings often 
confirm them. Algren was certainly a hard drinker, thin-skinned, 
and sometimes paranoid. He “spent the first six decades of his 
life trying, and mostly failing, to balance a long list of competing 
and contradictory desires.” He yearned for critical acclaim but 
also “the freedom to express controversial ideas.” He wanted 

“devoted friends and the stability and comfort of a home, a wife, 
and children,” but he could never settle down with a woman 
without feeling stifled, and he wanted to go out whenever and 
wherever he pleased. “Chasing those urges,” Asher admits, “had 
left Nelson feeling lonely and regretful.” Because of his com-
munist sympathies, the FBI kept a file on Algren beginning in 
1940, creating professional and personal obstacles. Without 
knowing the FBI’s involvement in his career, Algren blamed his 
own shortcomings and became anxious and depressed. Asher 
chronicles Algren’s marriages and affairs, especially with Sim-
one de Beauvoir, who, much to Algren’s dismay, publicized inti-
mate details in her memoir, and he offers evenhanded readings 
of Algren’s works.

A brisk, well-documented homage.

BEAUTIFUL JUSTICE
Reclaiming My Worth After 
Human Trafficking and 
Sexual Abuse
Axtell, Brooke
Seal Press (240 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-58005-824-7  

A survivor of sexual abuse and human 
trafficking shares her story and healing 
process.

When Axtell (Kore of the Incantation, 2010, etc.), a poet and 
musician, was a child, her male nanny abused her and sold her 
to other men for sex. Though she grew up believing the lies 
she was told by her abusers, part of her knew they weren’t true. 
While many women have recently stepped forward to tell their 
stories of abuse or harassment, Axtell’s story is different, as she 
focuses primarily on her healing and advocates for other women 
to do the same. “We are not victims, or even merely survivors,” 
she writes. “We are the new generation of leaders, fiercely 
devoted to creating a world where our lives are valued. And 
that begins with valuing our own voices.” The author released 
some of her pain through dance, writing, and singing, but she 
also used alcohol and unhealthy sexual relationships to mask 
her pain. In this candid retelling of her story, Axtell chronicles 
her traumatic past and the long, continuing road she has trav-
eled to release her grief, fears, and anger and reclaim her sense 
of strength. Though her story is consistently heart-wrenching, 
readers will also share in her joy and optimism as she finds effec-
tive methods to cope with her anguish. Axtell has gone on to 
become an advocate for other sex abuse survivors, founding the 
healing community She Is Rising, and she shares the stories of 
a few others among her own. Perhaps the most useful section 
of the book is the end, where Axtell provides readers with the 
therapeutic techniques, mantras, meditations, and questions 
she has used to overcome her own pain.

A sometimes grim but ultimately uplifting and tender 
memoir from a woman who moved beyond victim status 
and embraced her full potential despite the unimaginable 
suffering she endured as a child.

YVES SAINT LAURENT
The Biography
Benaïm, Laurence
Trans. by Deimling, Kate
Rizzoli Ex Libris (544 pp.) 
$45.00  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-8478-6339-6  

An updated and translated biography 
of the famed designer.

Journalist and fashion writer Benaïm 
(René Lacoste, 2018, etc.) offers a meticu-

lously detailed, overly worshipful biography of Yves Saint 
Laurent (1936-2008), conveyed in prose as sumptuous as the 
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designer’s acclaimed couture. Born in Oran in Algeria, where he 
was a shy, bullied child, Saint Laurent felt shame and fear about 
his sexuality. “Being gay in Oran was like being a murderer,” he 
told the author. Later, internationally famous, he saw “celebrity 
as a revenge on the petty humiliations of his childhood.” Rec-
ognition came early: In 1954, he became the youngest winner 
of a coveted international prize; the following year, Dior hired 
him as a design assistant; in 1957, when Dior died suddenly, the 
young Saint Laurent was named as his successor. Triumph fol-
lowed as he mounted shows for Dior and, when he was 25, for 
his own company. Benaïm describes each collection in detail, 
including reviews—usually gushing, occasionally dismissive—
and the roster of his wealthy, trendsetting clientele. “Yves Saint 
Laurent offered liberated women additional sophistication,” 
writes the author, “and he gave the others the certainty that 
they were modern.” He extolled svelte, androgynous models; 
while other couture models were slim, or even skinny, his, one 
commentator noted, “skirt the edge of death from malnutri-
tion.” Besides documenting his fashion innovations, Benaïm 
attends to his expanding business, which came to include hun-
dreds of shops; and his cosmetics, jewelry, and perfume enter-
prises, which gave the world the coveted Opium, a scent that 
brought in more than $3 million in its first four months. The 
author examines his relationship with his lover, the mercurial, 
stubborn, and powerful Pierre Bergé, who whipped the YSL 
brand into a hugely profitable empire. She also chronicles Saint 
Laurent’s physical and psychological descent compounded 
by alcohol and assorted drugs. A detailed timeline distills the 
events of his life, and the author even includes a playlist of 
music that accompanied his shows.

An adoring homage.

DOING JUSTICE 
A Prosecutor’s 
Thoughts on Crime, 
Punishment, and the Rule 
of Law
Bharara, Preet
Knopf (368 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-525-52112-9  

The former federal prosecutor for 
the Southern District of New York skill-
fully explains how he approached his 

job, offering a mixture of guiding principles and compelling 
anecdotes.

Although appointed by Barack Obama in 2009 and fired 
in 2017 by Donald Trump, Bharara refrains from either prais-
ing Obama or settling scores with Trump. The author organizes 
his book according to the way a criminal case normally unfolds: 

“Inquiry,” about investigating an alleged crime; “Accusation,” 
about whether to actually charge a defendant with breaking 
a law; “Judgment,” about the court proceedings; and “Punish-
ment,” about the steps taken when a defendant is found guilty. 
Unlike many lawyers who write books, Bharara refreshingly 

As most parents will tell you, one 
of the great joys of raising children 
is the time spent reading to and 
with them, a daily experience that 
reveals in incremental detail the ex-
panding horizons of their delight-
fully pliable minds. My son, Asa (3 
1/2), has always been an attentive 
storytime listener. It’s been end-
lessly fascinating to see the devel-
opment of his love of books, and I 

can’t wait for it to continue throughout his childhood 
and adolescence.

In addition to watching him discover books on 
his own, I have had the privilege of sharing some of 
my childhood favorites with him, including such clas-
sics as Goodnight Moon, Where the Wild Things Are, 
Stone Soup, The Knight and the Dragon, The Giving Tree, 
Harold and the Purple Crayon, much of the Dr. Seuss, 
P.D. Eastman, and Mo Willems libraries, all things Cu-
rious George, and nearly any story that features dino-
saurs, dragons, and/or big cats (tigers and jaguars are 
Asa’s current top choices).

Asa has also taken to some lesser-known gems, many 
of which remain in regular rotation—e.g., Rachel Bright’s 
Love Monster, Yuki Kaneko’s Into the Snow (illus. by Ma-
samitsu Saito), Linda Ashman’s Rock-a-Bye Romp (illus. by 
Simona Mulazzani), Karma Wilson and Jane Chapman’s 
Bear Snores On, and Milisava Petković’s Snowy: A Leopard 
of the High Mountains (illus. by Xuan Loc Xuan).

Soon, I hope to introduce him to one of my all-
time favorites, Holling C. Holling’s Paddle to the Sea. In 
our starred 1941 review, we wrote, 

“as a unified whole, the book 
stands out as probably the most 
beautiful book of the year, with 
the additional factor of educa-
tional value….Don’t miss it.” In-
deed. Paddle to the Sea is sure to be 
just one of the many milestone 
books I can share with Asa as he 
matures, strengthening our bond 
through the evergreen power of 
literature. —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

growing up 
with books

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



avoids jargon, striking a conversational tone and regularly 
employing analogies and metaphors that make his points easily 
understandable. For example, while explaining that stockbro-
kers complete countless legal transactions while also cheating 
the system, Bharara writes that just because a motorist usu-
ally observes the posted speed limit, that behavior does not 
constitute evidence that the driver never exceeds the speed 
limit. Among the most compelling anecdotes, Bharara explains 
the successful 2010 prosecution of Faisal Shahzad, the Times 
Square Bomber, and offers clear reasons, however controversial, 
why his office never prosecuted high-ranking Wall Street and 
banking executives for the consequences of the 2008 financial 
meltdown that harmed millions of Americans. Throughout the 
book, the author admits to uncertainties about whether or not 
to prosecute apparent wrongdoing in a variety of cases, and he 
candidly expresses regrets about some of his decisions. As he 
astutely notes, sometimes there are no “correct” answers—e.g., 
in the social media era, how should a prosecutor deal with a 
Facebook post that a young man plans to enter a school with a 
rifle, before violence occurs? Rarely does Bharara offer glimpses 
into his private life, but he does share a few instances of the 
calumny he has faced due to his Indian heritage.

An engaging tour from beginning to end. (first printing 
of 150,000)

THE CHIEF
The Life and Turbulent Times 
of Chief Justice John Roberts
Biskupic, Joan
Basic (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-465-09327-4  

Digging into the life career of the 
elusive chief justice.

CNN legal analyst Biskupic, who 
was the Supreme Court correspondent 

at the Washington Post and has written biographies on Sonia 
Sotomayor, Antonin Scalia, and Sandra Day O’Connor, is per-
fectly positioned to dissect the first decade-plus tenure of Chief 
Justice John Roberts (b. 1955). Appointed by President George 
W. Bush in 2005 after the sudden death of William Rehnquist, 
Roberts, at only age 50, was chosen for his conservative bona 
fides, his Ivy League education, the many cases he had argued 
before the Supreme Court, and his resistant views on affirma-
tive action and voting rights, among other expressed opinions. 
Indeed, in his general approach to law, Roberts has proven that 
he is, as Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg declared, “born conserva-
tive.” Yet he has also made some intriguing decisions—e.g., find-
ing the core of the Affordable Care Act, aka Obamacare—the 
provision upholding the individual insurance mandate—consti-
tutional in the watershed case National Federation of Independent 
Business v. Sebelius (2012). While his 2013 Selby County v. Holder 
decision “eviscerating a key section of the Voting Rights Act” 
addressed what he perceived as the “failure of racial remedies 
in America”—as Biskupic writes, it “marked the first time since 

the 19th century that the Supreme Court struck down a civil 
rights law protecting people based on race”—he seems, on the 
basis of other rulings, concerned that his court is delineated 
solely along political lines. After Scalia’s death in February 2016, 
the court was left without a successor for more than 400 days 
thanks to political maneuvering and the Republican blocking of 
President Barack Obama’s nominee, Merrick Garland—a dif-
ficult period for the court. As the author demonstrates in her 
incisive analysis, the 5-4 “conservative-liberal fault line” has pre-
vailed—e.g., in the upholding of Donald Trump’s Muslim ban.

A thorough, albeit somewhat premature, biographical 
portrait.
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MACBETH
A Dagger of the Mind
Bloom, Harold
Scribner (176 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5011-6425-5  

The venerable and prolific literary 
scholar completes his Shakespeare’s 
Personalities series with a lingering and 
deeply curious, even troubled, look at 
the titular character in the legendary play.

Having previously presented brief volumes on Iago, Lear, 
Cleopatra, and Falstaff, Bloom (Humanities/Yale Univ.) walks us 
through Macbeth, quoting lengthy passages from the text to illu-
minate his points. Throughout, the author muses on Macbeth’s 

“proleptic and prophetic imagination” and wonders—all the way 
to the final paragraph—what it is about this sanguinary, murder-
ous character that so deeply appeals to audiences. For example, 
Bloom lingers on the grim and grotesque Macbeth-ordered mur-
der of Macduff ’s wife, son, servants. Although Bloom condemns 
these events (more than once and unequivocally: “his greatest 
iniquity”), he also notes that, somehow, we still feel something 
of a loss when Macduff, later, carries Macbeth’s severed head 
onto the stage for us to see. Although Bloom’s interpretations are 
invariably sound and based on a lifetime of reading and teaching 
the play, there are times when he ventures near the border of the 
plausible. He suggests, for example, that it’s possible the Mac-
beths have no children because Macbeth suffers from premature 
ejaculations. The author also devotes attention to Lady Macbeth, 
at one point calling her a “fierce virago” who “touches her limit at 
parricide.” Bloom ends with some tributes to the power of Shake-
speare’s language and imagination. “Shakespeare’s bounty, like his 
Juliet’s, is as boundless as the sea. The more you take, the more 
he has, for his invention and his love for his characters are alike 
infinite....For all his negativity, Macbeth’s vitality survives in our 
hearts....absorbing him heightens of sense of being.”

Older readers may wish this clear, concise, empathetic 
volume were available when they were in school.

THE DEATH AND LIFE 
OF AIDA HERNANDEZ 
A Border Story
Bobrow-Strain, Aaron
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-374-19197-9  

A professor combines his academic 
research with his decadeslong U.S.–Mex-
ico border activism to brightly illuminate 
immigration realities by focusing on the 

struggles of one young woman.
In this powerful saga, Bobrow-Strain (Politics/Whitman 

Coll.; White Bread: A Social History of the Store-Bought Loaf, 2012, 
etc.), a founding member of the Walla Walla Immigrant Rights 

Coalition in Washington state, focuses primarily on Agua Prieta, 
Mexico, just across the border from Douglas, Arizona. Until 
around 1990, the border between the two towns seemed mostly 
invisible. Douglas residents often shopped, dined, and worked 
in Agua Prieta, and vice versa. Aida Hernandez—not her actual 
name, an anonymity the author explains in detail—was born in 
Agua Prieta in 1987. Until age 9, she resided in Mexico, impov-
erished but generally content. When Aida’s mother left Mexico 
with her and her siblings to escape a violent marriage, vast com-
plications began. The new man in the family’s life turned out to 
be worse than the biological father, but they were dependent 
on him for lodging and food and cowed by his threats to have 
them deported back to Mexico. Although Aida dedicated her-
self to performing well in school and learning fluent English, her 
undocumented status meant constant uncertainty. It also meant 
that she was vulnerable to violent male figures, ranging from her 
mother’s paramour to Aida’s boyfriends to abusive Border Patrol 
agents. When Aida had a son at age 16, her lack of adequate 
income and her overall vulnerability became far more complex 
since every decision she made would affect her child. Bobrow-
Strain met Aida through a social worker whose own complicated 
border saga mingles with many others portrayed by the author 
in vivid and often agonizing detail. The settings eventually tran-
scend Agua Prieta and Douglas to encompass immigration deten-
tion centers, overwhelmed immigration courts, and, eventually, 
New York City, where Aida and her son battle for a better life.

This potent, important work, which “occupies a space 
between journalism and ethnography, with a dash of oral 
history and biography,” adds much to the continuing immi-
gration debate.

THE LAST STONE
A Masterpiece of Criminal 
Interrogation
Bowden, Mark
Atlantic Monthly (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-8021-4730-1  

Riveting true crime from the ever 
capable author, focused on a heartbreak-
ing 40-year-old cold case.

In his latest, Bowden (Writer-in-Res-
idence/Univ. of Delaware; Hue 1968, 2017, etc.) explores weighty 
matters of guilt, policing, and truth-telling by returning to a once-
notorious unsolved crime he covered as a cub reporter: the 1975 
kidnapping of sisters Katherine and Sheila Lyon, 10 and 12, from 
a suburban Washington, D.C., shopping mall. “To me,” writes the 
author, “the story was sad and beyond understanding. Like every-
one else, I waited for the police to find something and explain 
the mystery.” The girls were never found, so police periodically 
reinvestigated. In 2013, with possible cold-case approaches nearly 
exhausted, detectives found a tantalizing yet overlooked lead in 
incarcerated pedophile Lloyd Welch, a self-described “acidhead” 
who’d clumsily accosted authorities in 1975 with a fabricated 
eyewitness account only to be dismissed. Recorded interviews 

This potent, important work, which “occupies a space between 
journalism and ethnography, with a dash of oral history and 

biography,” adds much to the continuing immigration debate.
the death and life of aida hernandez



with Welch provide much of the book’s structure. A remarkable 
study in mendacity, he continually retold his initial story, gradu-
ally revealing his own apparent involvement in the girls’ kidnap-
ping. Bowden writes of these interrogations, “hours of bullshit, 
then five minutes of half-truth. The pattern was as clear as it was 
vexing.” Welch also revealed disturbing connections to his scat-
tered, dysfunctional family, whose history of incest, violence, and 
child abuse was covered up for generations. This led to an intense 
multistate investigation in the glare of significant media interest. 

“The detectives imagined the Lyon sisters as the guarded clan’s 
most deeply buried secret,” writes the author, “running through 
its shared memory like a subterranean third rail, known to all but 
too hot to touch.” Although the legal denouement is frustratingly 
opaque and leaves behind many unanswered questions, Bowden 
expertly maintains suspense as long as possible, re-creating the 
detectives’ painstaking efforts via the documentation of their 
bedeviling focus on Welch.

A keen synthesis of an intricate, decadeslong investiga-
tion, a stomach-churning unsolved crime, and a solid grasp 
of time, place, and character results in what is sure to be 
another bestseller for Bowden.

CANNABIS
The Illegalization of Weed 
in America
Brown, Box
Illus. by the author
First Second (256 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-15408-8  

A graphic history of marijuana and 
how bad science and bad laws resulted in 

demonizing a substance that the author feels offers far greater 
benefits than its minimal risks of harm.

An artist who analyzes with the same broad strokes that 
mark his drawings, Brown (Is This Guy for Real?: The Unbeliev-
able Andy Kaufman, 2018, etc.) takes readers on a journey mixing 
myth and history, from Vishnu and Shiva and the introduction 
of the cannabis plant to India through the spreading of hemp 
all over the globe to the racial and ethnic biases that fueled the 
criminalization of “Satan’s Seed” in America. Though legiti-
mate science and medicine failed to find any significant danger 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Dessa

A RAPPER WHO’S A VOICE OF HER GENERATION BLOOMS
ON THE PAGE 
By J.W. Bonner 

What Hippocrates wrote, “Life is short, and art long,” 
is true enough. Revised for a rap career, the rap life may be  
even shorter, but the art may be long—and contain mul-
titudes. So it is with Dessa, whose book of riveting essays, 
My Own Devices: True Stories from the Road on Music, Science, 
and Senseless Love (2018), is an engaging collection from an 
extraordinary hip-hop artist. The book follows the arc of 
a memoir: family, education, musical ambition—framed 
by a great love. 

The title references the phrase “left to her own devic-
es.” “What follows that phrase,” Dessa explains, “doesn’t 
often cast the speaker in her best light. This book in-
cludes some stories of temptations, bad habits, recidi-
vism: late nights, volatile love, my sweet tooth.” She 

laughs and says, “There’s definitely a tension between my 
tastes and my long-term well-being.”

Dessa’s essays, like her song lyrics, are awash in “ex-
tended metaphor, literary allusions, subtext.” Her pro-
cess for writing a song and an essay are similar: “When I 
have a spark of an idea, I make a quick attempt at catego-
rization,” she explains. “On my phone and on my comput-
er, I have several files full of rough material: one for songs, 
one for poetry, one for essays. When I get home, I pour 
out these little fragments, like a paleontologist with little 
bits of bone. Then you attempt to build the dinosaur. I 
sketch out my ideas on mind maps that cover the walls of 
my tiny apartment kitchen.”

Whether writing about her father’s gliding business 
or her mother’s cattle ranching, the essays are extensive-
ly researched. In the collection’s longest essay, “Call Off 
Your Ghost,” the author is a research subject in a neuro-
logical, biofeedback experiment to excise her messy love 
for X (her ex-boyfriend). It’s, in part, a performance piece 
and touches on the frontiers of neurological study. “The 
more sensitive and emotional the content,” Dessa ex-
plains, “the more inclined I am to incorporate research. I 
don’t want my work to be maudlin, so even when I’m tell-
ing a very tender story, I try to portray my robust, intel-
lectual self: brainy, stubborn, curious, neurotic.”

Dessa is influenced by artists who uncover “unlikely 
connections” and cross genre lines: the cross-disciplinary 
work of Miranda July (“she blurs the line between per-
formance piece and book”), Reggie Watts (“he combines 
music and comedy: he will start a piece as if it were a TED 
talk and end singing an R&B song with lyrics that ride the 
line between profundity and utter nonsense”), and Hasan 
Minhaj’s Netflix series Patriot Act (“it’s smart, funny, and, 
condenses complicated, geopolitical issues into amazing 
45 second segments”).

Annie Dillard, however, may be as influential as any to 
Dessa. “Dillard’s craft,” Dessa notes, “provided the land 
bridge between Dillard’s writing about the natural world, 
say, and my allergy-prone, indoor renter self.”

The heart of My Own Devices is the portrayal of as-
piration and ambition, people living dreams. “It’s about 

Photo courtesy Em
ily Burns



in the use of the drug, repressive forces—the law, the church, 
the press—succeeded in the public opinion campaigns, depict-
ing it as a scourge that contaminated society. Claimed one study 
based on spurious science titled “Marihuana Menace,” “the 
dominant race, whites, are at the height of culture and those 
countries that consume marijuana have deteriorated.” “Those 
countries included Mexico, where the plant proliferated and 
consumption crossed the border into Texas, as El Paso enacted 
the first law making cannabis illegal a century ago. The statute 
served as an anti-immigration weapon, and marijuana became 
associated with minorities as well as jazz musicians and those 
who enjoyed the music. The rest is history, as both the use of 
marijuana and the criminal penalties escalated exponentially, 
and the conservative presidencies of Richard Nixon and Ron-
ald Reagan sustained a war on drugs. “At the dawn of the 1980s 
over 400,000 people per year were being arrested for cannabis,” 
writes the author, “with blacks and other minority groups being 
arrested in far greater numbers than whites.” The pendulum has 
since swung toward decriminalization and legalization, making 
much of what is recounted here seem like reefer madness in 
retrospect.

Not as engaging as the author’s bio of Andre the Giant, 
but his uncluttered drawings suit his straightforward 
argument. 

MANUAL FOR 
SURVIVAL 
A Chernobyl Guide to 
the Future
Brown, Kate
Norton (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-393-65251-2  

An award-winning historian chal-
lenges the notion that the 1986 Chernobyl 
nuclear accident had few consequences, 

arguing that the “public health disaster” killed at least 35,000 to 
150,000 people and left most adults and children in affected areas 
sick with cancer, anemia, and other illnesses.

In this explosive, exquisitely researched account, Brown 
(Environmental and Nuclear History/Univ. of Maryland, Balti-
more County; Plutopia: Nuclear Families in Atomic Cities and the 
Great Soviet and American Plutonium Disasters, 2013, etc.) draws 
on four years of fieldwork in Soviet and other archives—27 total, 
some previously unvisited—and in towns and farms in contami-
nated territories to provide a powerful story of the devastating 
health and environmental effects of radioactive fallout in areas 
outside the 30-kilometer Chernobyl Exclusion Zone. “The 
accounts of unspecific, widespread, and chronic illness, repro-
ductive problems, and acute increases in cancer resound like a 
lament across the area of Chernobyl fallout,” she writes. The 
official death toll from the exploding nuclear power plant was 54, 
but there was never any long-term study of health consequences, 
including the effects of exposure to radiation over time. After 
interviewing workers, evacuees, and scientists; visiting affected 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   6 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

communion, sharing,” Dessa explains. “Art creates com-
munity, in its way. And of course art-making is muddied 
with egotism; it’s about asserting one’s own value on the 
planet.”

“I used to shy away from words like sensitive because 
it’s the opposite end of the spectrum from bad ass or 
tough,” Dessa continues. “But I’m more comfortable 
with the term now. It doesn’t only mean ‘easily hurt’ but 
also that I love really hard, that I notice fine details in 
the world around me, that I’m available to be moved—to 
tears, sure, but also to laughter, to fight, to investigate. 
Sensitivity and resilience often coexist.” 

Many of Dessa’s essays address love, and the songs 
she writes are often what she refers to as “torch songs.” 
Her obsessions bear her repeatedly into the past—and 
her relationship with X. Dessa proves, however, able to 
move toward the future.

“People know we’re going to die, so we have to get all 
this loving in before it happens. And every time we love, 
we open ourselves to losing it. Communion, then,” Dessa 
concludes, “is a big driver for me—to understand anoth-
er and to have someone understand me.”

J.W. Bonner writes regularly for Kirkus. My Own Devices 
was reviewed in the July 1, 2018, issue. 



6 8   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

factories, swamp ecosystems, and abandoned towns; and 
examining transcripts of secret Politburo meetings and other 
documents, the author concludes that Soviet officials hid the 
radiation’s impact through “secrecy, censorship, counterespio-
nage, and fabricated news.” In the face of Soviet “half-truths 
and bald-faced lies,” international scientists nodded agreeably. 
Like the Soviets, Western officials blamed stress—not radia-
tion—for health issues, out of fear of Chernobyl’s implications 
for other radiation exposures and possible lawsuits. Brown’s 
prose is sometimes technical but largely accessible and even 
turns poetic when she describes changed lives. She offers hor-
rifying descriptions of the processing of radioactive meat and 
other foods for shipment to large cities and towns and of the 
continuing sale abroad of contaminated berries.

This sobering book should be read—and studied—by 
policymakers and citizens; pair with Adam Higginbo-
tham’s Midnight in Chernobyl to spark a renewed debate over 
nuclear power.

DEPORTED AMERICANS
Life After Deportation to 
Mexico
Caldwell, Beth C.
Duke Univ. (248 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Apr. 5, 2019
978-1-4780-0390-8  

A former Los Angeles public defender 
offers a deeply informed appeal to create 
more humane practices for noncitizens 
facing criminal deportation.

As a criminal defense attorney who, from 2005 to 2009, 
represented noncitizens in their fight against deportation 
after criminal convictions, Caldwell (Legal Analysis, Writ-
ing, and Skills/Southwestern Law School) came away with the 
sense that the American legal process does not adequately 
address the challenges faced by these noncitizens. Subsequent 
research on a Fulbright Garcia-Robles grant in Mexico in 
2009 allowed the author to interview many of the deported 
people who had grown up in America and who largely con-
sidered themselves American: They had been raised there as 
children and spoke non-accented English; they had sworn 
allegiance to the American flag in public school; they had 
assumed all the traditional American customs and holidays. As 
Caldwell writes, she was influenced in her research by her own 

“mixed-status family”; she is married to a Mexican man whose 
family has members struggling with various immigration 
issues. In this eloquent book, she shares the specific stories 
and examples of people for whom the sentence of deporta-
tion was a form of “violent dismemberment.” The American 
legal system has long embraced an “exclusionary framework” 
regarding “aliens,” from the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 to 
the Immigration Act of 1990, which “created an out-of-court 
administrative removal process for those convicted of aggra-
vated felonies, many of whom have lived in the U.S. for many 
years.” This streamlined approach did not take into account 
the deep American roots of many immigrants as well as the 
dependence of their spouses and their children. Caldwell 
looks systematically at the effects of deportation to Mexico 
on the spouses and children especially (drug abuse, depression, 
suicide, attractions to gangs) and how this inhumane banish-
ment should be amended.

A compelling, rigorously researched legal argument 
against the demonization of deportees.

A compelling, rigorously researched legal argument
against the demonization of deportees.

deported americans
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QUICKSAND TALES
The Misadventures of 
Keggie Carew
Carew, Keggie
Canongate (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-78689-407-6  

A British memoirist and former art-
ist gathers quirky personal essays about 
embarrassing personal predicaments in 
which “good intentions f[e]ll short.”

In her often amusing second book, 
Carew, whose first book, Dadland, won the 2016 Costa Biog-
raphy Award, unabashedly highlights her unfortunate knack 
for attracting—or being attracted to—all manner of “mishap 
and misadventure.” She begins in 1976, the year she “bunked 
off school [and did] badly in my A-levels.” She flew to Toronto, 
where she met up with a friend named Ian, with whom she 
hitchhiked to Texas, where they made plans to travel South 
America in a VW Beetle they named Horace (“you give names 
to cars when you’re nineteen”). While on a camping trip in 
Lake Tahoe, the pair encountered a hulking former mercenary 
named Animal who showed them “bullet holes in his biceps 
and the scars on his chest” and made them flee, “too terrified 
to look back.” In the late 1980s, Carew careened into a long-
term marriage with a New Zealander she had only met weeks 
before in London. Following their union, the pair flew to New 
Zealand. There, she stumbled into a short-lived career as a 
waitress and unknowingly ran into actor Sam Neill at a friend’s 
dinner party. Then the author’s peripatetic inclinations led her 
to Tunisia and, later, India, where she befriended local guides, 
one of whom adopted her husband as an “uncle,” tasking him 
with a proposed visit to the British internet girlfriend he 
wanted to marry. Carew’s misadventures also included many 
blunders at home in Britain, where she and her husband even-
tually settled: playing matchmaker for two “disaster-prone” 
friends; botching attempts at becoming a poet; and taking 
up gardening only to find that the act transformed her into a 

“constant murderer.” As the author chronicles how she all too 
often “ma[d]e a hash of [things],” Carew’s occasionally out-
landish essays serve as witty reminders that laughter is very 
often the best—and sometimes only—defense against human 
foibles.

A charmingly eccentric sophomore effort.

WORKING 
Caro, Robert A.
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-65634-0  

At age 83, the iconic biographer takes 
time away from his work on the fifth 
volume of his acclaimed Lyndon John-
son biography to offer wisdom about 
researching and writing.

In sparkling prose, Caro (The Years 
of Lyndon Johnson: The Passage of Power, 2012, etc.)—who has 
won two Pulitzer Prizes, two National Book Awards, and three 
National Book Critics Circle Awards, among countless other 
honors—recounts his path from growing up sheltered in New 
York City to studying at Princeton, Harvard, and Columbia 
to unexpectedly becoming a newspaper reporter and decid-
ing to devote his life to writing books. Thinking about his first 
book topic, he landed on developer Robert Moses, “the most 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Edith Hall

WHO’S STILL A USEFUL READ FOR YOUNG AND OLD GENERATIONS 
OF READERS? A PHILOSOPHER FROM A VERY LONG TIME AGO
By Gregory McNamee

We think of the ancient Greek philosophers, if we think 
of them at all, as men who were born old, bald, bearded, 
and bodiless, ready for their marble heads to be enshrined 
in museums around the world. In doing so, we forget that 
Socrates was once a muscular stonemason who put his 
tools aside when he discovered that he could earn a living 
by talking. His student Plato was once a strapping young 
man who took long journeys on foot just to see the sights 
and cities of the ancient world. And Plato’s student, Ar-
istotle, was in turn a handsome, curly-haired chap who 
dove, as if for pearls, to see what the creatures of the 
Mediterranean were up to and who, as a young man, accu-
mulated real estate as ably as he accumulated knowledge.

It’s true that Aristotle was a man of some years, what 
we would call late middle age, when he acquired wide-

spread fame for his philosophical works. So notes Edith 
Hall, a classicist and philosopher at King’s College Lon-
don, whose Aristotle’s Way: How Ancient Wisdom Can 
Change Your Life (Jan. 15) offers the thinker, who lived and 
died 25 centuries ago, as a modern guide to help puzzle 
out the problems of life. “Aristotle became fully Aristo-
tle after training at Plato’s Academy, inventing zoology in 
Lesbos, and surviving the shenanigans of the Macedonian 
court,” Hall says. When he was 49, Aristotle was able to 
return to Athens to found his own university, the Lyceum. 

“It was in the next 12 years that we believe he wrote almost 
all his great treatises,” she adds. That’s a remarkable burst 
of productivity for a man who would have been consid-
ered old in a time when average life spans didn’t extend 
much past 30, and it speaks well to our ability to excel at 
every age.

“Because Aristotle believed that happiness depends on 
us conceiving our lives as a continuous project of self-im-
provement and working toward well-thought-out goals, 
his way of doing things can be taken up at any time,” Hall 
says. So it is that her book, while concentrating on a cen-
tral idea of Aristotle’s—namely, that happiness is what we 
make of it and that the goal of human life is to maximize 
that happiness—is organized in an arc that resembles our 
path through life. “I’m finding that teenagers relate most 
strongly to the chapters on how to identify your potential 
by listening hard to what makes you happy when you are 
doing it, because that is what you will be good at,” she says. 

“They also focus on the chapter on making decisions and 
the chapter on communication and persuasion, because 
they need to write job applications. And they especially 
pay attention to the one on love and relationships.”

Just so, later chapters in Aristotle’s Way speak to adults 
faced with problems such as finding and staying with a 
partner for life, becoming parents, teaching children how 
to be ethical beings, and becoming more at ease with 
one’s own self. “Politics and the environment and our re-
lations with the wider world are also most pressing when 
we are at the peak of our powers,” Hall notes, adding, 

“the last two chapters, on recreation and mortality, obvi-
ously have the most to say to the retired or elderly.”

Photo courtesy M
ike Beard
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powerful figure in New York City and New York State for 
more than forty years—more powerful than any mayor or any 
governor, or any mayor and governor combined.” After Caro 
received a book contract with a small advance from a pub-
lisher, he, his wife (and research assistant), Ina, and their son 
struggled to make ends meet as the project consumed about 
a decade, much longer than the author had anticipated. The 
book was more than 1,300 pages, and its surprising success 
gave Caro some financial stability. The author explains that 
he focused on Johnson next as an exemplar of how to wield 
political power on a national scale. Throughout the book, the 
author shares fascinating insights into his research process in 
archives; his information-gathering in the field, such as the 
Texas Hill Country; his interviewing techniques; his prac-
tice of writing the first draft longhand with pens and pencils; 
and his ability to think deeply about his material. Caro also 
offers numerous memorable anecdotes—e.g., how he verified 
rumors that Johnson became a senator in 1948 via illegal ballot 
counting in one rural county.

Caro’s skill as a biographer, master of compelling 
prose, appealing self-deprecation, and overall generous 
spirit shine through on every page.

I’VE BEEN MEANING TO 
TELL YOU
A Letter to My Daughter
Chariandy, David
Bloomsbury (112 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-63557-287-2  

A Canadian novelist addresses his 
13-year-old daughter on the complexi-
ties of race, bloodlines, history, and 
privilege.

In his nonfiction debut, Chariandy (English/Simon Fraser 
Univ.; Brother, 2017, etc.) shares his reflections with his daugh-
ter at a particularly pivotal time in her life. After the election 
of Donald Trump, she had plenty of questions and concerns. 
Though their native Canada prides itself on being better than 
the United States on issues of tolerance, shortly after the U.S. 
election, a murderer “entered a mosque in Quebec City and 
executed six people who were at their prayers.” The author’s 
parents were reluctant to share the stories that he feels he 
must tell his daughter, along with his own. They had been 
brought to Trinidad as indentured servants and had initially 
been denied entrance into Canada. Chariandy was born and 
raised in Toronto, but he never felt accepted or understood 
as “simply Canadian,” in the way that his Caucasian wife and 
her patrician family had been for generations. They had met in 
graduate school, studying literature, where they discovered “a 
shared passion for broadening, through reading, the cultural 
and geographic boundaries of what we each knew. This shared 
passion sustains our relationship, despite what are some rather 
stark differences in our backgrounds and upbringings.” The 
author’s daughter likes being known as a tomboy, and much of 
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Hall recommends that younger readers spend time 
with two of Aristotle’s treatises—Rhetoric and Histo-
ry of Animals—in order to learn how to structure win-
ning arguments and train their minds. For 40-year-olds, 
she recommends Nicomachean Ethics, dealing with the 
thorny ethical issues adults face, while, for obvious rea-
sons, she suggests that 60-year-olds read On Memory 
and Recollection. Still, she says, Aristotle can be studied 
at any point in his career by any reader capable of un-
derstanding him, with the provision that since Aristo-
tle believed that most people hit their peaks at about 
50, “he’s a great philosopher for those who have already 
traveled much of life’s journey.”

Aristotle continues to inform us today—when Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy said to a young audience, “Hap-
piness is the full use of your powers along lines of excel-
lence,” he was invoking the Nichomachean Ethics in that 
happy time when presidents read books—and his ideas 
still float through the sciences, the social sciences, and 
the arts and humanities. Still, says Hall, it would be a 
fine thing to put him directly back on the curriculum for 
young people today. She writes in her book, “The young 
urgently need education because, as Aristotle warns, de-
liberation can be fiendishly difficult.” She adds, in clos-
ing our conversation, “If the whole world learned basic 
secular virtue ethics in conjunction with the value of em-
pirical science in its youth, we could build a better world.”

Aristotle’s Way was reviewed in the Nov. 15, 2018, issue. 



7 2   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

her fashion sense and attitude come from living along the west 
coast in Vancouver. They have never really discussed how to 
categorize her or why. “For some of my relatives, you are Black; 
for others you are Indian,” he writes. “And as a girl of African, 
South Asian, and European heritage, some may consider you 
still another identity, that of being ‘mixed.’ ” Beyond question, 
this slim volume shows how much she is loved and how con-
cerned her father is for the challenges that await her, some of 
them the same that he faced.

Chariandy’s perspective challenges conventional 
notions that Canada is tolerant where the U.S. isn’t and that 
we have entered an era beyond race and discrimination.

SOLID SEASONS
The Friendship of Henry 
David Thoreau and Ralph 
Waldo Emerson
Cramer, Jeffrey S.
Counterpoint (368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-64009-131-3  

The intellectual and emotional bond 
between two major 19th-century writers 
is revealed in their own words.

When they first met in 1837, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) was the 

acclaimed author of Nature, his first essay collection, and had 
launched his career as a public lecturer; Henry David Thoreau 
(1817-1862), just graduated from Harvard and living in Concord, 
Massachusetts, soon was pulled into Emerson’s orbit. The two 
men took long walks together, and Thoreau often was found 
at Emerson’s dinner table. The connection between them was 
noticeable: Friends commented on Thoreau’s “unconscious 
imitation” of the cadences of Emerson’s speech. “Mr. Emer-
son does talk like my Henry,” Thoreau’s mother remarked. For 
the next 25 years, they enjoyed a rare, fertile friendship. “Their 
influence was, from the very beginning, mutual,” writes Cramer 
(editor: Essays by Henry D. Thoreau: A Fully Annotated Edition, 
2013, etc.). Editor of many works by Emerson and Thoreau and 
curator of collections at the Walden Woods Project’s Thoreau 
Institute, Cramer brings both authority and sensitivity to his 
biographical overview and to a judicious selection of excerpts 
from the men’s prolific writings. Emerson thought Thoreau 

“uncommon in mind and character”; Thoreau’s praise of Emer-
son was effusive: “More of the divine realized in him than in any,” 
he wrote in his journal in 1846. Both men prized friendship as 
a meeting of minds and as emotional sustenance. “Friendship,” 
Emerson wrote, “should be a great promise, a perennial spring-
time.” From Thoreau, he received a gift: “in flesh and blood 
and pertinacious Saxon belief, my own ethics.” Despite shared 
admiration, their friendship was not without tensions. Thoreau 
often was unsatisfied, “discouraged so far as my relation to him 
is concerned.” At times, he felt unrecognized and disappointed. 

“Talked, or tried to talk, with Emerson,” he complained in 1853. 
Emerson found Thoreau lacking drive—“instead of being the 
head of American engineers, he is captain of a huckleberry 
party”—and often reticent, even cold. Thoreau, he remarked, 
after the younger man died, “was with difficulty sweet.”

A deeply sympathetic dual biography.

Cramer brings both authority and sensitivity to his 
biographical overview and to a judicious selection 

of excerpts from the men’s prolific writings.
solid seasons



THIS ONE WILL HURT YOU
Crenshaw, Paul
Mad Creek/Ohio State Univ. Press 
(184 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Mar. 18, 2019
978-0-8142-5521-6  

An essayist focuses on family dynam-
ics and the mortality that challenges us 
all.

Crenshaw (co-author: Text, Mind, and 
World: An Introduction to Literary Criticism, 

2007) teaches writing at the university level, and the best of these 
essays, previously published in the Southwest Review, the Rum-
pus, and elsewhere, provide textbook examples of the craft. Per-
haps the best is “Choke,” a series of sleight-of-hand fragments 
through which the author shows students (and readers) how to 
distinguish among “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but 
the truth. This essay only meets one of those requirements.” 
As the narrative proceeds, hopscotching across chronology, it 
reveals Crenshaw’s responsibility in a different way than the 
matter-of-fact earlier passages had suggested, showing how “in 
court that would be a lie of omission. In an essay it’s called craft.” 
The author is a consummate craftsman, whether of concision 
(the two-page “Where We Are Going”) or in a longer illumina-
tion of the elliptical slipperiness of truth: “After the Ice,” which 
is likely about a murder in the family. A couple of the lesser 
pieces seem like writing exercises—e.g., about walls (“A Brief 
and Selected History of Man, Defined by a Few of the Walls 
He Has Built”) or food (“The Giving of Food”). Many of these 
essays focus on what it means to be a man from the perspective 
of someone who was raised in the South, served in the military, 
and drinks too much, but the title piece shows just how difficult 
it can be to sustain that hard-boiled persona. “When the shad-
ows start to run together,” he writes, “we will regret the end 
of this day....We will think of all the time we have wasted, the 
savings accounts we haven’t yet started, the family members we 
haven’t visited in years.”

Most collections of previously published essays are 
necessarily uneven. This one is no exception, but the 
best pieces are worthy of inclusion in the Best American 
Essays series.

TRAGEDY, THE GREEKS, 
AND US
Critchley, Simon
Pantheon (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5247-4794-7  

A philosopher examines ancient 
drama for insights into morality, power, 
and freedom.

In an erudite reconsideration of Greek 
tragedy, philosopher Critchley (Philoso-

phy/New School for Social Research; What We Think About When 

We Think About Soccer, 2017, etc.) asserts that the ancient Greek 
past offers “a way of questioning and destabilizing the present.” 
Each generation, he writes, has the responsibility of reinvent-
ing classical works in order to rescue whatever “will speak to the 
present and arrest us momentarily from the irresistible pull of the 
future.” In 61 brief chapters, each an inquiry, commentary, or medi-
tation, Critchley offers close readings that assume readers’ famil-
iarity with many of the 31 extant tragedies by Euripides, Sophocles, 
and Aeschylus; iconic playwrights such as Shakespeare, Beckett, 
and Brecht; philosophical writings of Plato and Aristotle; and criti-
cal works on tragedy by philosophers, theorists, and literary schol-
ars from German idealists and romantics to contemporary writers 
such as Judith Butler, Terry Eagleton, and Anne Carson. Tragedy, 
Critchley writes, “poses a most serious threat to that invention we 
call philosophy” because it presents a “conflictually constituted 
world defined by ambiguity, duplicity, uncertainty, and unknow-
ability.” In tragedy, humans must respond “to demands that exceed 
autonomy, that flow from the past, disrupt the present, and disable 
the future.” Gods stand as “the placeholder for a force or forces 
that exceed yet determine and can indeed destroy human agency. 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Cherríe Moraga

LOOKING FOR HOME, OR EVEN JUST THE IDEA OF HOME,
FROM ANOTHER GENERATION
By Richard Z. Santos

On the surface, Cherríe Moraga’s newest memoir, 
Native Country of the Heart (Apr. 2), explores her moth-
er’s life and battle with Alzheimer’s disease. But, to 
Moraga, the stakes are even higher. 

“The book also has to deal with a larger memory 
loss, a cultural loss. Not just culture leaving my family 
personally through my mother, but also leaving many 
of us as Mexican-Americans,” Moraga says. 

For decades, Moraga has used personal stories to 
explore the fraught relationship that so many Latinx 
people have with place, history, and the dominant cul-
ture. 

“We have to learn intergenerationally,” Moraga says. 

“We have to be able to go home to walk through the 
world as we truly are.” Native Country is Moraga’s at-
tempt to go home. 

Elvira Moraga’s life took her from the cotton fields 
of Southern California to working as a cigarette girl 
in a high-end casino in Tijuana in the 1930s to rais-
ing Cherríe and her siblings in San Gabriel, California. 
This memoir is Moraga’s attempt to come to terms 
with everything from her parents’ strict Catholicism—
a young Moraga was sure her mother would not accept 
her if she came out of the closet—to what it means to 
live as a Mexican-American on land taken from Indig-
enous people.

As Moraga writes, it was her “mother’s task to sow 
and hoe and grow us up with a Mexican heart in an An-
gloAmerica that had already occupied the village.”

From the geography and history of the land itself 
to the precarious position of women and homosexuals 
in both Anglo and Chicano society, Moraga uses her 
mother’s life as a light to fill the darkness. Yet Moraga 
is never just writing about one person or even one fam-
ily. Instead, the writing is an exploration and a process 
of journeying home and rediscovering what that con-
cept even means. 

“I’ve always gone home since I was a young writer 
in my 20s,” she says. “We were trying to go home with 
This Bridge Called My Back,” the groundbreaking col-
lection of feminist essays edited by Moraga and the 
trailblazing Gloria E. Anzaldúa. 

Moraga has a prodigious and wide-ranging body 
of work—from academic books and essays to poems, 
memoirs, plays, and more. If all that work could be 
wrapped around a single idea, it might be the struggle 
of holding onto “home” in the face of ecological devas-
tation, an indifferent capitalism, and the hateful rheto-

Photo courtesy Daniella Rossell
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The gods are names for powers not under our control.” Among 
many unresolved questions about the impact of tragedy on view-
ers, the author asks about “the inversion of gender roles” in plays 
centered on the actions of intelligent, courageous women. In rig-
idly patriarchal Greek society, young men played these roles, and 
it is not known if women were among audience members. Male 
viewers, then, were confronted with displays of women’s power as 
well as overwhelming grief. Were such plays “lifelike,” Critchley 
wonders, “...or is something more subversive, troubling, and insur-
rectionary taking place in drama?”

For students of Greek drama, a revelatory contempla-
tion of the theater’s enduring power.

PARKLAND 
Birth of a Movement
Cullen, Dave
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 12, 2019
978-0-06-288294-3  

An incisive study of one of the past 
year’s most significant mass shootings, 
with publication tied to the one-year 
anniversary.

Cullen spent 10 years researching 
and writing his book Columbine (2009), which meticulously doc-
umented the Colorado high school massacre, with an emphasis 
on the two students who planned it. This time, in the aftermath 
of the tragedy at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in 
Parkland, Florida, committed by a former student on Feb. 14, 
2018, the author has produced an impressively deep account in 
just 10 months. Never naming the murderer of 14 students and 
three staff members, the author focuses on surviving students 
who coalesced to promote gun control by spreading their mes-
sage, encouraging voter registration, and seeking to influence 
legislatures at the local, state, and national levels. Starting with 
his initial coverage of the story for Vanity Fair just after the 
shooting, Cullen immersed himself with the students, many 
of whom left classes to tour the nation. Throughout the book, 
the author demonstrates his rapport with the students as well 
as Parkland parents, teachers, and community leaders. When 
he deems it appropriate and relevant, Cullen effectively com-
pares and contrasts the Columbine and Parkland experiences. 
As he notes, his years of immersion in the Columbine tragedy 
left him with secondary PTSD, so diving in to the Parkland 
aftermath felt personally risky. However, he persisted, believing 
that the hopeful messages of the students would outweigh the 
darkness. Chronicling how the mostly middle- or upper-class 
Parkland students eventually expanded their crusade to address 
other issues related to guns, Cullen memorably captures many 
of the interests they share with often stereotyped inner-city 
teenagers from violent neighborhoods. In nearly 60 pages of 
detailed endnotes, the author expands on the revelations in the 
main narrative, discusses his information-gathering methods, 
and discloses potential conflicts of interests due to the close 
relationships he has formed with survivors.

ric of so many political leaders. 
“How do you communicate [what’s important]?” 

Moraga asks. “Trying to make people conscious about 
what’s being lost right in front of them, and how 
what’s being lost is not extra, it’s fundamental, is really 
important for the quality of our lives and how we’re 
even going to live on this planet.”

It’s not a surprise, then, that Moraga draws so 
much inspiration from her work with students. With 
Celia Herrera Rodríguez, Moraga started “Las Mae-
stras Center” at the University of California Santa 
Barbara with the hope of fostering Chicano and In-
digenous arts.

“With this generation of young people, you can feel 
a certain hopelessness many of them have,” Moraga 
says. “We have to learn intergenerationally. We have 
to be able to ‘go home’ to walk through the world as 
we truly are. [Young people] are hungry for it.”

For Moraga, examining the past isn’t about mov-
ing backward, it’s about finding a new, more hopeful 
path forward based on the cultures we’ve all lost. El-
vira Moraga fought to raise a family caught between 
multiple cultures, and then she fought to hold on 
to her dignity in the face of an unrelenting disease.  
Native Country of the Heart picks up that struggle, and 
readers who open their hearts and minds to the story 
just might find their own way forward.

Native Country of the Heart receives a starred review 
in this issue. 
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In both Columbine and this up-to-the minute portrait of 
the Parkland tragedy, Cullen has produced masterpieces 
that are simultaneously heartbreaking and hopeful about 
a saner future.

SPRING AND AUTUMN 
ANNALS
di Prima, Diane
City Lights (210 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-0-87286-787-1  

A Beat poet’s journal following the 
suicide of her closest friend encompasses 
many seasons and cycles of life and death.

For decades, di Prima (The Poetry Deal, 
2014, etc.) has provided an important 

female perspective on a Beat generation whose best-known figures 
have been male. This volume, studded with beautiful moments 
but often scattershot, began as letters she wrote daily to dancer 
and Andy Warhol acolyte Freddie Herko, who leapt to his death 
from a window when he was 29, leaving many projects and plans 
unfulfilled. “I pray now that your third love came, in silver shoes, 
and veiled, that she glittered and danced for you, a boy-girl, a child 
with the secrets,” writes the author. “That you followed her out the 
window.” More likely, Herko’s death was caused by a combination 
of amphetamine-fueled desperation or insanity. “You cleaned 
yourself, you danced, you shed your flesh,” writes di Prima. “A 
leap that bought the new age and turned us loose.” With evoca-
tive detail and introspective insight, she writes of that loss and 
the feeling of being turned loose, occasionally unmoored, strug-
gling to create art through years of living in barely habitable 
apartments. She also writes, often in a fractured manner, about 
how her marriage to the man who had been Herko’s partner was 
troubled from the start. She conceived a child with another man 
and ended that pregnancy with an abortion that continued to 
haunt her. She went to Timothy Leary’s wedding, copy edited 
Herbert Huncke, took LSD, wrote poems, and made plays. She 
saw the beatniks and their bongos give way to the hippies, “hair-
ier than the old. They are wreathed in perpetual, goony, elabo-
rate grins.” She fell deeply in love with other women, though 
most relationships seemed to be troubled, transitory, or both. 

“Peter took refuge downstairs, we spoke mythologies. We sniffed 
cocaine together, Peter buying. Peter set out for India. Returned 
in two months, tanned and older, moved in with me. We set out 
to get married, but we failed.”

A useful document for scholars of the Beat generation.

DOC, DONNIE, THE KID, AND 
BILLY BRAWL
How the 1985 Mets and 
Yankees Fought for New 
York’s Baseball Soul
Donnelly, Chris
Univ. of Nebraska (312 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-4962-0553-7  

A look back at the 1985 Major League 
Baseball season as the New York Mets 

were unexpectedly poised to dominate while the usually mighty 
New York Yankees seemed vulnerable.

Although of interest primarily to devoted baseball fans and/
or New Yorkers, Donnelly’s (How the Yankees Explain New York, 
2014, etc.) mostly chronological review might hold fascination 
for general readers as a psychological study of multiple intrigu-
ing characters in the sport. These include Yankees’ owner 
George Steinbrenner, a stern businessman often characterized 
by his narcissism, cruelty, and inability to recognize the truth; 
Yankees’ manager Billy Martin (the Billy Brawl of the book’s 
title), who could not control his temper despite his advanc-
ing age; and, as dramatic contrast to Martin, New York Mets’ 
manager Davey Johnson, who wanted to win just as much as 
his counterpart but who understood the importance of being 
respected by his players rather than feared or hated. Through-
out the narrative, Donnelly also offers insights into the dis-
positions of key players, especially the mercurial Mets trio of 
pitcher Dwight Gooden, outfielder Darryl Strawberry, and out-
fielder Lenny Dykstra. The author mostly resists the tempta-
tion to flash ahead beyond the 1985 season, but he gives some 
attention to the later personal tragedies of Gooden, Strawberry, 
and Dykstra. Regarding the Mets who did not self-destruct 
later, catcher Gary Carter and first baseman Keith Hernandez 
are portrayed in especially compelling detail. On the Yankees’ 
side, one of Donnelly’s most well-fleshed-out characters is first 
baseman Don Mattingly, who played his entire career for the 
team and is currently the manager of the Miami Marlins, and 
the author also captures the essence of famously eccentric out-
fielder Rickey Henderson. Pitcher Ed Whitson, a lesser-known 
Yankee, is perhaps the most persecuted player in the narrative, 
and readers are quite likely to feel sympathy for his treatment.

Although many readers already know the outcome of 
the 1985 season, Donnelly does a good job of building sus-
pense. A solid choice for both Mets and Yankees fans.



SHOOT FOR THE MOON
The Space Race and the 
Extraordinary Voyage of 
Apollo 11
Donovan, James
Little, Brown (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-316-34178-3  

A vigorous exploration of the Space 
Age, a frontier oddly befitting Wild West 
historian Donovan (The Blood of Heroes: 

The 13-Day Struggle for the Alamo—and the Sacrifice that Forged a 
Nation, 2012, etc.).

The year 2019 marks the 50th anniversary of the arrival of 
Apollo 11 on the moon and Neil Armstrong’s famous “one small 
step” pronouncement. That history and the long chain of efforts 
leading up to the landing have been well-documented, not least 
by Tom Wolfe in The Right Stuff. Even so, Dallas-based histo-
rian Donovan finds fresh things to say about the events—as 

when, for instance, he recounts Buzz Aldrin’s constant lobby-
ing to be the first to set foot on the moon, a campaign that his 
peers found tedious but not entirely unseemly. That Armstrong 
was chosen to lead and then kept in that role, Donovan writes, 
strongly reflects a priority: “NASA wanted to make a clear 
statement about the non-military nature of the landing and of 
the American space program as a whole,” and Armstrong was 
both a civilian and senior in the hierarchy, making him a natu-
ral choice. Aldrin was privately devastated but put up a brave 
front. In Donovan’s hands, pioneering space scientist Wernher 
von Braun gets some deliverance from the Tom Lehrer school 
of lampoonery: True, he’d worked for the Nazis, but he also 
made remarks about the Hitler regime critical enough to be 
charged with treason, interrupting his perhaps unlikely playboy 
lifestyle. Just so, Donovan turns to small but meaningful epi-
sodes that speak volumes: NASA’s grudging addition of various 
lunar experiments “for the science guys”; Aldrin’s ministering 
of Communion by means of a tiny vial of sacramental wine that 
he smuggled aboard for the purpose; the fact that only by land-
ing there could we be sure that “the moon’s color...was various 
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shades of gray.” The author closes with the hopeful thought that 
after a long hiatus, we may soon be heading back into space.

A welcome addition to the literature of space explora-
tion. (three 8-page 4-color inserts)

LAST DAYS AT HOT SLIT
The Radical Feminism of 
Andrea Dworkin
Dworkin, Andrea
Fateman, Johanna & Scholder, Amy —Eds.
Semiotext(e) (408 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-63590-080-4  

Two editors join forces to produce 
an anthology of works by a controversial 
second-wave feminist.

Andrea Dworkin (1946-2005) achieved notoriety in the 
1980s as “an iconic figure of so-called anti-sex feminism.” Musi-
cian and art critic Fateman and Lambda Literary board presi-
dent Scholder attempt to offer a complete portrait of Dworkin’s 
oeuvre by bringing together selections from both her famous 
theoretical and lesser-known literary works. The editors begin 
with essays taken from Woman Hating (1974). Each piece reveals 
Dworkin’s core concerns that “the nuclear family and ritualized 
sexual behavior imprison [women] in roles and forms which 
are degrading to [them]” and that manhood is predicated on 
the enactment of (sexual) violence against women. Selections 
from Our Blood (1976) show Dworkin in dialogue with other 
second-wave feminists and, in particular, her fellow militants, 
Kate Millett and Shulamith Firestone. Those pieces drawn 
from Pornography (1981) find Dworkin theorizing that pornog-
raphy is a savage “genre” concerned with depicting all aspects 
of “male power.” Fateman and Scholder also gather excerpts 
from Intercourse (1987), a book concerned with “the sexed world 
of dominance and submission.” Although Dworkin was a pub-
lished poet, the editors focus on her prose efforts. They include 
autobiographical writings such as “My Life as a Writer” (1995) 
and “My Suicide” (1999), a devastating unpublished account of 
how Dworkin was drugged and raped in a Paris hotel. The edi-
tors also offer selections from two fictional works, Ice and Fire 
(1986) and Mercy (1991), which portray protagonists who suffer 
horrific personal injustice at the hands of men and patriarchal 
society. Fateman and Scholder’s anthology is useful as a primer 
on works by a figure consigned to the radical fringe of feminist 
discourse, but its no-holds-barred accounts of misogynistic bru-
tality and uncensored expressions of female rage do not make it 
a book for the faint of heart.

Intense reading most likely to appeal to radical femi-
nist scholars.

BIASED 
Uncovering the Hidden 
Prejudice that Shapes 
What We See, Think, and Do
Eberhardt, Jennifer L.
Viking (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-7352-2493-3  

An internationally renowned expert 
on implicit racial bias breaks down the 
science behind our prejudices and their 

influence in nearly all areas of society and culture.
MacArthur Fellow Eberhardt (Psychology/Stanford Univ.; 

co-editor: Confronting Racism, 1998) challenges the idea that 
addressing bias is merely a personal choice. Rather, “it is a 
social agenda, a moral stance.” Relying on her neuroscientific 
research, consulting work, and personal anecdotes, the author 
astutely examines how stereotypes influence our perceptions, 
thoughts, and actions. Stereotypes, such as “the association of 
black people and crime,” are shaped by media, history, culture, 
and our families. A leader in the law enforcement training move-
ment, Eberhardt recounts high-profile cases of police shooting 
unarmed black people, and she documents her own fears as a 
mother of three black sons. Though “more than 99 percent of 
police contacts happen with no police use of force at all,” black 
people are stopped by police disproportionately and are more 
likely to suffer physical violence. Only a tiny fraction of officers 
involved in questionable shootings are prosecuted, and convic-
tions are rare. Through her work, the author teaches officers to 
understand how their biases inform their interactions with the 
communities they are charged with protecting and serving. She 
shares informative case studies from her work with Airbnb and 
Nextdoor, an online information-sharing platform for neigh-
bors, when bias among the sites’ users led to racial profiling 
and discrimination. Eberhardt also looks at bias in the criminal 
justice system, education, housing and immigration, and the 
workplace. A chapter on her visit to the University of Virginia 
after the 2017 white nationalist rally in Charlottesville is, much 
like the book as a whole, simultaneously scholarly illuminating, 
and heartbreaking. Throughout, Eberhardt makes it clear that 
diversity is not enough. Only through the hard work of recog-
nizing our biases and controlling them can we “free ourselves 
from the tight grip of history.”

Compelling and provocative, this is a game-changing 
book about how unconscious racial bias impacts our soci-
ety and what each of us can do about it.

Compelling and provocative, this is a game-changing 
book about how unconscious racial bias impacts our 

society and what each of us can do about it.
biased
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ERIC HOBSBAWM 
A Life In History
Evans, Richard J.
Oxford Univ.  (756 pp.) 
$39.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-19-045964-2  

A well-considered life of the influen-
tial British historian, written by a Cam-
bridge University historian who himself 
is well-known for many important works.

With an unusual name that came as 
a result of an immigration official’s misrendering of the original 
Obstbaum, Eric Hobsbawm (1917-2012) was unusually erudite at a 
very early age, well-traveled, and endlessly curious about the ways 
of the world. He took his birth in the year of the Russian Revolu-
tion as something of a talisman, and though Evans (The Pursuit of 
Power: Europe 1815-1914, 2015, etc.) deems it a coincidence, it was 

“one that somehow stood as a symbol for the political commitment 
he was to gain later on.” Already a Marxist as a teen, though one, 

fellow travelers complained, more given to debate than activism, 
Hobsbawm was a lifelong polymath who was equally at home in 
the literature stacks and the historical annals. As Evans enumerates, 
he devoured detective novels along with the Greek tragedies and 
works by authors in numerous languages, from Marlowe to Chek-
hov and beyond. Though a professional chronicler of the past—
even the FBI, of which he would run afoul, called him “a noted 
historian”—Hobsbawm considered himself foremost a writer. His 
works, such as The Age of Capital (1975), remain widely read today, 
marked by what Evans justly praises as “readability, analytical pen-
etration and vivid detail.” During his long life, Hobsbawm was also 
a Marxist critic of capitalism, if one who also resisted Stalinism 
and a fixed party ideology; his opposition to the Vietnam War, for 
instance, was fierce but nuanced. For all that, as Evans writes with 
some circumspection, Hobsbawm also enjoyed an active extracur-
ricular life that included a ménage a trois as intellectual as it was 
physical, a surprise in a book full of them.

Evans clearly admires his subject but does not hesitate 
to consider the rougher edges—a book that will rightly 
bring new attention to both writers.
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WHAT YOU HAVE HEARD 
IS TRUE
A Memoir of Witness 
and Resistance
Forché, Carolyn
Penguin Press (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-525-56037-1  

A noted poet and activist recounts an 
odd season at the dawn of the civil war in 
El Salvador.

At the opening, Forché (English/Georgetown Univ.; Blue 
Hour, 2003, etc.) admits she had only a little knowledge of the 
Central American nation of El Salvador until the end of the 1970s. 

“What I knew of El Salvador, I knew from my Spanish professor 
in college, himself a Salvadoran,” as well as from translating the 
work of the poet Claribel Alegría. At the beginning of the nar-
rative, the author recounts how she opened her door one day 
to a man whom Alegría had mentioned without much specific-
ity: Leonel Gómez, a mysterious figure who sometimes seemed 
to be all things to all people. Gómez convinced Forché that she 
needed to see what was happening for herself, and off she went 
to a nation on the brink. A bête noire soon came into view: Col. 
Chacón, “who chops off fingers and has people disemboweled.” 
Gómez was a born mansplainer, throwing out a sequence of les-
sons that prompted Forché to protest that she was smart enough 
to follow along, to which he replied, “Lesson three has nothing to 
do with you.” The remark was ominous, to say the least. Gómez, 
her Virgil, guided Forché into tight corners, such as the cramped 
office of a commander who earnestly asked, “what can we do to 
improve the situation?” Alas, the time for talking drew short, and 
the bullets began to fly—some of them, it seems, deliberately 
aimed at her. As Forche writes in her elegiac opening, “I will learn 
that the human head weighs about two and a half kilos, and a 
child’s head, something less.” Episode by episode, dodging death 
squads, Forché builds a story filled with violence and intrigue 
worthy of Graham Greene around which a river of blood flows—
doing so, unstanched, with the avid support of America’s leaders.

A valuable firsthand report of a time of terror.

QUESTIONS I AM ASKED 
ABOUT THE HOLOCAUST
Fried, Hédi
Trans. by Olsson, Alice E.
Scribe  (160 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-947534-59-9  

A Holocaust survivor who has dedi-
cated her life to sharing the lessons from 
that horrific time presents the questions 
most often asked her and the responses 
she gives.

Swedish psychologist and author Fried (Fragments of a 
Life: The Road to Auschwitz, 1990, etc.) has spent much of her 

career and most of her retirement keeping the memory of 
the Holocaust alive, talking with students about her experi-
ences in the hope that no such atrocity occurs again. “I have 
lectured about my time in the different camps almost daily 
since the 1980s, and each time I talk about it, it feels like 
reliving it,” she writes. “Despite being very difficult, it has 
led to something good—it became a way for me to process my 
trauma.” Her approach in this concise book seems similarly 
cathartic, with her matter-of-fact tone conveying the every-
day horror of something that had once seemed unspeakable 
until it was inevitable. She attributes her survival to luck 
and chance and to the sister with whom she remained con-
nected after both had been separated from the rest of their 
family. The author writes of her impressions as a teenage 
girl sent to the camps, and the effect is something like what 
Anne Frank might have written had she survived, the writing 
aimed at readers who are now the same age as she was then. 
The questions she finds herself asked at these school lectures 
are the most basic and most difficult: “Why did Hitler hate 
the Jews?”; “Why did you not fight back?”; “Do you hate the 
Germans?” Regarding the last question, she admits that she 
did but ultimately realized that “hatred does not affect the 
hated, but the one who hates feels terrible. It arouses venge-
ful feelings, and if these are acted upon the hated will soon 
become the one who hates. It leads to a never-ending spiral 
of hatred.” Fried identifies with subsequent generations of 
refugees and recognizes just how ugly persecution can turn if 
good people do nothing.

Timeless lessons taught with simple eloquence.

WHITE HOUSE WARRIORS
How the National Security 
Council Transformed the 
American Way of War
Gans, John
Liveright/Norton (272 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Apr. 22, 2019
978-1-63149-456-7  

A former chief speechwriter at the 
Pentagon expands his doctoral disserta-
tion to demonstrate how the National 

Security Council has become one of the dominant forces in 
shaping American foreign policy.

Relying on a combination of academic research and less 
formal anecdotes, Gans, who runs the Global Order Pro-
gram at the University of Pennsylvania’s Perry World House, 
shifts back and forth between admiration for the NSC and 
warnings that the mostly publicity-shy staff members have 
accumulated too much influence without being overseen by 
anybody outside the White House. The agency was originally 
created in 1947 to coordinate sensitive, divergent foreign 
policy recommendations emanating from the armed services, 
the Defense Department, the State Department, the CIA, 
and other elements, and its staffers—not subject to confir-
mation by the Senate or any other body independent of the 

Timeless lessons taught with simple eloquence.
questions i  am asked about the holocaust
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president—have become a “band of warriors” for the White 
House. Gans identifies high-profile national security advisers 
to every president, beginning with Harry Truman’s group of 
advisers and moving through Henry Kissinger, Condoleezza 
Rice, Henry McMaster, and others. A chief value of the book, 
though, is the author’s focus on case studies about how less-
visible staff have exerted influence. These include Alexander 
Vershbow and Nelson Drew, who shaped Bosnian genocide 
intervention during the Bill Clinton presidency. To establish 
his theme early, Gans opens the book with scenes suggesting 
the influence of NSC staff member Meghan O’Sullivan on 
the controversial decision of George W. Bush to invade Iraq. 
Perhaps the most dramatic, revealing section occurs during 
the Ronald Reagan presidency, as the NSC gained the influ-
ence to implement foreign policy, leading to the Iran-Contra 
scandal and the loss of American lives to terrorists in Leba-
non. The author also offers up-to-date research about the 
role of the presidency of Barack Obama, and he squeezes in a 
few pages of impressions about the chaos of the NSC during 
the Trump era.

A useful historical study that will especially interest 
those seeking a look at government from the inside. (8 pages 
of b/w photos)

THE BILLIONAIRE 
BOONDOGGLE
How Our Politicians Let 
Corporations and Bigwigs 
Steal Our Money and Jobs
Garofalo, Pat
Dunne/St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-250-16233-5  

Garofalo, the former assistant man-
aging editor for opinion at U.S. News and 

World Report, presents an astute argument against the courting 
of big entertainment by politicians and city leaders.

The author asserts that this greed-driven entanglement 
is a mutually beneficial financial arrangement only profitable 
for those doing the handshaking, leaving community pro-
grams and employment forecasters with the empty promises 
of sizable funding that often fails to materialize. Armed with 
palpable outrage, Garofalo systematically supports his allega-
tions with pages of fact-based, real-world examples. He begins 
with the Hollywood movie machine, which swoops into urban 
areas with the promise of an “economic renaissance” and reaps 
the benefits of tax breaks, funding that could be earmarked 
for government programs or underfunded schools. The author 
describes internet retail giant Amazon’s epic search for a sec-
ond North American headquarters location, which ignited a 
fiery bidding war in several major cities. Yet the company’s 
proposal required aggressive corporate tax incentives to “off-
set initial capital outlay and ongoing operational costs.” The 
location offering the sweetest deal wins, Garofalo acknowl-
edges, but at the expense of funding local social services and 

infrastructural improvements that truly require the kind of 
financial support spent on corporate tax breaks. In a few of 
the author’s most inspired and fiery rants, he skewers sports 
stadium “swindles” and hosting bids for the World Cup or the 
Olympics, which he colorfully describes as “an orgy of waste, 
spending, and unfulfilled promises.” Refreshingly, he also dis-
cusses a concerted group of grassroots Bostonian activists 
who managed to deflect the entire bid away from their city. 
Though not entertainment-based, big-box stores and the pub-
lic subsidies they receive also attract Garofalo’s scrutiny. A 
robust closing chapter on the history and the dizzying facets 
of the corporate tax provides an appropriate coda to an inten-
sive analysis. Though he advocates for swift policy changes 
and corporate tax reform, the base-level solution, he writes, 
is resisting shoulder-shrugging complacency and voting in 
local representatives who will resist this type of inequitable 
exchange.

An alarming, fact-driven jeremiad urging change and 
action.

THE BOOK OF DELIGHTS
Essays
Gay, Ross
Algonquin (288 pp.) 
$23.95  |  Feb. 12, 2019
978-1-61620-792-2  

A collection of affirmations, non-
cloying and often provocative, about the 
things that make justice worth fighting 
for and life worth living.

Gay—a poet whose last book, the winner of the National 
Book Critics Circle Award, bears the semantically aligned title 
Catalog of Unabashed Gratitude (2015)—is fully aware that all is 
not well in the world: “Racism is often on my mind,” he writes 
by way of example. But then, he adds, so are pop music, books, 
gardening, and simple acts of kindness, all of which simple 
pleasures he chronicles in the “essayettes” that make up this 
engaging book. There is much to take delight in, beginning 
with the miraculous accident of birth, his parents, he writes, 
a “black man, white woman, the year of Loving v. Virginia, on 
a stolen island in the Pacific, a staging ground for American 
expansion and domination.” As that brief passage makes clear, 
this is not a saccharine kind of delight-making but instead 
an exercise in extracting the good from the difficult and ugly. 
Sometimes this is a touch obvious: There’s delight of a kind to 
be found in the odd beauty of a praying mantis, but perhaps 
not when the mantis “is holding in its spiky mitts a large drag-
onfly, which buzzed and sputtered, its big translucent wings 
gleaming as the mantis ate its head.” Ah, well, the big ones 
sometimes eat the little ones, and sometimes we’re left with 
holes in our heads, an idiom that Gay finds interesting if also 
sad: “that usage of the simile implies that a hole in the head, 
administered by oneself, might be a reasonable response.” No, 
the reasonable response is, as Gay variously enumerates, to 
resist, enjoy such miracles as we can, revel in oddities such as 
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the “onomatopoeicness of jenky,” eat a pawpaw whenever the 
chance to do so arises, water our gardens, and even throw up 
an enthusiastic clawed-finger air quote from time to time, just 
because we can.

An altogether charming and, yes, delightful book.

HOW TO BE A PATIENT
The Essential Guide to 
Navigating the World of 
Modern Medicine
Goldberg, Sana
Harper Wave/HarperCollins (496 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-06-279718-6  

Practical medical advice from a vet-
eran registered nurse and public health 
advocate.

In the preface, Goldberg, who was raised by an obstetrician, 
sympathizes with the plight of dissatisfied people who inevita-
bly find the pursuit of quality health care “confusing, chaotic, 
and defeating.” She admits to loving her chosen profession, but 
she has periodically lost faith in the way it functions and has 
become “acutely aware of the fractures in our medical infra-
structure by witnessing things fall through them everywhere 
from community clinics to operating rooms.” She has seen fam-
ily members undergo unnecessary chemotherapy, have serious 
ailments be misdiagnosed, and even file for bankruptcy because 
of insurmountable medical bills. With an amiable approach and 
easily digestible truths and tools, Goldberg seeks to alleviate at 
least some of the exasperation felt by patients. Her guide con-
tains up-to-date medical information, dispensed with the goal 
of improving an average patient’s “health literacy.” Beginning 
with the basics of choosing a primary care provider and assem-
bling a medical history dossier, the author addresses such topics 
as managing annual physicals, strategies for talking to doctors 
to maximize the benefits of each visit, and weathering routine 
procedures and diagnoses. With clear, swiftly delivered guid-
ance, Goldberg discusses medical maladies both common and 
chronic, and her tone remains approachable yet professional, 
particularly when exploring the dynamics of urgent care vis-
its versus emergency room treatment, hospital stays, vaccines, 
and pediatric and geriatric care. A clear-cut section on mod-
ern medicine helps patients navigate pain, encourages health 
advocacy for transgender patients, and tackles the variances in 
gender-specific medicine. Goldberg also includes tips on rights 
and responsibilities regarding insurance as well as a brief clos-
ing section describing five common patient types. Though the 
book is not a comprehensive health manual, Goldberg ably nav-
igates the contemporary pathways of health self-advocacy and 
empowers readers to incorporate her sound advice into their 
own wellness objectives.

A plainspoken, universally applicable medical refer-
ence guide inspiring patient agency.

AMÉRICA
The Epic Story of Spanish 
North America, 1493-1898
Goodwin, Robert
Bloomsbury (544 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-63286-722-3  

Goodwin (Spain: The Center of the 
World, 1519-1682, 2015, etc.), a research 
fellow at University College London, 
delivers a broad account of Spain’s North 

American empire and its key players.
The events and people who figure in these pages of centu-

ries-spanning history are mostly well-known, from Cortés and 
Cabeza de Vaca to the Alamo, but the author’s great strength is 
to give them layers of meaning that warrant a fresh look. It’s not 
a standard question in a standard history, for instance, to won-
der how Spain gave the conquistadors more or less free rein to 
act as individual agents while at the same time reining them in 
to serve the interests of the Spanish Crown. To this end, writes 
Goodwin, who divides his time between London and Seville, 
Spain established the office of the Adelantado, which means 
something like the person who goes ahead against any oppo-
sition, an office that “perfectly reflects the individualism that 
was the foundation of the whole imperial enterprise.” Against 
this understanding of the “imperial enterprise,” in which a 
wide array of characters served God and king while seeking 
to grow rich, individual figures such as De Soto and Coronado 
stand out, sometimes for better and sometimes for worse. The 
author’s description of the conquistador Pánfilo de Narváez is 
a case in point: Though Bartolomé de Las Casas depicted him 
as a murderer, he grudgingly allowed that Narváez had manners, 
a way with words, and a sparkling intelligence, which makes 
Goodwin’s account of his demise all the more poignant as, ship-
wrecked on the coast of Texas, “a north freezing wind blew the 
pitiful invalid out to sea, never to be heard of again.” The author 
packs a huge amount of information and observation into a rel-
atively small space, though the last couple of dozen pages gallop 
heedlessly from the Alamo to San Juan Hill; it might have been 
better to end with Mexican independence, though one hopes 
that the cursory overview signals a more circumstantial book 
to come.

Recommended for any student of American history. 
(two 8-page color inserts)

Recommended for any student of American history.
américa
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THE LONGEVITY PARADOX
How to Die Young at a Ripe 
Old Age
Gundry, Steven R.
Harper Wave/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-06-284339-5  

A heart surgeon and restorative med-
icine authority continues mapping his 
blueprint for a robust life through scien-
tifically supported dietary changes.

In his latest, readers will find Gundry’s (The Plant Paradox: 
The Hidden Dangers in “Healthy” Foods that Cause Disease and 
Weight Gain, 2017, etc.) friendly demeanor, sound advice, and 
compassionate motivational techniques unchanged as he takes 
a closer look at the aging process and examines a variety of 
ways to mitigate the damage done to the body across a lifetime. 
After debunking many commonly held myths about human 
aging, the author turns to one of his main areas of research: gut 

bacteria and how to make it advantageous for the body. In clear, 
concise language he describes the human microbiome (the 
body’s collective microorganisms or “gut buddies”) as being at 
the mercy of both a Western diet as well as a lectin-inducing 
plant-based one, each systematically hijacking and wreaking 
havoc on human cells. Gundry acknowledges this condition 
as reversible, however, as long as one adheres to his suggested 
nutritional therapies and lifestyle adjustments—e.g., avoiding 
lectins and carefully limiting alcohol and heartburn medica-
tions. Lay readers alarmed by the idea of micromanaging their 
microbial composition will find chapters on foods to best fight 
cancer and heart disease, as well as the enduring benefits of reg-
ular exercise for brain and memory health, more accessible and 
appealing. Gundry clearly lays out the immense potential for 
aging gracefully, and in the second half of the book, he presents 
a comprehensive program of wholesome organic food choices, 
meal plans, fasting intervals, vitamin supplementation, and life-
style suggestions. Dedication and commitment are mandatory. 
Though the author sees aging as an unavoidable inevitability, 
that doesn’t mean the process has to be arduous and unhealthy. 
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Instead, he believes that once one’s microbiome is improved 
and preserved, it can result in maximum health and longevity.

A proactive, manageable, and practical approach to 
stemming the aging tide.

TEN DRUGS 
How Plants, Powders, 
and Pills Have Shaped 
the History of Medicine
Hager, Thomas
Abrams (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-4197-3440-3  

A history of significant drugs and 
their evolutions.

Despite the title, the book contains 
10 isolated chapters recounting the history of a score of impor-
tant drugs. Readers will not miss the absence of an overarch-
ing theme because the stories are skillfully told and entirely 
entertaining. An award-winning writer on science and medicine, 
Hager (The Alchemy of Air: A Jewish Genius, a Doomed Tycoon, and 
the Scientific Discovery that Fed the World but Fueled the Rise of 
Hitler, 2008, etc.) devotes significant space to “the most impor-
tant drug humans have ever found”: opium. “Dried and eaten or 
smoked,” writes the author, “it was early man’s strongest, most 
soothing medicine. Today it is among the most controversial.” 
Discovered in prehistoric times, it spread across the world. Its 
addictive property was no secret but considered only a modest 
drawback because, unlike alcohol, users of opium were rarely 
violent. By the end of the 19th century, its refined versions—
morphine and, later, heroin—produced an addiction epidemic, 
the beginning of moral disapproval, and increasingly aggressive 
but ineffectual government efforts to suppress opiate misuse. 
The history of vaccines, mostly the story of smallpox eradica-
tion, is so satisfying that it deserves its chapter. Hager follows 
with exciting stories of discovery with an international reach—
antibiotics in Germany, antipsychotics in France, cholesterol-
lowering drugs in Japan—and plenty of unknown geniuses. 
Though not a muckraker, the author is no fan of drug compa-
nies, and he admits that new drugs are greeted with too much 
enthusiasm, unpleasant side effects invariably appear, and the 
juiciest pharmaceutical “low-hanging fruit” was plucked dur-
ing a golden age that ended 50 years ago. New antibiotics cost 
at least 1,000 times more than old ones. Nowadays, lifesaving 
drugs attract less attention than those that improve the qual-
ity of life—e.g., Viagra, Botox, contraceptives, and tranquilizers.

An expert, mostly feel-good book about modern medi-
cine. (25 b/w illustrations)

LA PASSIONE
How Italy Seduced the World
Hales, Dianne
Crown Archetype (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-451-49916-5  

The continuation of an author’s love 
affair with Italy.

“Italy chose me,” writes Hales (Mona 
Lisa: A Life Discovered, 2014, etc.) at 
the beginning of her latest book about 

the country she loves. Thirty years ago, after she gave a talk 
in Gstaad, Switzerland, “I impetuously switched trains and 
headed south to a sun-kissed country I’d never visited.” It’s 
been love through rose-colored glasses ever since. This install-
ment is not so much a travelogue as a survey course of the great 
achievements that have precipitated what Hales calls “una pas-
sione italiana,” a passion that can “take you beyond yourself and 
outlast you.” Although she mentions some of the places she has 
seen—e.g., a trip to “the last traditional textile maker in Venice,” 
a visit to Piedmont vineyards—most of the book consists of cap-
sule histories of the warriors, literary figures, painters (includ-
ing the Renaissance’s “two blinding supernovas,” da Vinci and 
Michelangelo), foods, wines, films, and more that have helped 
this “scrawny peninsula smaller than California...leave such an 
outsize imprint on Western culture.” The author’s tone can be 
breathless. When she alights at a train station, “I longed for 
more eyes to see, more ears to listen, more neurons to process 
the sensations bombarding me.” When she eats handmade 
chocolates, delectable flavors “cascade into my mouth. Every 
taste bud thrills to attention. Waves of delight ripple along 
my tongue.” Italy’s greatest achievements are indeed extraor-
dinary, but one wonders what some readers will think of the 
contention that Italian food is “arguably everybody’s favorite” 
or the author’s unsubstantiated claim that Italian cucina “has 
dethroned haughty French cuisine.” Nonetheless, the narrative 
is an enjoyable read with memorable passages, as when Hales 
calls thrice-married Ovid “a prototypical advice columnist” 
whose “urbane manual for seduction, Ars amatoria,” offered 
advice on such topics as how ladies could enhance their flat 
breasts and fake their orgasms.

A pleasant if highly selective tour led by a genial guide.

DOWNRIVER
Into the Future of Water in 
the West
Hansman, Heather
Univ. of Chicago (248 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-226-43267-0  

Environmental journalist Hansman 
paddles down the Green River consider-
ing the legacy of conflict and waste that 
surrounds water in the West.

An expert, mostly feel-good book about modern medicine.
ten drugs
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The Green River marks the northerly beginning of the 
Colorado River, stretching down from the mountains of Wyo-
ming into central Utah—remote country, mostly, but pocked 
by big farms and bigger cities, all thirsty. The author, a for-
mer raft guide who has written for Outside, Smithsonian, and 
other publications, takes as her larger subject a historically  
overallocated water supply that is quickly running out in the 
face of crushing demand. “At some point,” she writes, “the 
inflow and the amount we’re using will have to be balanced, 
and right now no one quite knows how that will work out.” 
True enough, except that it will almost certainly be worked 
out in a generation of lawsuits that will have to contend with, 
and perhaps amend, the long-standing Western water doc-
trine of prior appropriations, which holds that whoever gets 
to the water first owns it (“First in time, first in right, the say-
ing goes”). That doctrine is of a piece with the boom-and-bust 
West, much of which is “a world built on future expectations” 
that somehow never come to pass, including the breaking of 
a long cycle of drought. Hansman’s journey serves as a vehi-
cle for an issues-driven narrative so full of detail that moving 
across the landscape sometimes seems an afterthought: “In 
the morning we make eggs and bacon, dancing to avoid the 
mosquitoes while we finish rigging the boat,” she writes near 
the end of the trip. At times, readers may wish that she slowed 
down to fully describe the scene on the ground and take a few 
more pages to do so. Still, she delivers a worthy updating of a 
core library containing such works as Marc Reisner’s Cadillac 
Desert and Philip Fradkin’s A River No More.

An insightful look into the unsustainability of Western 
waterways.

APPALACHIAN 
RECKONING 
A Region Responds to 
Hillbilly Elegy
Harkins, Anthony & McCarroll, 
Meredith—Eds.
West Virginia Univ. Press (432 pp.) 
$28.99 paper  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-946684-79-0  

Appalachian writers and scholars rebut 
the “gross simplifications and stereotypes” 

of J.D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy (2016).
Often cited as a way to understand the working-class vot-

ers who helped elect Donald Trump, Hillbilly Elegy has been a 
longtime bestseller, will soon become an HBO movie, and has 
made Vance a media expert on Appalachia. Indeed, it is the most 
widely read book on the region. Now comes this thoughtful and 
provocative anthology of essays, poems, and photographs argu-
ing for treatment of Appalachia as a “diverse and complex place.” 
Edited by Harkins (History/Western Kentucky Univ.; Hillbilly: A 
Cultural History of an American Icon, 2003) and McCarroll (Writing 
and Rhetoric/Bowdoin Coll.; Unwhite: Appalachia, Race, and Film, 
2018), the book ranges widely in its single focus, with contribu-
tors variously attacking, defending, or simply critiquing the book. 

All deem Hillbilly a biased work reinforcing stereotypes of the 
region’s people (snake handlers, mountain men) as understood by 
a conservative Kentuckian born into a poor, unstable family who 
pulled himself up by his bootstraps, attended Yale Law School, 
and became a venture capitalist. The result, writes Tennessee his-
torian T.R.C. Hutton, is “a Silicon Valley millionaire [who] is now 
the most popular source for understanding twenty-first century 
rural poverty.” In other pieces, Kentucky sociologist Dwight B. 
Billings calls the memoir an ad for “capitalist neoliberalism,” and 
California law professor Lisa Pruitt, who is “from hillbilly stock,” 
finds it reminiscent of her childhood but filled with “ill-informed 
policy prescriptions.” Like others, she believes systemic societal 
problems—not only personal choice and accountability—help 
shape regional life. Vance’s defenders say he is entitled to his 
personal story and to his interpretation of his early social envi-
ronment. Writer Ivy Brashear, a 10th-generation Appalachian, 
notes that the book lacks class, heart, and warmth. Others offer 
nuanced considerations of race, sexuality, and drug use.

A welcome and valuable resource for anyone studying 
or writing about this much-maligned region.
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WAYWARD LIVES, 
BEAUTIFUL EXPERIMENTS
Intimate Histories of Social 
Upheaval
Hartman, Saidiya
Norton (304 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Feb. 19, 2019
978-0-393-28567-3  

A provocative study of urban African-
American women a century and more 
ago.

Characterizing her work as an “account of the wayward,” 
literary scholar Hartman (English/Columbia Univ.; Lose Your 
Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route, 2007, etc.) exam-
ines the many ways in which (mostly) young black women tried 
to live their lives within the confines of new urban enclaves such 
as Harlem and West Philadelphia, from which Italian and Jew-
ish immigrants had moved on and into which newcomers from 
the South were streaming. The population, writes the author, 
was young and in many cases disproportionately female, with 
liberating follow-on consequences. In one Philadelphia area, for 
instance, “more than half the women in the ward were single, 
widowed, or separated, and this imperiled the newly fledged 
black family”—imperiled it because so many of those unencum-
bered women were determined to live on their own terms, hav-
ing begun a journey to freedom that was ongoing. They faced 
formidable resistance within their own communities even as 
they willingly took on new roles: “In bed,” Hartman writes of 
one lesbian couple, “it seemed like it was only the two of them 
in the world, in the vast stillness of the deep of night. In the few 
hours before dusk, there were no husbands to fear.” The author 
populates her pages with reformatory inmates, reformers, sex 
workers, and political activists such as Harlem Renaissance fig-
ure Claude McKay, “known less well for his indiscretions than 
for the ease and facility with which he cloaked them.” Some-
times Hartman’s rhetoric becomes a touch too high-flown, as 
if swept up in the exuberance of the fight for freedom, and 
interrogatives sometimes threaten to overwhelm declarative 
sentences. However, close attention to “beautiful experiments” 
and “the sexual geography of the black belt,” as two section 
titles have it, yield new insight into the truth of a central propo-
sition: “No modern intelligent person was content merely exist-
ing. Sometimes it was good to take a chance.”

Lucid and original—of considerable interest to stu-
dents of the African-American diaspora and American 
social and cultural history. (67 b/w illustrations)



THE HEARTLAND 
An American History
Hoganson, Kristin L.
Penguin Press (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-59420-357-2  

A revelatory examination of America’s 
“symbolic center in national mythologies.”

After teaching at Harvard and living 
in the Washington, D.C., area, among 
other stops, Hoganson (History/Univ. 

of Illinois; American Empire at the Turn of the Twentieth Cen-
tury: A Brief History with Documents, 2016, etc.) found herself 
unexpectedly transplanted to the Midwest. Instead of read-
ily accepting stereotypes of the nation’s so-called heartland, 
she began mining the roots of many of these preconceptions. 
The result is this brilliantly reasoned, meticulously researched 
book, which refreshingly pushes against stereotypes at every 
turn. The author demonstrates how the stereotypes and 

myths about the heartland eventually became conventional 
wisdom. For decades, any attentive Midwesterner has known 
that Illinois is not Iowa, is not Missouri, is not Indiana, etc. 
However, even Hoganson had not realized the gap between 
reality and the lumped-together reputation of many of these 
states. For this book, she first began digging into data close 
to her new home in Urbana-Champaign, where the Univer-
sity of Illinois is located, and then moved beyond to explore 
community and national elements. Hoganson looked at prac-
tices that many conventional scholars have missed: how the 
raising of cattle for beef led Midwestern farmers to interact 
with markets around the world, how the raising of hogs for 
pork led to many of the same results, how most Midwestern 
voters have never subscribed to isolationist politics, and how 
so-called flyover country turned out to be anything but bor-
ingly flat and technologically backward. Consistently, the 
author persuasively argues that the term “heartland” must be 
retired; the geographic center of the United States, she writes, 
is pulsing with global connections, innovations, varieties of 
human experiences, and ecological diversity. Hoganson closes 
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With lively prose, Hoganson delivers an eye-opening, outside-the-
box book that is mind-bending in all the right ways.

the heartland
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by reiterating how “the heartland myth came to be so com-
mensensical: its scaled-up localness is far easier to grasp than 
the vast complexity of the real world.”

With lively prose, Hoganson delivers an eye-opening, 
outside-the-box book that is mind-bending in all the right 
ways.

THE PANDEMIC 
CENTURY 
One Hundred Years of 
Panic, Hysteria, and Hubris
Honigsbaum, Mark
Norton (448 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-393-25475-4  

Powerful accounts of a dozen epi-
demics from the last 100 years.

Journalist and medical historian Hon-
igsbaum (Arts and Sciences/City Univ., London; A History of the 
Great Influenza Pandemics: Death, Panic and Hysteria, 1830-1920, 
2013, etc.) begins this lively, gruesome, and masterful book with 
the 1918 Spanish flu, which infected 500 million people and may 
have killed more than 100 million. Many that followed, including 
AIDS, Ebola, Legionnaires’ disease, SARS, and Zika, are familiar 
to most readers. Lost to history—but no less terrifying—were the 
Los Angeles plague epidemic of 1924 and the wave of parrot fever 
that swept the nation after 1929. All mobilized the best scientific 
resources of the time, with results ranging from dramatic to inef-
fectual. Fortunately, all eventually died out, but more are inevi-
table as humans crowd into cities as well as into the wilderness 
and jungle, where new organisms await; douse our bodies’ bacte-
ria with antibiotics; and exchange viruses with pets and domestic 
animals. “Time and again,” writes the author, “we assist microbes 
to occupy new ecological niches and spread to new places in ways 
that usually become apparent after the event. And to judge by the 
recent run of pandemics and epidemics, the process seems to be 
speeding up. If HIV and SARS were wake-up calls, then Ebola 
and Zika confirmed it.” Most pandemics arrived without warn-
ing. Physicians and epidemiologists quickly described what was 
happening, often wrongly at first but eventually getting it right 
after massive research, brilliant insights, and no lack of courage. 
As Honigsbaum amply shows, politicians and journalists often 
ignored bad news until they couldn’t and then opposed measures 
that might harm the local economy. Since even medical experts 
tended to overreact at first, the media can be excused for pro-
claiming the apocalypse, but they showed no lack of enthusiasm.

Avoiding the hyperbole that contemporary media rel-
ished, Honigsbaum mixes superb medical history with 
vivid portraits of the worldwide reactions to each event. (8 
pages of b/w photos)

A HUMAN’S GUIDE TO 
MACHINE INTELLIGENCE
How Algorithms Are Shaping 
Our Lives and How We Can 
Stay in Control
Hosanagar, Kartik
Viking (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-525-56088-3  

The algorithms are coming, whether 
the world is ready for them or not—and 

whether the algorithms are ready for prime time.
“As machines become more intelligent and dynamic,” writes 

Hosanagar (Technology and Digital Business/Wharton School 
of the Univ. of Pennsylvania), “they also become more unpre-
dictable.” Thus arises a built-in conundrum in designing algo-
rithms, the basis of artificial intelligence. Sometimes, notes the 
author, the algorithms—human constructs, aided by machine 
learning—“behave in unpredictable, biased, and potentially 
harmful ways” that speak to the law of unintended conse-
quences. As Hosanagar notes by way of example, the Google 
self-driving car is based on algorithms that in turn are based on 
rules not programmed by humans directly but instead “trained 
on a database of videos of humans driving” that allow it to arrive 
at “its own driving policy using machine learning.” A self-driving 
car that learns like a teenager in a driver’s education class may 
not inspire confidence, but, as Hosanagar observes, the algo-
rithm has driven millions of miles in training, something almost 
no human has ever done. Machine learning is thus supplanting 
former expert-systems approaches in many areas. In the main, 
Hosanagar suggests, algorithms are doing their job of serving 
humankind, but they can pose dangers, as with the Facebook 
models that construct echo chambers in the place of conversa-
tion pits. Little of the author’s discussion will come as a surprise 
to anyone who keeps up with tech news. The most useful part 
of the book is Hosanagar’s “algorithmic bill of rights,” which 
would give consumers insight into the AI that surrounds them, 
if not some measure of control. One of the pillars contains the 
clause that anyone “impacted by decisions made by algorithms 
should have a right to a description of the data used to train 
them and details as to how that data was collected.”

Of some interest to students of technology and society, 
though less compelling than recent books by Jaron Lanier, 
Edward Tenner, and other critics.



THE PROBLEM OF 
DEMOCRACY 
The Presidents Adams 
Confront the Cult 
of Personality
Isenberg, Nancy & Burstein, Andrew
Viking (576 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-525-55750-0  

An unsettling yet well-presented 
argument that the failures of John and 

John Quincy Adams illustrate a disturbing feature of American 
politics.

John Adams (1735-1826) became an early proponent of inde-
pendence in the Continental Congress. Isenberg (White Trash: 
The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America, 2016, etc.) and 
Burstein (Democracy’s Muse: How Thomas Jefferson Became an FDR 
Liberal, a Reagan Republican, and a Tea Party Fanatic, All the While 
Being Dead, 2015, etc.), professors of history at Louisiana State 
University who co-authored Madison and Jefferson (2010), show 
how he disliked aristocracy but worried equally about the prob-
lems of a mass electorate. He believed that selfish humans would 
look after their own interests and persecute minorities they dis-
liked. His solution was a strong president to oppose powerful 
interests and keep the majority from abusing fellow citizens. 
Missing the point, Thomas Jefferson considered Adams a closet 
monarchist. He entered office in 1797 as an independent in a 
nation with two parties: Hamilton’s Federalists and Jefferson’s 
Democratic-Republicans. Both worked successfully to ensure 
his defeat in 1800. It did not help that Adams was quarrelsome 
and insecure, lacking Jefferson’s cosmopolitan appeal. John 
Quincy Adams (1767-1848) became his father’s secretary as an 
adolescent and spent a lifetime serving the nation as a diplomat, 
senator, and secretary of state. Equally testy and independent, 
he suffered the misfortune of running in the 1824 presidential 
election, finishing second to Andrew Jackson. No one obtained 
a majority, so the House of Representatives determined the 
president, choosing Adams. Of course, this enraged Jackson 
and his Democratic Party, which controlled Congress, ensur-
ing that Adams endured an unhappy presidency. Besides lively, 
warts-and-all portraits of the men and the surprisingly nasty 
politics of the young nation, the authors delve deeply into their 
philosophies and those of Enlightenment thinkers who influ-
enced them. They conclude that both were more intelligent 
and experienced than most two-term presidents but lacked the 
common touch, essential in America, where we “glorify equality 
but ogle self-made billionaires and tabloid royalty.”

A top-notch dual biography of two presidents who 
deserved better.

AUTUMN LIGHT
Season of Fire and Farewells
Iyer, Pico
Knopf (256 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-451-49393-4  

The acclaimed travel writer and jour-
nalist meditates on the impermanence of 
life.

Like many others, Iyer (The Art of 
Stillness: Adventures in Going Nowhere, 2014, 

etc.) reveres the beauty and portent of autumn. Japan, he writes, 
wants the world to think of it as the land of cherry blossoms, “but 
it’s the reddening of the maple leaves under a blaze of ceramic-
blue skies that is the place’s secret heart.” Iyer—who divides his 
time between California, where he cares for his mother, and Japan 
with his wife, Hiroko, and her two adult children from a previous 
marriage—writes that autumn “poses the question we all have 
to live with: How to hold on to the things we love even though 
we know that we and they are dying.” The author chronicles how 
Hiroko’s nonagenarian father had recently died. Her mother, 
whose memory was failing, complained, “I have two children...
and I have to live in a nursing home. Until I die.” The second child 
is Masahiro, who severed all contact with his family. Throughout 
the narrative, the author mixes musings on the ephemerality of 
existence with scenes of quotidian life, most notably his visits to 
the local ping-pong club for “maverick games on Saturday after-
noons” with elderly club patrons with vivid memories of the war. 
Some readers may be put off by Iyer’s decision to render Hiroko’s 
English dialogue in fragments—e.g., “you remember last week, I 
go parent house little check my father thing?” Late in the book, 
he refers to her “homemade, ideogrammatic English,” but the 
rendering will still strike some as insensitive. Otherwise, this is a 
thoughtful work with many poignant moments, as when Iyer and 
Hiroko take her mother on a drive past Kyoto’s temples and, in a 
moment of clarity, she starts crying when she remembers visiting 
them with her husband.

“Bright though they are in color, blossoms fall,” Iyer 
hears schoolchildren singing. “Which of us escapes the 
world of change?” This moving work reinforces the impor-
tance of finding beauty before disaster strikes.

CALL IT GRACE
Finding Meaning in a 
Fractured World
Jones, Serene
Viking (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-7352-2364-6  

A troubled life viewed through a 
theological lens.

Jones (Trauma and Grace: Theology in 
a Ruptured World, 2009, etc.)—president 

of New York’s Union Theological Seminary and past president 
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A top-notch dual biography of two 
presidents who deserved better.

the problem of democracy
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of the American Academy of Religion—provides a frank mem-
oir undergirded by the works of liberal Christian theologians, 
philosophers, and other thinkers. Though ostensibly centered 
on grace, the narrative contains numerous themes of anger and 
unresolved guilt. The author begins with a careful review of her 
Oklahoma heritage: homesteaders and rebels immersed in what 
she calls “prairie theology” (“we were all justified by God’s grace 
alone, which was good news”). The primary focus of Jones’ ire 
is her grandfather, whom she remembers as a racist and dis-
tasteful man who inappropriately touched his granddaughters. 
Throughout the book, his memory haunts Jones as a source of 
original sin that continues to follow her as an inherited taint. A 
similar source of pain is her mother, a spiteful woman whose 
final blow—admission of a yearslong affair—devastated her 
entire family. Along with these close sources of familial pain, 
the author discusses Timothy McVeigh, whose terrorist act in 
Oklahoma City touched her family directly. His eventual execu-
tion was a further source of internal conflict for Jones. A variety 
of other life events—e.g., severe illness while studying in India, 
divorce, a bout with cancer—shape the narrative, all connected 
to the theological ideas of Barth, Kierkegaard, Niebuhr, and 
others. The near death of her infant daughter from an allergic 
reaction tested her faith, and she felt guilty that other moth-
ers around the world lose children every day because they do 
not share her privilege. Though studded with intriguing and 
thought-provoking sections, the text is weighed down by the 
author’s overstated pride in her work as a theologian, her unre-
solved internal struggles, and her tendency to lash out at others.

A sometimes-laborious read that will resonate mostly 
with progressive Christian readers.

A SEASON ON THE WIND
Inside the World of Spring 
Migration
Kaufman, Kenn
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-328-56642-3  

A naturalist and conservationist with 
a self-confessed obsession with bird 
migration shares his love and knowledge.

Kaufman (Flights Against the Sunset: 
Stories that Reunited a Mother and Son, 2008, etc.), the creator of 
the Kaufman Field Guide series, focuses on the spring migra-
tion through the Magee Marsh Wildlife Area on the south-
western shore of Lake Erie. As the author notes, the boardwalk 
there, one of the most popular among North American birders, 
is the center of a 10-day bird festival in May that attracts bird 
lovers from across the country. Throughout the book, Kaufman 
displays his deep knowledge of birds, and his descriptions of 
them, from crows and warblers to bald eagles and waterfowl, 
are spot-on. The author is deeply concerned about the com-
plex and varied threats to birds, especially the proliferation of 
wind turbines. He devotes a substantial portion of the text to 
discussions of the fight to keep wind farms out of the heart of 

his beloved marsh, a major stopover habitat in North America. 
He also explores the technological advances in tracking both 
migrating flocks and individual birds. Though he only focuses 
on one site in northern Ohio, Kaufman also makes broader 
points about weather, climate change, patterns of migration, 
and the awesome endurance of migrating birds and the hazards 
they face. The narrative also contains elements of memoir, simi-
lar to his early book, Kingbird Highway (1997), which followed 
his adventures as a teenage birder hitchhiking across the coun-
try finding and tallying birds. This book makes it clear that the 
author has retained his youthful enthusiasm. He thrills to be 
outdoors in all weather, hearing and seeing birds, rejoicing in 
their presence, and he allows readers to share both his joy and 
his concerns.

Highly readable and thoroughly enjoyable for all lov-
ers of nature books but will be of greatest interest to active 
birders. (8-page color photo insert)

K 
A History of Baseball 
in Ten Pitches
Kepner, Tyler
Doubleday (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-385-54101-5  

A gripping tour through the most 
elemental component of baseball.

Baseball is unique in the sense that 
the defense starts with the ball and pro-

vides the conditions under which the offense operates. The 
pitcher is at the center of it all, arguably the single most cen-
tral figure in all of team sports. At one time, the pitcher simply 
served as a person providing offerings for batters to be able to 
hit. But as the game shifted to become the sport we know today, 
the goal of the pitcher became not to provide hittable balls but 
to try to ensure that batters could not hit the ball. In so doing, 
they created an arsenal of pitches based on speed and location, 
movement and trickery. In this top-notch sports book, Kepner, 
the national baseball writer for the New York Times, takes a tour 
of the history of baseball through 10 pitches: slider, fastball, 
curveball, knuckleball, splitter, screwball, sinker, changeup, 
spitball, and cutter. He conducted more than 300 interviews 
with pitchers, coaches, and the batters tasked with trying to 
hit these offerings; among countless others, these include a 
long list of legends, including Bob Gibson, Greg Maddux, John 
Smoltz, Nolan Ryan, and Randy Johnson. He traces the devel-
opment of each pitch, often as far back as the 19th century, and 
describes how pitchers take different approaches to the same 
fundamental pitch, creating myriad variations of each. Discus-
sions of grips and arm angles become compelling aspects of a 
larger drama, and his interviewees provide useful insight into 
the psyche of players and the mindset that it takes to traverse 
the 60 feet, 6 inches between the pitcher’s mound and home 
plate. Although less a “history of baseball” than “a history of 
pitching,” with this book, Kepner has worked magic.



This engaging exploration of the art and craft of pitch-
ing belongs in the first ranks of books on America’s most 
written-about sport. (16 pages of color photos)

THE END OF 
THE BEGINNING 
Cancer, Immunity, and 
the Future of a Cure
Kinch, Michael
Pegasus (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Apr. 3, 2019
978-1-64313-025-5  

A cancer researcher chronicles the 
history of the disease and the prospects 
in the search for a cure.

A cure for cancer has been just around the corner for nearly 
a century but is drawing near, according to this richly detailed, 
expert description of the history of cancer, its treatment, and 
research that is now producing quantum-leap breakthrough 
therapy. Kinch (Between Hope and Fear: A History of Vaccines and 
Human Immunity, 2018), oncology researcher and professor 
at Washington University, begins before 1900 with the bril-
liant but mostly obscure researchers who gradually revealed 
the nature of cancer. Investigations of bacteria, a 19th-century 
obsession, were a dead end, but studies after 1900 found that 
tiny, nearly invisible particles, later revealed as viruses, were one 
cause. Knowledge of immunity also grew, but few associated 
this with cancer until after World War II, when scientists dis-
covered that antibodies and white blood cells normally destroy 
tissues that become malignant but sometimes fail. Since the 
discovery of monoclonal antibodies and cell-based immunity in 
the 1970s and ’80s, pharmaceutical companies have been creat-
ing treatments that program the patient’s own immune system 
to attack cancer cells alone. This is a vast improvement over 
traditional chemotherapy, which poisons normal cells almost as 
badly as malignant ones. There have also been miracle cures in 
which massive tumors melt away, although they remain a minor-
ity. More commonly, the cancer shrinks for a time and then 
resumes growing. The best of today’s cutting-edge therapies fail 
half the time, and serious toxicities are also turning up. Finally, 
these “biologicals” consist of complex molecules, hundreds of 
times larger than the old ones. Requiring enormous time and 
labor, they are wildly expensive—approaching $1 million per 
course.

As the title suggests, scientists have reached only the 
end of the beginning, but the beginning of the end of can-
cer is on the horizon, and Kinch’s intensely researched, 
definitely not dumbed down, and lucid account makes this 
superbly clear. (8 pages of color photos)

GERMAINE
The Life of Germaine Greer
Kleinhenz, Elizabeth
Scribe  (480 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-947534-78-0  

A biography of a controversial femi-
nist who helped inaugurate second-wave 
feminism.

In 2013, social critic and scholar 
Germaine Greer (b. 1939) sold her mas-

sive archive of correspondence, notes, drafts, clippings, photo-
graphs, and audiovisual material to the University of Melbourne. 
Kleinhenz (A Brimming Cup: The Life of Kathleen Fitzpatrick, 2013), 
formerly a senior research fellow at the Australian Council for 
Educational Research, draws upon the archive, interviews, and 
additional sources to search for “the truth” about the woman 
whose first book, The Female Eunuch (1970), made her an inter-
national celebrity. Kleinhenz’s project was challenging. She 
discovered that Greer, who “rudely” refused support, proved 
to be a thorny subject: a woman who avoids introspection and 
intimacy; who describes herself as “disloyal, forgetful, busy” and 
therefore “a rather hopeless sort of friend”; and who is control-
ling, quick to anger—sometimes publicly humiliating former 
friends—“suspicious and conflicted,” and even paranoid. “Ever 
the contrarian,” writes the author, “she needed to be heard, and 
she needed to be The Boss.” Kleinhenz follows the trajectory 
of Greer’s life: her rebellious childhood in a lower-middle-class 
family; her gravitation to counterculture groups, celebrating 
drugs, drink, and, especially, sex; her legion of lovers; and her 
combative assertions about women’s sexuality, including her 
condemnation of transgender individuals and women she called 

“lifestyle feminists.” However, Kleinhenz fails to adequately 
probe the roots of Greer’s narcissism and vindictiveness except 
to observe that “anger is an excellent defence mechanism.” She 
notes Greer’s recurring depression and anxiety but does not 
go beyond Greer’s halfhearted speculations about their cause, 
suggesting only that geniuses—if Greer is one—“think and 
behave differently from the rest of us.” While the author does 
not whitewash Greer’s negative qualities, she praises whenever 
possible. Greer, she writes, “is a natural scholar,” “loves art and 
never tires of exploring galleries and museums.” As a writer, 

“she is raunchy, engaging and amusing.” She is “large in stature, 
huge in intellect, personality and soul”—and Kleinhenz keeps 
a respectful distance.

Hardly definitive but an informative look at Greer’s 
cultural impact. (8-page b/w photo insert)
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An intensely researched, definitely not 
dumbed down, and lucid account.

the end of the beginning
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MOTHER IS A VERB
An Unconventional History
Knott, Sarah
Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-374-21358-9  

An exploration of mothering, a capa-
cious, complex, and creative experience.

Historian and mother of two, Knott 
(History/Indiana Univ.; Sensibility and the 

American Revolution, 2009) grounds her illuminating investiga-
tion in her own experience of pregnancy, delivery, and infant 
care. Drawing on a prodigious number of histories and archi-
val sources, she teases out anecdotes and testimony from “slim 
shards of evidence,” sometimes “a single remark in a published 
diary, a stray sentence or two in government-sponsored inter-
views with formerly enslaved men and women, a handful of let-
ters in manuscript, a seventeenth-century church court record.” 
Evidence is especially slim for enslaved or working-class moth-
ers who were illiterate or those, such as Native Americans, who 
conveyed their experiences orally, but Knott has managed to 
include their voices—along with gay and trans parents—as 
much as possible as she examines assumptions about concep-
tion, how and when pregnancy was determined, and responses 
to miscarriage, such as hers, which left her fearful of infertility. 
Pregnant again, perceiving her baby’s “inner touch” inspired her 
search for historical mentions of quickening among 17th-cen-
tury noblewomen and contemporaneous field slaves on South-
ern plantations. As her pregnancy progressed, she thought about 
terms for heavily pregnant women, ranging from “great-bellied” 
in the 16th and 17th centuries to “sticky-sweet euphemisms” of 
19th-century working-class slang: “in the pudding club” or hav-
ing “a bun in the oven.” After her son was born, Knott faced 
the “humiliation and excess” of nursing. From the mid-18th 
century and throughout the 19th, she discovered, “whose breast? 
remained the central concern about holding and feeding” until 

“sentimentalism” ushered in “a new way of venerating mother-
hood in popular culture” and made wet nurses obsolete. Inter-
rupted sleep, caring for a colicky infant, and weighing advice 
from friends, grandmothers, and child raising manuals all pro-
pelled Knott into libraries. She wonders about who wrote and 
actually read how-to books. “Mothering,” she realizes, “is tan-
gible, sensory, and material”; “it unfolds at first hand. Babies are 
never pure thought experiments.”

A fresh, lively narrative of personal and historical 
memory.

FREEDOM’S DETECTIVE
The Secret Service, the Ku 
Klux Klan and the Man Who 
Masterminded America’s 
First War on Terror
Lane, Charles
Hanover Square Press (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-335-00685-1  

The story of the second head of the 
Secret Service, whose relentless efforts 

at criminal apprehension paved the way for today’s controver-
sial domestic terrorism operations.

Lane (Stay of Execution: Saving the Death Penalty from Itself, 
2010, etc.)—a Washington Post board member and op-ed col-
umnist and a former foreign correspondent and editor of the 
New Republic (1997-1999)—follows the intensive, though short-
lived career of Hiram C. Whitley, a daring impresario with 
steady nerves who, during the Ulysses S. Grant administrations, 
served as the newly minted chief of the Treasury Department’s 
Secret Service Division. Tracking down counterfeiters was 
Whitley’s main focus, but he also served as a key detective in 
domestic surveillance during this time of Reconstruction, when 
the defeated Southern states were determined not to accept the 
various Reconstruction Acts passed by Congress in 1867 as well 
as the 14th Amendment. These events contributed to the rise 
of the Ku Klux Klan. A spy, saboteur, and detective with little 
experience outside of living by his own wits, Whitley managed 
to build a small but capable “semiclandestine national police 
bureaucracy” that was unprecedented at the time, featuring 

“its own system of ranks and promotions, and full autonomy to 
recruit, pay, and supervise informants within the civilian popu-
lation.” In short order, Whitley began to use questionable meth-
ods of stealth and entrapment to achieve his aims. Moreover, 
a botched entrapment operation that the press called “The 
Washington Safe Burglary Case,” along with a switch in politi-
cal winds, ensured the end of Whitley’s government career in 
the mid-1870s. Though the narrative is occasionally convoluted, 
Lane, in addition to providing a welcome biography of a some-
what forgotten figure, methodically pursues how “the dilemmas 
of a permanent federal covert apparatus are with us still” in the 
form of CIA and FBI “excesses in the ‘war on terror.’ ”

A detail-laden, arduously researched chronicle that 
delineates an important early era of the Secret Service.



THE LEAGUE OF WIVES
The Untold Story of the 
Women Who Took on the U.S. 
Government to Bring Their 
Husbands Home
Lee, Heath Hardage
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-16110-9  

A Vietnam War story about the 
mostly unreported role of military wives 

who ignored protocol to help free their husbands, held as pris-
oners of war, from torture by the North Vietnamese.

Relying on extensive personal interviews and previously 
unseen documents, Lee (Winnie Davis: Daughter of the Lost 
Cause, 2014) builds to February 1973, when 115 American POWs 
departed North Vietnam on U.S. military transport planes to 
receive health care, debriefings, and finally emergence into pub-
lic view. Many of the American airmen never thought they would 
be shot from the sky, captured, and tortured—partly because 
of their ultraconfidence in their training, partly because they 
severely underestimated the fighting capabilities of the North 
Vietnamese military. Their wives back in the States, many with 
children, naturally felt desperate to learn the fates of their hus-
bands. However, commanders in the American military services 
and diplomats in the U.S. State Department told them, often in 
condescending fashion, to remain quiet and docile so that nego-
tiations with the enemy could proceed. Eventually, after years 
of excruciating worry, the wives of the prisoners—as well as fli-
ers missing in action—began to actively discuss how to remedy 
the situation. As more years passed with no progress, wives on 
bases scattered around the country began organizing together. 
Lee’s cast of determined women is extensive and occasionally 
difficult to track as they enter and depart the narrative. Two 
of the most prominent are Sybil Stockdale (husband Jim) and 
Jane Denton (husband Jeremiah). (The renowned John McCain 
does not play a major role in the narrative.) In addition to the 
wrenching personal stories, the author handles context grace-
fully, especially regarding the wives and their ability to find 
their voices amid the continuing saga of an unjust war. “If these 
military wives hadn’t rejected the ‘keep quiet’ policy and spoken 
out,” she writes, “the POWs might have been left to languish 
in prison.”

A book both educational and emotional. (16-page b/w 
photo insert)

HOTBOX
Inside Catering, the Food 
World’s Riskiest Business
Lee, Matt & Lee, Ted
Henry Holt (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-62779-261-5  

Two cookbook authors who once 
thought of catering as “the elevator 
music of the culinary arts” reveal the 
secrets of the craft.

If one prepares thousands of meals at once, “how could the 
quality of the food not suffer?” So went the thinking of the Lee 
brothers (The Lee Bros. Charleston Kitchen, 2013, etc.), Charles-
ton, South Carolina, natives famous for cookbooks celebrating 
Southern cuisine, who spent four years interviewing industry 
professionals and working as kitchen assistants for a large New 
York catering firm. The key to serving all those dishes is the hot-
box, also known as a proofer, “an upright aluminum cabinet on 
wheels, lifeblood for caterers,” which “conveys partially cooked 
food from the refrigerator at the caterer’s prep kitchen to the 
site of the party” with the help of Sterno food warmers. The 
book chronicles the authors’ experiences as they graduated 
from prep chefs to working the actual events, known in the 
trade as fiestas. Descriptions of party preparations get repeti-
tive after a while, but the authors do a solid job documenting 
the history of the industry and detailing the pressures caterers 
contend with, from client requests—producer Norman Lear 
once demanded to have a carpet installed in a room where a fun-
draiser was to be held because he didn’t like the acoustics—to 
the precision required to put just the right amount of celery-
root slaw atop beef brioche appetizers. The authors also share 
plenty of entertaining anecdotes—e.g., about the caterer who 

“had to mix pasta salad in the bathtub of a walk-up apartment” 
to make sure he had enough for 6,000 Gracie Mansion guests 
during the 1980 Democratic National Convention in New York.

“A fifteen-minute delay in serving fish is the difference 
between fantastic and lackluster,” write the authors. This 
book will give readers a newfound appreciation of caterers’ 
artistry and their constant perch on the precipice of failure. 
(illustrations throughout)

ON THE RUN IN NAZI BERLIN
A Memoir
Lewyn, Bert & Lewyn, Bev Saltzman
Chicago Review Press (400 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-64160-110-8  

A detailed, horrifying, and ultimately 
hopeful account of a young Jewish man’s 
efforts to avoid the Nazis in one of their 
principal cities.

Thankfully, Bert Lewyn, who died 
in 2016, had the good fortune to have family who cared about 
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This book will give readers a newfound appreciation of caterers’
artistry and their constant perch on the precipice of failure.

hotbox
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his remarkable story. Through interviews, travels, and archival 
research, his son and daughter-in-law, who worked as a researcher 
at CNN, compiled and edited this account (first self-published 
in 2001) of his wartime evasions during his teen years. In one of 
history’s darkest periods, the author suffered profoundly—sep-
arated from his parents, he never saw them again—and endured 
unspeakable deprivations. But he also benefitted from some 
courageous Berliners who hid him, fed him, and gave him hope. 
Lewyn was a technically skilled young man, proficient at metal-
working and other machine skills, and these capacities enabled 
him not only to find occasional work—including for the Nazis 
themselves—but to escape from Nazi custody. He stayed with 
friends or slept in bombed-out buildings or in the countryside. 
But the Nazis eventually nabbed him, and the author provides 
a harrowing account of a prison break through an underground 
tunnel, an escape made possible by his knowledge of locks and 
keys. In addition to the grief he expresses for the loss of his par-
ents, he tells about his quick marriage to a young mother. It was 
a marriage that helped them both survive but one that could 
not endure. The compiler and editor have done their best to 
enliven the narrative with verbatim dialogue and information 
derived from their journeys to key sites in Lewyn’s story. They 
write that they have endeavored to verify everything that’s still 
possible to verify, and their extensive backmatter and photo-
graphs of places and significant documents testify to their con-
siderable efforts—and to their fidelity.

A grim and gripping story of survival in a most egre-
gious time. (40 b/w photos)

THE LIONS’ DEN 
Zionism and the Left 
from Hannah Arendt to 
Noam Chomsky
Linfield, Susie
Yale Univ. (400 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-300-22298-2  

An astute study of how the political 
cauldron of the Middle East has gener-
ated fierce responses from the left.

Linfield (Journalism/New York Univ.; The Cruel Radiance: 
Photography and Political Violence, 2010) offers a trenchant anal-
ysis of the seemingly intractable Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
through an examination of eight prominent left-wing intel-
lectuals: Hannah Arendt, Arthur Koestler, Maxime Rodinson, 
Isaac Deutscher, Albert Memmi, Fred Halliday, I.F. Stone, and 
Noam Chomsky. Each professed strong views on Zionism, 
which Linfield defines as “support for a democratic state for the 
Jewish people.” In a series of linked, deftly delineated portraits, 
the author reveals fraught debate marked by both “fearless 
intellectual energy” and, too often, the dismaying imposition of 

“fantasy, symbol, metaphor, and theory overtaking reality and 
history.” Many of her subjects, like Arendt, held an “ideological 
antipathy to sovereignty” that made them critical of Zionism. 
Some, like the combative Koestler, a self-loathing Jew, “insisted 

that there was no Jewish history and culture” to merit state-
hood for “a chosen people.” Rodinson, a French scholar of Islam, 
believed that Palestinians, as victims of colonial oppression, 
were justified in their one unifying stance: hostility to Israel. 
That stance was echoed by Chomsky, whose hatred for Israel 
and championing of Palestine Linfield criticizes as arrogant 
and ignorant, based on “manufactured history” and “staggering” 
misrepresentations. In contrast, she praises Memmi and Halli-
day for their principled, humane analyses. Memmi saw Zionism 
as “the national liberation movement of an oppressed people,” 
worthy of support by the left. Halliday, an activist, journalist, 
multilinguist, and scholar, condemned the “profound mistakes” 
and crimes committed by both Zionist and Palestinian move-
ments. Both Memmi and Halliday concurred that support for 
terrorism was indefensible: “a short circuit that substitutes 
immediate fear and panicky responses for long-term solutions.” 
Like Linfield, Halliday advocated the establishment of two 
democratic states of Israel and Palestine. Besides presenting an 
unusually clear and informed history of the Arab-Israeli strug-
gle, the author throws a glaring light on the perils of fanaticism 
and insularity.

A significant contribution to contemporary political 
discourse.

AFRICAN SAMURAI
The True Story of Yasuke, a 
Legendary Black Warrior in 
Feudal Japan
Lockley, Thomas & Girard, Geoffrey
Hanover Square Press (464 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-335-14102-6  

Biography of an African slave who 
rose to fame and fortune in 16th-century 
Japan.

Making his literary debut, Lockley (Nihon Univ. College of 
Law) teams up with Girard (Mary Rose, 2018, etc.) to create a 
fast-paced, novelistic history of Japan’s feudal past, centered 
on the life of Yasuke, who arrived in Japan in 1579 as the inden-
tured bodyguard and valet of Alessandro Valignano, a wealthy 
and influential Portuguese Jesuit missionary. Drawing on abun-
dant sources, including archival material, the authors offer a 
panoramic view of politics, sex, religion, and war. They recount 
in horrifying detail the massacre of African families and kid-
napping of boys by Arab, Persian, and Indian slave merchants 
that resulted in Yasuke’s enslavement. Growing up in India as a 
boy soldier, he was “trained in violence, as well as comportment 
and service,” making him an appealing servant for the Jesuits, 
who fanned out across Japan, determined to save souls. Over six 
feet tall, strong and muscular, Yasuke was an intimidating pres-
ence and protector as the Jesuits battled religious and political 
factions in a nation beset by endlessly warring factions. Blood 
and gore ooze from the pages as the authors describe ruthless 
slaughter, beheadings, disembowelment, rapes, and torture. 
Ninjas, who “killed only for money, and had no honor beyond 
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what they were paid,” were hardly the most vicious, and Yasuke 
proved himself a valiant fighter. Seeking favor with the mighty 
warlord Oda Nobunaga, Valignano handed over Yasuke as “a 
weapon bearer and novelty.” Delighted, the warlord awarded 
Yasuke the elite status of samurai. “You are my black warrior,” 
Nobunaga proclaimed. “The demon who will ride beside me 
into battle, the dark angel who protects me and my family.” 
Because black skin, although unusual in Japan at the time, car-
ried “entirely positive” connotations, Yasuke became revered, 
and his prowess became legendary. “People in the streets did 
not only gape at him,” the authors write, “they bowed, heads to 
the earth, as they addressed him.”

A rich portrait of a brutal age.

LONG LIVE THE TRIBE OF 
FATHERLESS GIRLS
A Memoir
Madden, T Kira
Bloomsbury (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-63557-185-1  

An acclaimed essayist’s memoir about 
finding personal redemption in female 
friends and lovers after growing up in a 
wealthy but dysfunctional Florida family.

Born out of wedlock to a white shoe mogul father and a 
Chinese-Hawaiian ex-model, Madden was a lonely child who 
longed for “love the size of a fist.” To comfort herself, she 
wrote stories about an alter ego named Joni Baloney and devel-
oped a pen-pal relationship with a 51-year-old man who found 
her through an ad she had placed in TigerBeat magazine. Her 
parents began living together, and eventually, Madden’s father 
moved her and her mother from Coconut Grove to Boca Raton. 
The union granted the author access to privileges that included 
an exclusive private school education, riding lessons, and horses 
of her own. However, living with her father also brought her 
face to face with his alcoholism. The rampages that sometimes 
resulted often meant brutal beatings for her mother, who devel-
oped her own addiction to painkillers. While her parents suf-
fered in an unstable relationship, Madden struggled to find 
sustaining friendships and love among the drinking, drugging, 
silver-spoon youths of Boca Raton. For a brief time, she became 
part of what she calls “the tribe of fatherless girls,” a small group 
of fierce female outcasts who showed her the affection she 
lacked at home while unexpectedly stirring queer longings the 
author did not realize she had. In her late teens, Madden moved 
to New York City. There, she studied fashion design and pur-
sued lesbian relationships that not only helped her heal, but also 
face the challenges of losing the father she loved and discover-
ing the older half sister her mother had given up for adoption 
more than a decade before Madden’s birth. Though the author’s 
aching emotional rawness sometimes makes for difficult read-
ing, this is a deeply courageous work that chronicles one artist’s 
jagged—and surprisingly beautiful—path to wholeness.

Affecting, fearless, and unsparingly honest.

THE PRICE WE PAY
What Broke American Health 
Care—and How to Fix It
Makary, Marty
Bloomsbury (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-63557-411-1  

Plain talk from a surgeon and pro-
fessor who has long studied health care 
issues and finds the American system 
badly in need of repair.

Makary (Health Policy/Johns Hopkins Univ.; Unaccountable: 
What Hospitals Won’t Tell You and How Transparency Can Revolu-
tionize Health Care, 2012, etc.) has plenty of harsh words for the 
health care industry. He clearly demonstrates how medical care 
is secretive and predatory and why skyrocketing costs can be 
accounted for by the money games of medicine, loaded with 
middlemen, kickbacks, hidden costs, and the bait-and-switch 
techniques of the so-called wellness industry. Traveling across 
the country and talking to patients, doctors, business leaders, 
and insurance brokers, the author concludes that overtest-
ing, overdiagnosing, and overtreatment are all too common. 
Throughout the book, Makary refuses to hold back and does 
not hesitate to name names. However, despite all the wrongs 
that he describes—e.g., health fairs that serve as prospect-
ing events to hospitals that grossly overcharge—the author is 
optimistic about the future of health care. He cites as positive 
examples an organization that negotiates with pharmacy bene-
fit managers for better rates for employers; the national Choos-
ing Wisely project, which promotes meaningful conversations 
between patients and clinicians; and the Johns Hopkins–based 
Improving Wisely, which enables physicians to see how their 
practice patterns and outcomes compare to those of others in 
their field. Makary, who has witnessed a groundswell of physi-
cians working toward a fair and functional health care system, 
writes that hospitals and doctors can and should return to their 
historic altruistic mission of serving their communities and 
that medical schools must focus on compassion and humility. 
Some states have already passed price transparency legislation, 
and consumers, he writes, should ask for a price every time they 
consider a health service. 

Makary rightly takes the health care business to task, 
but he also offers a ray of hope that change can and will 
happen.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

Affecting, fearless, and unsparingly honest.
long live the tribe of fatherless girls
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SO HERE’S THE THING...
Notes on Growing Up, 
Getting Older, and Trusting 
Your Gut
Mastromonaco, Alyssa with Oyler, Lauren
Twelve (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-5387-3155-0  

A self-described “goofball” cheerfully 
reflects on life.

Taking up from where she left off in 
her last essay collection, Mastromonaco (Who Thought This Was 
a Good Idea?, 2017), Barack Obama’s former White House deputy 
chief of staff for operations, gathers essays, random thoughts, and 
interviews that add up to a merry gloss on politics, campaign work 
for John Kerry and Obama, her stint in the White House, dating 
(a guy who collected Beanie Babies, for example) and breaking 
up, watching Friends and Sex and the City, the health problem—
irritable bowel syndrome—she wrote about in the previous book, 
how social media has changed politics, and many other topics, 
including Donald Trump. Although she was scolded by Amazon 
reviewers for TMI, she can’t help but return to the IBS theme, 
warning readers who may not “appreciate knowing the details of 
strangers’ gastrointestinal lives” to skip to her essay on getting 
her period. “I’m a forty-two-year-old woman with the diet of a 
picky seven-year-old and the bathroom habits of a seventy-two-
year-old. What can I do but talk about it?” She also discusses her 
long, initially futile search to find comfortable underwear, which 
ended, happily, with “Gap stretch-cotton hipsters, size large.” 
The essays are interspersed with lists: favorite songs, things you 
should never say to your boss, what’s in her suitcase; and inter-
views with Susan Rice, Monica Lewinsky (a dear friend), Dan 
Pfeiffer (her Platonic Life Partner), and Chelsea Handler. The 
brief conversations are as frothy as the essays. Pfeiffer tells her 
that “the key to any lifelong friendship/platonic partnership is 
trust.” Rice encourages young women to “do what you are pas-
sionate about.” Mastromonaco surely has followed that advice, 
and in looking back on her career, she reflects thoughtfully on 
her decision not to have a child. Most pieces are funny and many, 
insightful. “If I’ve learned anything in my life,” she writes, “it’s 
that the line between nonsense and wisdom is very thin.”

An entertaining miscellany by a sharp-eyed observer.

THE HONEY BUS
A Memoir of Loss, Courage 
and a Girl Saved by Bees
May, Meredith
Park Row Books (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7783-0778-5  

A moving memoir that tells the story 
of how helping her grandfather tend his 
beehives helped a girl survive a troubled 
childhood.

Former San Francisco Chronicle reporter May’s (co-author: 
I, Who Did Not Die, 2017) parents separated when she was 5. 
Her troubled, emotionally distant mother moved her and her 
younger brother back to the rural home shared by her own 
mother and her mother’s second husband, who tended beehives 
all over Carmel Valley in California. After the author’s mother 
took to her room and refused to deal with the kids, the author 
spent most of her nonschool hours with “Grandpa,” driving 
around in his old truck to inspect hives, learning about bees, 
and eventually assisting him to harvest honey in an old bus he 
had rigged up just for this purpose. May balances the famil-
iar story of an inadequate mother who veers between neglect 
and occasional abuse with a clear portrayal of her gratitude for 
the thoughtful, dependable man who taught her to reach out 
beyond her toxic nuclear family and make her way into the 
wider world, encouraging her to go to college and not let herself 
be defined by her mother’s weaknesses. Her love of nature, too, 
and particularly of the unexpected intricacies of the ways bees 
behave, has provided her with a sense of peace and perspec-
tive. “Over time,” she writes, “the more I discovered about the 
inner world of honeybees, the more sense I was able to make 
of the outer world of people.” May also weaves into the narra-
tive intriguing facts about the social lives and roles of honey-
bees, and she describes with affection the details of the process 
of producing honey and the role the beekeeper plays in the 
lives of bees. While her subject may be honeybees, they serve 
as a launching point for a tale of self-discovery and the natural 
world at large.

A fascinating and hopeful book of family, bees, and 
how “even when [children] are overwhelmed with despair, 
nature has special ways to keep them safe.”

REPUBLIC OF LIES
American Conspiracy 
Theorists and Their 
Surprising Rise to Power
Merlan, Anna
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-250-15905-2  

Engrossing assessment of the profit-
able mainstreaming of conspiracymon-
gering in civic and political life.

In her debut book, Merlan, a reporter at Gizmodo Media 
Group’s Special Projects Desk, captures this unsettling narra-
tive succinctly and concretely. As she writes, once “the United 
States narrowly elected a conspiracy enthusiast as its presi-
dent,” there followed the codification of a long-gestating seamy 
underbelly of shared belief in ominous, far-fetched plots. The 
election of Donald Trump allowed a network of conspiracy 
profiteers, ranging from InfoWars’ Alex Jones to white suprem-
acist Richard Spencer, to accrue wealth and credibility; their 
acolytes “loved Trump, even the left-leaning among them who 
might have once preferred Bernie Sanders.” Yet, she notes, 

“conspiracy theorizing has been part of the American system 
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of governance and culture and thought since its beginnings.” 
These dual lenses of current events and longitudinal narrative 
allow for clear structure. In each chapter, Merlan focuses on a 
conspiracy subtopic—e.g. UFO theories, false-flag proponents, 
anti-vaxxers, the sovereign citizen movement—chronicling 
her conversations with prominent adherents and the academ-
ics, activists, or investigators who document and fitfully coun-
ter them. She is cleareyed about the harm done by figures like 
Jones and his ilk, who have inspired harassment of Sandy Hook 
victims and the family of DNC staffer Seth Rich, whose family 
discovered that “social sites give enterprising self-investigators 
access to the subjects of their conspiracies as never before.” 
Similarly, while attending a “white nationalist cookout” shortly 
before the 2017 Charlottesville events, the author concluded 
that the much-discussed “alt-right” relies on familiar, shop-
worn conspiracy theories regarding immigrants and Jews: “Hate 
groups all over the world are fueled by terrified, wild conjec-
tures about the people they hate.” However, Merlan has sym-
pathy for conspiracy theorists influenced by actual abuses of 
power, noting that “the history of UFOs is a perfect illustration 
of the way in which genuine government secrecy feeds citizen 
paranoia.” The author ably navigates this troubling landscape, 
with thought and some humor, though she seems more engaged 
by recent figures and controversies.

A lucid, well-researched look at a slippery topic.

HACKING DARWIN
Genetic Engineering and the 
Future of Humanity
Metzl, Jamie
Sourcebooks (368 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-4926-7009-4  

Numerous books explain the genetic 
revolution now in progress; this one 
describes where it might lead, and it’s a 
wild ride.

“Hacking” is the unauthorized intrusion into a computer sys-
tem, usually to alter its software. Some prefer the term “genetic 
engineering” to describe the process of changing an organ-
ism’s DNA to produce useful products or, more recently, cor-
rect defects. Futurist Metzl (Eternal Sonata, 2016, etc.), a senior 
fellow at the Atlantic Council who has also served in the State 
Department and the White House, maintains that this process 
will become so routine that most of us will not understand 
what’s happening and those that do might disapprove. In short, 
we will be hacked. One technique does not involve manipulat-
ing DNA. In today’s in vitro fertilization, doctors pick among 
multiple eggs, perhaps test for a few traits, usually absence of 
some defect, and implant a selection. Advances will enable a 
mother to produce huge numbers of eggs and doctors to test 
for countless traits—e.g., resistance to diseases, personality, 
even longevity—before implanting the best. The obvious next 
step is to remove defects or insert improved DNA into the 
genome. The new, Nobel-worthy CRISPR breakthrough makes 

this not only possible, but practical, and the first applications 
are emerging from the laboratory. Metzl’s explanation of how 
CRISPR works is no more comprehensible than those of ear-
lier authors, but its dazzling possibilities are obvious. In future 
decades, advanced IVF will increasingly compete with sex as 
the primary way we procreate. Metzl devotes plenty of space to 
the fierce ethical debate, but the reality is that, given the choice, 
few parents are likely to choose “natural” reproduction and bear 
a child guaranteed to be less intelligent, talented, and healthy 
than otherwise.

A thoughtful, exciting, and mostly accessible account 
of how genetic manipulation will vastly improve our spe-
cies. Miracles will happen, if not quite yet. Maybe in a few 
years....

I’M WRITING YOU 
FROM TEHRAN
A Granddaughter’s Search 
for Her Family’s Past and 
Their Country’s Future
Minoui, Delphine
Trans. by Ramadan, Emma 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-374-17522-1  

This poignant memoir by a French 
Iranian journalist in the form of a letter to her deceased grand-
father recounts a deeply felt 10-year journey to immerse herself 
in what it means to be Iranian.

A year after her grandfather’s death in 1997, just when the 
reformist Mohammad Khatami had been elected to great hope 
and fanfare, Le Figaro Middle East correspondent Minoui (co-
author: I Am Nujood, Age 10 and Divorced, 2010), who was born 
in Paris to a French mother and Iranian father, landed in Teh-
ran, hoping to learn more about her heritage. For the next 10 
years, she stayed on and off with her surviving grandmother 
and traveled around the country, interviewing people of dif-
ferent classes and political beliefs and learning about the vio-
lent vagaries of Iranian politics. At first, with the election of 
Khatami, the hope among citizens under age 25 was palpable; 
after enduring decades of Islamic oppression after the 1979 Ira-
nian Revolution, the people’s mood was wildly optimistic and 
confident. In spite of the widespread influence of the “morality 
police,” the youth daringly held mixed, alcohol-fueled parties 
behind closed doors, openly protested, and supported a vibrant 

“reformist press.” Yet soon enough, Minoui became aware of the 
dark underside of Iranian society and institutions that would 
soon turn ugly and menacing—e.g., the appearance of intel-
ligence agents who tracked her movements and interrogated 
her threateningly and the prowling of radical rightist militia-
men, one of whom Minoui befriended to figure out how they 
think. Ultimately, as the author writes in one of many moments 
of pointed insight, “to research your country’s history was to 
uncover your own story, too,” and she learned intimately of 
her grandfather’s tangled past. With the election of Mahmoud 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

A uniquely rendered chronicle of one woman’s personal
and professional journey from faith to activism.

i ’m writing you from tehran
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Ahmadinejad, “a veritable machine to crush modern Iran had 
been set in motion,” and she left the country in 2009.

A uniquely rendered chronicle of one woman’s personal 
and professional journey from faith to activism.

NATIVE COUNTRY OF 
THE HEART 
A Memoir
Moraga, Cherríe
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-374-21966-6  

A queer Latina feminist focuses on 
her ferocious, survivor mother from 
Tijuana.

In her moving portrait, Moraga 
(English/Univ. of California, Santa Barbara; A Xicana Codex 
of Changing Consciousness: Writings, 2000-2010, 2011, etc.), the 
founder of Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, examines her 
close but tortured relationship with her now-deceased mother. 
Elvira Isabel Moraga, who came of age in Tijuana’s golden era 
in the 1920s, “was not the stuff of literature.” The daughter of 
an “illusive trickster who shuttle[d] between worlds” and “rode 
the counterfeit borders of the Southwest with a vaquero flare 
of Mexican independence and macho bravado,” Elvira and her 
numerous siblings, born on the American side of the border, 
were hired out by their father for menial labor, essentially limit-
ing her education (“her inability to read and write well remained 
an open wound”). As a teenager, Elvira secured work until the 
mid-1930s as a hat-check–and-cigarette girl at a high-stakes 
gambling room in Tijuana, eluding the advances of the casino’s 
predatory owner. Ultimately, she met and married a man named 
Joseph, a “functionary” who operated the South Pasadena Santa 
Fe Railroad station. Together, they and their children moved 
east of Los Angeles, embracing the suburban dream that char-
acterized much of post–World War II America. Born in 1952, 
author Moraga offers mesmerizing details of growing up there 
and in San Gabriel, a mixed-race community, near her grand-
mother, who served as the locus of myriad visits by relatives. 
Coming to terms with her sexuality during a progressive social 
era almost derailed the author’s relationship with her strict, 
volatile mother, but in the end, her mother assured her, “how 
could you think that there is anything in this life you could do 
that you wouldn’t be my daughter?” The author’s determination 
to learn Spanish and visit Mexico helped the two bond in her 
mother’s later years, which were marked by Alzheimer’s.

A sympathetic portrait of Mexican-American femi-
nism (both in mother and daughter) delivered in a poignant, 
beautifully written way.

GIRL IN BLACK AND WHITE
The Story of Mary Mildred 
Williams and the Abolition 
Movement
Morgan-Owens, Jessie
Norton (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-393-60924-0  

An earnest account of abolitionism’s 
forgotten “poster child.”

In 1855, when she was only 7 years 
old, Mary Mildred Williams experienced two life-altering 
events: Her family was freed from slavery, and her photograph 
was taken for the abolitionist cause. The resulting daguerreo-
type, circulated widely by white anti-slavery leaders, depicted a 
light-skinned child whose features were deemed “indisputab[ly] 
white” by the press. Billed as a “white slave,” Williams was 
eagerly exhibited by Charles Sumner, an abolitionist senator, to 
sold-out audiences, making her a living prop on the main stage 
of the anti-slavery movement. Rhetoric used by such leaders 
succeeded in igniting white American sympathy, a “selective 
solidarity” that was otherwise uninspired by dark-skinned black 
people’s well-documented traumas. In a spirited narrative, pho-
tographer Morgan-Owens (Dean of Studies/Bard Early Coll. 
New Orleans) highlights Williams’ trajectory into the spotlight. 
Along the way, the author confronts a range of often unspoken 
realities, including the anti-black sentiments that permeated 
the white abolitionist community, the rampant sexual enslave-
ment that black women endured, and the subsequent dynamic 
of colorism employed in so-called progressive white America. 
Though the author occasionally struggles to convey the com-
plex web of Williams’ life and historical context, her passionate 
investigation notably uplifts Williams’ true surname, rebuk-
ing the historical record for identifying Williams by the family 
name of her slave father’s owner. Morgan-Owens ambitiously 
attempts “to name, and correct” the “myopic failures of white 
sympathy” that she documents in her book, succeeding mainly 
in the former. Self-aware as she strives to be, white gaze is con-
spicuous, from the author’s overconfident fictionalizations of 
Williams’ behaviors and emotional responses to her dramatic 
indictment of “us,” the “future readers, who might not remem-
ber the tragedies borne.” Since people of color are not likely to 
forget such history, perhaps Morgan-Owens is speaking to her 
own. Still, the book is a valuable contribution to abolitionist 
history.

An imperfect but worthy perspective on a critical 
period of American history. (20 b/w illustrations)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   9 9

HOW SAFE ARE WE?
Homeland Security Since 9/11
Napolitano, Janet with Breslau, Karen
PublicAffairs (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-5417-6222-0  

Napolitano, secretary of the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security from 2009 
until 2013, reflects on the role she played in 
the government and offers advice for those 
in charge of the future of the department.

The author, now president of the University of Califor-
nia, was governor of Arizona when she was tapped by Barack 
Obama to take over the management of the third largest U.S. 
government agency, with a budget only exceeded by the Depart-
ment of Defense and the Department of Veterans Affairs. She 
was the third director of a department cobbled together out of 
22 different federal agencies in the aftermath of 9/11. While the 
author takes a few jabs at Donald Trump—notably, for his fail-
ure to recognize that our border with Mexico is “not a Tupper-
ware container but rather a living, breathing membrane, a 
region where family members live and work on both sides”—for 
the most part she steers clear of partisan politics. Instead, she 
sticks to a measured, thoughtful analysis of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the department and an account of the changes 
that have been made since its inception. Along the way, she 
includes a short version of her biography and the challenges she 
faced in a new position that began with “a mountain of brief-
ing documents” topped with “a half-inch-thick single-spaced 
glossary of government acronyms.” Among the successes of the 
department, Napolitano counts, perhaps to some readers’ sur-
prise, the effectiveness of the Transportation Security Adminis-
tration. Among its shortcomings, she emphasizes the difficulty 
an often unwieldy bureaucracy faces when trying to recognize 
new threats, particularly those based on new technology. “It is 
impossible to overstate the urgency of improving our country’s 
cybersecurity,” she writes. “After climate change, there is no 
greater threat to the homeland.”

A cleareyed, rational examination of a government 
office that plays a key and often misunderstood role in the 
lives of all Americans.

GREEK TO ME
Adventures of the Comma 
Queen
Norris, Mary
Norton (240 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-324-00127-0  

The New Yorker’s acclaimed “Comma 
Queen” explores her captivation with all 
things Greek.

Norris (Between You & Me, 2015), 
whose first book recounted her career in the New Yorker’s copy 

department, offers an exuberant memoir of her transformation 
from a sheltered schoolgirl in Ohio to a passionate Hellenophile. 
Thwarted by her father from learning Latin—“Was Dad against 
education for women? Yes”—the author revived her fascination 
for dead languages after seeing Time Bandits, part of which was 
set in ancient Greece. Since the New Yorker generously paid 
tuition for classes that had some bearing on an employee’s 
work—as a copy editor, knowing Greek could be helpful—Nor-
ris enrolled in modern Greek and ancient Greek courses at 
NYU, Barnard, and Columbia. The Greek alphabet enthralled 
her. It was adapted radically, she discovered, from the Phoeni-
cian alphabet into “a tool for the preservation of memory, for 
recording history and making art.” Delving into etymology, 
Norris makes a case for the enduring vitality of Greek by reveal-
ing its widespread roots in English. Ancient Greek, she asserts, 

“is far from dead.” As she painstakingly immersed herself in 
learning the language, the author took her first trip to Greece, 
where she “shot around the Aegean like a pinball,” making brief 
stops in Crete, Rhodes, Cyprus, Samos, Chios, and Lesbos. 
As a solo traveler, she found herself the object of much male 
attention. “Dining alone in restaurants,” she reports, “I was a 
tourist attraction unto myself.” That trip incited her desire to 
return—she recounts subsequent journeys in lyrical detail—as 
well as to tackle Greek classics: “I wished there were some way 
I could be Greek or at least pass as Greek, just by saturating 
myself in Greekness.” She devoured books by Lawrence Dur-
rell and, especially, Patrick Leigh Fermor, two renowned phil-
hellenes, and she steeped herself in heroes, myths, and, gleefully, 
goddesses. Mythology, she writes, gave her myriad models for 
women’s roles beyond “virgin, bride, and mother,” choices that 
seemed so constricting to her as she grew up.

A delightful celebration of a consuming passion.

WAYFINDING 
The Science and 
Mystery of How 
Humans Navigate the World
O’Connor, M.R.
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-250-09696-8  

Some people get lost with a map 
while others need only glance at the sky 
to know where they are. As this engaging 

work on the art and science of navigating capably shows, the 
better adept at geography wins.

Travel broadens the mind—literally. Writes journalist 
O’Connor (Resurrection Science: Conservation, De-Extinction and 
the Precarious Future of Wild Things, 2015) in this lively and con-
sistently entertaining book, the hippocampus, which processes 
memory, enlarges with our geographical knowledge, such that 

“the environmental stimulus itself, the practice of navigation 
over time...showed plasticity, an ability to adapt and change, in 
structure of the brain.” Over the course of their many interest-
ing adaptations to living in the world, humans have learned to 
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There are many reasons why people should make efforts to 
improve their geographical literacy, and O’Connor hits on many in 

this excellent book—devouring it makes for a good start.
wayfinding



1 0 0   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

travel great distances not just by making maps and charts or by 
reading compasses, but also by studying the sky and the Earth 
itself and, intriguingly, building bodies of song, story, and myth 
around them—e.g., the famed songlines of Australia, which 
the author considers at length. Fittingly, O’Connor courses 
from continent to continent, mining anthropology, geography, 
neurology, psychology, and biology, and she also looks at odd 
ethical problems: For instance, traditional Polynesian naviga-
tional methods run the risk of disappearing in light of GPS and 
other technologies, but those very technologies might also be 
used, properly applied, “to ensure that future minds continue 
to undergo ruprup jokur and fill with knowledge of the sea.” 
Whether traditional or technologically enhanced, geographi-
cal knowledge is strongly linked with memory; an intriguing 
hypothesis links mental decline due to aging to the decline in 
navigating from place to place as one’s world shrinks. Through-
out her own travels, O’Connor talked to just the right people in 
just the right places, and her narrative is a marvel of storytelling 
on its own merits, erudite but lightly worn.

There are many reasons why people should make efforts 
to improve their geographical literacy, and O’Connor hits 
on many in this excellent book—devouring it makes for a 
good start.

WILD AT HEART
America’s Turbulent 
Relationship with Nature, 
from Exploitation to 
Redemption
Outwater, Alice
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-08578-8  

An optimistic look at how humans 
are showing greater respect for the natu-

ral world.
“There is deep agreement across western nations that we 

are all connected to the Earth,” writes Outwater (Water: A 
Natural History, 1996, etc.), “and that the natural world must be 
respected and preserved for the future.” Beginning with Native 
Americans, the author details Americans’ interactions with a 
continent whose bounty seemed limitless and ripe for exploi-
tation. Unlike European settlers, tribal communities revered 
nature’s gifts and sought to balance human and animal needs. 
Outwater believes that their relationship with nature “echoes 
the sustainable balance we are trying to create today.” In a spir-
ited, fact-filled history, the author chronicles changing attitudes 
and practices over many centuries. As a response to the Indus-
trial Revolution, Romantic philosophers, poets, and artists 

“embraced nature as a spiritual force.” With industry sullying 
the environment and fomenting diseases such as tuberculosis, 
clean air and water were seen as curative. The rise of science, 
technology, and intercontinental trade inspired a vogue for col-
lecting and classifying nature. “In Victorian times,” Outwater 
notes, “studying nature and building a personal natural history 

collection was seen as an appropriate way to praise God.” Pub-
lic collections—zoos, museums, botanical gardens—attracted 
curious visitors, and tourists flocked to natural wonders such 
as Niagara Falls and Yosemite. Investigating nature and appre-
ciating its aesthetic qualities, however, competed with the 
exploitation of waterways, forests, and land to serve increasing 
populations, the rise of cities, and westward expansion. To pro-
vide a picturesque experience of nature for city dwellers, land-
scape architecture—a term first used by Central Park designer 
Frederick Law Olmsted—combined traditional gardening with 
city planning. Although Outwater recounts many instances of 
detrimental environmental policies—e.g., Ronald Reagan’s 
head of the Department of the Interior called the environmen-
tal movement “a left-wing cult”—she offers, in an appendix, a 
list of major environmental laws enacted from 1964 to 1973 that 
have led to significant protections. In many cases, restoration 
has occurred more quickly than anticipated.

A cheering assessment of the future of the planet. (b/w 
photos throughout)

THE REAL WALLIS SIMPSON
A New History of the 
American Divorcee Who 
Became the Duchess of 
Windsor
Pasternak, Anna
Atria (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-5011-9844-1  

Pasternak (Lara: The Untold Love 
Story and Inspiration for Dr. Zhivago, 2017, 

etc.) seeks to “strip away decades of grotesque caricature” about 
Wallis Simpson (1896-1986).

The author offers a variety of thought-provoking arguments 
to counter the accepted wisdom about Simpson. Condemned 
as the woman who stole the king, Simpson’s biggest mistake 
was latching onto Prince Edward’s star; his own father said he 
was unsuited to be king, a sentiment echoed by others in posi-
tions of power. Regarding his kingly duties, he was faithful; he 
truly felt sorrow for his people as they suffered through ram-
pant unemployment and perpetual hunger. The people loved 
him, but the establishment did not. Stanley Baldwin, holding all 
the cards as prime minister, played a sinister part in rejecting all 
attempts by Edward to retain his throne. He utterly rejected the 
possibility of a Morganatic marriage in which Simpson would 
have been titled but never become queen and any offspring 
could not inherit—though the last was irrelevant as neither 
party was capable of producing an heir. Edward was besotted 
with Simpson and called her many times a day and whined when 
she wasn’t with him; he was consistently needy and constantly 
sought the attention denied him by both his parents. He was a 
Jazz Age man, given to drinking, dancing, and generally latch-
ing onto other men’s wives. The author clearly shows how his 
love of American ways and cafe society turned most aristocrats 
against him. He was not bright, and when the couple showed an 
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interest in fascism, it was only because it was the chic thing to 
do; he was too vacuous to take to any political creed. For all that 
was said about Simpson, Pasternak’s most illuminating point is 
that she knew how to soothe him and helped him understand 
the necessity of his duties; unfortunately, she was unable to curb 
his obsession with her.

The author provides a host of intriguing insights into a 
misunderstood woman. Those who have read other accounts 
will want to look at this other side.

TOPGUN
An American Story
Pedersen, Dan
Hachette (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-0-316-41626-9  

A seasoned airman shares his legacy 
as a Navy fighter pilot.

Pedersen, a distinguished military 
veteran known as the “Godfather of 
Topgun,” is credited with establishing 

the Navy Fighter Weapons School. His memoir, a collection of 
captivating, action-packed anecdotes and pivotal events in his 
naval career, moves briskly through time spent with committed 
men dedicated to their “monastic calling.” The author enlisted 
in 1956, and he covers his early years before moving into tales 
of Vietnam. As mounting losses and ineffective artillery, tactics, 
and leadership weakened America’s defensive strategies in the 
1960s, Pedersen recalls craving a fresh master plan to even the 
odds. Recognizing Pedersen’s excellence in aerial gunnery and 
overall flight and defensive precision, the Navy selected him, 
then stationed at Miramar, California (“Fightertown USA”), to 
head up an air combat graduate school featuring eight other 
passionate and talented officers known as the “Original Bros.” 
In describing the founding days of Topgun, the author details 
his selection of veteran pilots and a procedural curriculum to 
utilize the new MiG fighter jets. He also highlights the toll their 
call of duty took on marriages and families; regrets aside, “for 
us, flying always came first.” Throughout the book, Pedersen 
ably conveys the immense camaraderie among the courageous 
brotherhood of American fighter pilots and conjures the excite-
ment of daring aerial combat and weaponry maneuvers. He 
proudly notes that, at its 50th anniversary, the Topgun course 
remains the standard of excellence for providing air combat 
and weapons systems training. With the hot-seat velocity and 
cockpit realism of a military combat thriller, the author deliv-
ers exacting details and emotional acuity. Now 83, he admits to 
still experiencing the same visceral rush when seeing fighter air-
craft zooming overhead as he did when he was a wartime naval 
aviator: “I can’t fly anymore,” he writes, “but my heart is still up 
there.” Pedersen also includes a helpful glossary of terms and 
acronyms.

A noble, thrillingly realized combat aviation memoir 
from one of America’s finest.

THE LOST BOYS
Inside Muzafer Sherif ’s 
Robbers Cave Experiment
Perry, Gina
Scribe  (384 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-947534-60-5  

The story of a Turkish-American 
social psychologist who devised experi-
ments to reveal the sources of brutality.

While conducting research in the 
Archives of the History of American Psychology, Australian 
psychologist Perry (Culture and Communication/Univ. of 
Melbourne; Behind the Shock Machine: The Untold Story of the 
Notorious Milgram Psychology Experiments, 2013) came across the 
papers of Muzafer Sherif (1906-1988), a noted psychologist who 
devoted his life to proving that tribal loyalty and peer pressure 
shape conflict and reconciliation. Sherif, Perry discovered, was 
a complicated, often abrasive man who could be demanding 
and, at times, charming; he pursued his work “with a singular 
focus and an apparently unshakeable faith in his own theory” 
about the cause of brutality. The contradictions of his per-
sonality intrigued the author, as did his experiments, in which 
young boys were brought to a specially designed summer camp, 
induced to form friendships, then goaded into competition 
with one another to foment hatred, and finally manipulated into 
cooperating to solve a common threat. Sherif and his research-
ers interacted with the boys in various roles, taking detailed 
notes. Reading that material, Perry became disturbed about the 
ethics of Sherif ’s work, especially the 1954 Robbers Cave exper-
iment. There, at an Oklahoma state park, about two dozen boys 
were assembled “in an alien environment, surrounded by adults 
whose behavior puzzled and sometimes troubled them.” As one 
researcher admitted to the author, the staff overtly “engineered 
events and set up misinformation so that one group would get 
angry with the other and retaliate.” Perry interviewed several 
men who had been at the camp as children to discover how they 
had been affected, and she traveled to Turkey to investigate 
Sherif ’s youth for insight into his obsession with proving that 
brutality was not inherent in human nature but instead a prod-
uct of social interaction. In grounding Sherif ’s work in histori-
cal and biographical context, the author offers insight into how 
an experimenter shapes findings and raises salient questions 
about the ethical implications of psychological research.

A cleareyed assessment of a significant chapter in the 
history of psychology and social science.
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A noble, thrillingly realized combat aviation 
memoir from one of America’s finest.

topgun
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I MISS YOU WHEN I BLINK
Essays
Philpott, Mary Laura
Atria (288 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-982102-80-7  

An essayist and Emmy-winning liter-
ary talk show host muses on the ups and 
downs of her life as a daughter, mother, 
career woman, and wife.

Philpott (Penguins with People Problems, 
2015), who hosts A Word on Words on Nashville Public Television, 
opens this collection of inviting autobiographical essays with a 
meditation on the titular phrase. Her son devised it as a bored 
6-year-old playing in her home office, but she later saw the words 
as perfectly capturing “that universal adult experience: the iden-
tity crisis.” In the appealing essays that follow, Philpott explores 
episodes from her life when she experienced identity shifts, both 
large and small, that forced some form of personal “recalibration.” 
She begins by examining how the perfectionism that followed her 
from a childhood defined by good grades and a desire to please 
came up against the adult realization that humans are “limited 
by the bounds of what we understand to be right.” In “Good Job,” 
Philpott details her first post-college/early-career awakening. As 
the author clearly demonstrates, the rewards toward which she 
had been taught to run “like a mouse on a wheel” simply did not 
exist. Yet her tendency to impose an ideal version of reality onto 
her actual experiences continued, as she admits in “The Expat 
Concept.” When her husband’s job took him to Dublin, for 
example, she put more time into creating the perfect wardrobe 
and envisioning glamorous photo-ops than “into figuring out how 
we would eat.” It was only during a major midlife crisis that the 
author came face to face with the fact that the perfect existence 
she insisted on creating—despite all she knew about letting go 
of personal and social expectations—had left her feeling like a 
depressed “human traffic jam.” Warm, candid, and wise, Phil-
pott’s book is both an extended reflection on the pressures of 
being female and a survivor’s tale about finding contentment by 
looking within and learning to be herself.

Delightfully bighearted reading.

AMERICAN FOUNDERS
How People of African 
Descent Established Freedom 
in the New World
Proenza-Coles, Christina
NewSouth (384 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-58838-331-0  

A wide-ranging synthesis of the his-
tory of African influence on the Americas.

In this kaleidoscopic narrative, Pro-
enza-Coles (co-editor: Political Power and Social Theory, Volume 
19, 2008), who has a dual doctorate in sociology and history, 

tackles the long history of people of African descent in the 
Western Hemisphere. “In an effort to convey how events and 
individuals connect to larger historical forces—colonialism, 
revolution, republicanism, and nation building—the chapters 
proceed chronologically and endeavor to provide a pan-Amer-
ican vantage point.” In that, she succeeds, and her argument is 
clear and cogent: Far from being mere victims or objects of his-
torical change, Americans of African origin have been central 
to the country’s history and served as active agents in pushing 
for their freedom and the freedom of others. She is especially 
solid in her discussion of the era of slavery and its impact on 
not only the region, but the larger world, and she uses separate 
sections to provide the capsule biographies of a wide sample of 
important individuals who shaped American life. Drawn from 
a sizable range of secondary sources, the book is something of 
a mixture—not quite scholarly tome, not quite popular history, 
not quite reference work—but Proenza-Coles writes clearly, her 
mining of her sources is impressive, and her argument is lucid. 
She is much stronger on the centuries prior to the Civil War 
than on the 20th century and beyond. While the timelines 
that cap each chapter are helpful in keeping track of the many 
events and milestones she discusses, the endnotes at the ends of 
the chapters would work better as either footnotes or endnotes 
at the back of the book. Nonetheless, this is a useful history 
to supplement existing works on the African experience in the 
Americas. Acclaimed Civil War historian Edward L. Ayers pro-
vides the foreword.

Passionate history with a clear point of view.

THAT GOOD NIGHT 
Life and Medicine in 
the Eleventh Hour
Puri, Sunita
Viking (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-0-7352-2331-8  

Doctors labor to cure disease and 
(recently) comfort the dying, but this 
moving memoir portrays a doctor prac-
ticing a new specialty that fills a gap 

between the two approaches.
Puri (Clinical Medicine/Univ. of Southern California), the 

medical director of palliative medicine at the Keck Hospital 
of USC and the USC Norris Cancer Hospital, hits the ground 
running with an impressive debut. The daughter of workaholic, 
immigrant physician parents who assumed she would follow in 
their footsteps, she acquiesced and dove into the field. During 
training, she thrilled to see her skills cure disease and relieve 
suffering, but she became increasingly disturbed when they 
didn’t. Repeatedly, she witnessed patients with devastating ill-
nesses and little hope of cure made sicker by treatments the 
doctors themselves knew were futile. Patients and families usu-
ally encouraged this, in the belief that one must always “fight” 
disease; to do otherwise is to “give up.” Using often heart-rend-
ing examples, the author emphasizes that the best treatment of 
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advanced cancer may not be more toxic chemotherapy. A vic-
tim of end-stage lung disease grows familiar with a respirator, 
but ultimately the lungs will fail to recover enough to breathe 
without it. Many patients live years bedridden with a respira-
tor, their family praying for a miracle. A better alternative is to 
discuss what is happening and plan for a future where matters 
might not go as everyone hopes. Doctors hate doing this, so 
they discuss pros and cons, allowing the patient or family to 
choose. Thus, hearing that a treatment for metastatic breast 
cancer might prolong life for several months but also cause 
misery and harm, people usually choose treatment under the 
mistaken belief that treatment means “cure” and no treatment 
means abandonment. Called to assist, Puri recounts many pain-
ful exchanges, which, when successful, allow patients and those 
who love them to embrace a deeper understanding of their 
mortality.

A profound meditation on a problem many of us will 
face; worthy of being mentioned in the same breath as Atul 
Gawande’s Being Mortal (2014).

LOSING EARTH
A Recent History
Rich, Nathaniel
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux
(224 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-374-19133-7  

The time to have averted worldwide 
climate change was long ago—and scien-
tists knew that very fact a long time ago 

as well.
As New York Times Magazine writer at large Rich (King Zeno, 

2017, etc.) notes at the beginning, “nearly everything we under-
stand about global warming was understood in 1979.” Indeed, 
that understanding was largely unclouded by oppositional poli-
tics in a time when the president was not proud to proclaim that 
he was too smart to believe in climate change. The scientific 
consensus, then as now, was that human activities had altered 
the environment; the question was what could be done about 
it. Today, Rich notes, the odds of doing anything meaningful to 
slow climate change to an overall average warming of “only” 2 
degrees Celsius are slim—about one in 20, he reckons, and even 
that will mean the extinction of coral reefs, rising sea levels, 
coastal flooding, and a host of other woes. Rich charts that 1979 
terminus to a government study of coal emissions, which, if 
allowed to continue unmodified, would result in “significant and 
damaging” changes in the atmosphere. Other federal reports of 
the period were just as prescient—e.g., one that “warned that 
humanity’s fossil fuel habit would lead inexorably to a host of 

‘intolerable’ and ‘irreversible’ disasters” while recommending 
the transition to renewal energy sources. Big money buried 
these findings, along with a leadership that was reluctant to 

“change the national model of energy production” and, indeed, 
the world economy. By Ronald Reagan’s time, the reluctance 
became intransigence. By the time of George W. Bush, business 

and government leaders had “consolidated behind the position 
that the benefits of emissions cuts should be weighed against 
immediate economic costs.” By today, Rich warns, “the distant 
perils of climate change are no longer very distant”—and they 
grow closer every day.

A maddening book full of what-ifs and the haunting 
suspicion that if treated as a political problem and not as 
a matter of life and death, climate change will cook every-
one’s geese.

AN ELEGANT DEFENSE 
The Extraordinary New 
Science of the Immune 
System: A Tale in Four Lives
Richtel, Matt
Morrow/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-06-269853-7  

An expert examination of the 
immune system and recent impressive 
advances in treating immune diseases.

Scientists describe the brain as the most complex organ, 
but novelist and Pulitzer Prize–winning New York Times journal-
ist Richtel (A Deadly Wandering: A Tale of Tragedy and Redemption 
in the Age of Attention, 2014, etc.) maintains that our immune 
system gives it a run for its money. Around 3.5 billion years ago, 
the earliest cells developed means to identify alien threats and 
(usually) fight them off. As organisms evolved greater complex-
ity, their immune systems kept pace with mammals, humans 
included, which possess a dazzling collection of organs, tis-
sues, wandering cells, DNA, messengers, and chemicals keep-
ing watch on our “festival of life.” “The thymus makes T cells,” 
writes the author. “The bone marrow is the origin of B cells....
The T cells, when alerted by dendritic cells, behave as soldiers, 
spitting out cytokines; the B cells use antibodies to connect to 
antigens as if they are keys in search of a lock. Macrophages, 
neutrophils, and natural killer cells roam the body, tast-
ing, exploring, and killing.” In the first of many jolts, Richtel 
downplays the claims of enthusiasts who urge us to attain the 
strongest possible immune system. Immunity resembles less 
a comic-book superhero than a trigger-happy police force, 
equally capable of smiting villains and wreaking havoc on inno-
cent bystanders. To illustrate, the author devotes equal space to 
its role in fending off threats (infections, cancer) and attacking 
healthy tissues during allergies and autoimmune diseases such 
as asthma, diabetes, colitis, rheumatoid arthritis, and lupus. Sci-
entific breakthroughs in producing specific antibodies have led 
to spectacularly effective—if toxic and wildly expensive—treat-
ments for many. A newsman’s truism insists that readers love 
articles that include real people, so the author introduces us to 
four. All illustrate the good and bad features of modern immu-
notherapy, but the courses of their diseases are too bizarre to 
be typical.

Richtel illuminates a complex subject so well that even 
physicians will learn. (b/w photos throughout)
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Richtel illuminates a complex subject so 
well that even physicians will learn.

an elegant defense
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WHEREVER THE SOUND 
TAKES YOU
Heroics and Heartbreak in 
Music Making
Rowell, David
Univ. of Chicago (248 pp.) 
$22.50  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-226-47755-8  

As the title suggests, this is a wide-
ranging exploration of the hold that music 
has on so many of us, from the esoteric 

instruments to which some devote their lives to the musicians 
who inspire loyal obsession long after their popular heydays.

This book is as much about Washington Post Magazine deputy 
editor Rowell (The Train of Small Mercies, 2010) and his musi-
cal passions (including a collection of percussion instruments 
from around the world) as it is about the ostensible subjects of 
each chapter. But by focusing so narrowly—e.g., on the “hang,” 
an obscure, expensive instrument in Switzerland, the popular 
rise and decline of the Hammond organ, or the cult appeal of 
musical aggression known as “grindcore”—the author offers 
revelations that seem universal, if often ineffable. Though the 
author is not a music critic—after all, he reveres Yes and other 
reviled prog rock acts—he has been a drummer since boyhood 
but apparently not a professional musician, and he offers no evi-
dence that he is a particularly proficient one. He might best be 
described as a music geek who writes engaging features about 
idiosyncratic musical passions, including the Appalachian “can-
joe,” a kind of single-string banjo made of a stick and a can that 
earned its maker an appearance on the Grand Ole Opry. Rowell 
also provides a fascinating account of the bipartisan political 
machinations that helped promote Yes for the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame. It was led by the strategist for Rick Santorum’s 
presidential run, though Santorum, it turns out, is more of a 
Styx partisan. “The one thing we’ve absolutely sworn off is nega-
tive campaigning,” said the operative. “You’re not going to see 
any anti–Moody Blues ads.” Every story concerns music, but 
the heart of each is people—the ones who make the music or 
the instruments and the ones whose lives depend on it.

Readers who have had any sort of musical passion 
should find these stories compelling.

JIMMY PAGE
The Definitive Biography
Salewicz, Chris
Da Capo (528 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-306-84538-3  

A full-length biography of Led Zep-
pelin guitarist Jimmy Page (b. 1944), 
whose reclusive habits have only added 
to his mythic status.

London-based music journalist Sale-
wicz (Dead Gods: The 27 Club, 2015, etc.), who has interviewed 

his subject many times over the decades, chronicles Page’s rise 
from working-class London roots. Like many of his genera-
tion, Page went to art school on the way to finding a musical 
career. Inspired by American rockabilly records, Page became 
proficient enough at a young age to find work as a studio 
guitarist, making good money backing up popular acts. As 
the British blues revival flowered, he became the lead guitar 
player for the Yardbirds, following Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck. 
When that group broke up, Page formed Zeppelin, mapping 
out the band’s path with iron control. Salewicz follows the 
group through recording sessions and world tours—Zeppelin 
was especially popular in the United States—with attention 
to the band’s excesses, which included destruction of hotels 
along with other violent outbursts, heavy use of drugs and 
alcohol, and sexual encounters of all sorts. The author also 
devotes considerable attention to Page’s mystical side, espe-
cially his fascination with Aleister Crowley, perhaps giving it 
more credence than it deserves. Salewicz delves into Page’s 
battle with drugs, especially heroin and cocaine, and includes 
copious reminiscences from groupies who linked up with Page 
over the years, along with plenty of quotes from interviews 
with the famously reticent musician and with others who were 
part of the scene. With the band’s dissolution, Page’s hermetic 
tendencies became more pronounced. Salewicz chronicles the 
solo projects, the reunions with singer Robert Plant, and the 
painstaking project of reissuing Zeppelin’s recorded legacy. 
Dedicated listeners may want more analytical explorations of 
the music, and, like many rock journalists, the author tosses 
around superlatives with a free hand. Still, the book is a must-
read for die-hard Zeppelin fans.

This close look at one of the ultimate guitar gods should 
find plenty of readers interested in 1960s and ’70s rock.

THIS SEARING LIGHT, 
THE SUN AND 
EVERYTHING ELSE 
Joy Division: The Oral History
Savage, Jon
Faber & Faber (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-571-34537-3  

A deep dive into one of rock music’s 
most path-breaking bands and caution-
ary tales.

The story of Joy Division has become post-punk folklore. 
Launched in 1976 in Manchester, a grimy and declining British 
industrial city, the quartet masterfully harnessed the Sex Pis-
tols’ energy, Krautrock cool, and Doors-ish pretension. Com-
mercial success and critical acclaim arrived fast, but the band 
ended with singer Ian Curtis’ suicide in May 1980, on the brink 
of its first U.S. tour. Veteran U.K. music journalist Savage (1966: 
The Year the Decade Exploded, 2015, etc.) was on the scene at the 
time, and this oral history reflects a level of access and atten-
tion to detail worthy of the band’s importance, including band 
members Peter Hook, Bernard Sumner, and Stephen Morris, 
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producer Martin Hannett, record-label impresario Tony Wil-
son, designer Peter Saville, and more than two dozen scenesters, 
photographers, and writers. (Curtis’ contributions are mostly 
taken from newspaper articles; commentary from his estranged 
wife, Deborah, comes mostly from her own memoir.) Savage’s 
quote-selection process emphasizes the youthfulness and 
naiveté of the band, who were holding down day jobs, flirting 
with fascist imagery, and barely competent as musicians when 
they began. Their much-imitated innovations—e.g., integrat-
ing electronic drums or having bass carry the melody line—
emerged as the happy accidents of unschooled 20-somethings. 
Naiveté cut both ways, though. Everybody involved confesses 
being at a loss to address Curtis’ worsening epilepsy and depres-
sion and paid little mind to his lyrics, which plainly read as cries 
for help; shamefully, they hastened Curtis to a gig just after he 
was hospitalized for a suicide attempt. “People admired him 
for the things that were destroying him,” his widow says, and 
the agonizing closing pages reveal how tragically blinding that 
admiration was.

Neither easy hagiography or melancholy Curtis elegy, 
but a sober and illuminating account of a brilliant band’s 
too-short career.

WOMEN’S WORK 
A Reckoning with Work 
and Home
Stack, Megan K.
Doubleday (352 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-385-54209-8  

A self-critical and heartfelt narra-
tive of the author’s life in China and 
India and the impoverished women she 
employed as her nannies and servants.

For the majority of the wealthy, white, privileged women 
who employ these women, “help is affordable, help is cheap,” 
and learning further personal details about their servants and 
nannies seems to be an unnecessary headache. However, former 
Los Angeles Times reporter Stack (Every Man in This Village Is a 
Liar: An Education in War, 2010), a finalist for both the Pulitzer 
Prize and the National Book Award, has sought to sincerely 
empathize with and find similarities in their lives and her own 
life through an investigation of what she terms “women’s work.” 
The author divides her eye-opening book into three parts. In 
the first part, she thoroughly engages readers with the story of 
the birth of her first child, in China. These chapters are beau-
tifully written, informative, and sometimes harrowing as she 
recounts the joy, fear, and exhaustion of becoming a mother. 
Her chronicle of how she found her way out of depression offers 
wisdom that new mothers will find supportive and enlightening. 
Throughout the book, Stack writes compassionately about her 
encounters with her nannies, Xiao Li (China), Pooja, and Mary 
(both from India), as well as her struggle with a “postmodern 
feminist breakdown.” The author demonstrates how her con-
cepts of gender equality and sisterly connections ran head-on 

into her need to run her home and control her time. In the 
second part of the narrative, she relates her time in India and 
her second pregnancy. By that time, she had found it easier to 
relegate some household authority to her husband. In the final 
section, Stack discusses her decision to write about the women 
who worked for her and provides moving details of her relation-
ships with them.

What women—and men—can learn from Stack’s story 
is that “women’s work,” in all of its complexity and con-
struction, should not be only for women.

WHAT BLEST GENIUS? 
The Jubilee that Made 
Shakespeare
Stott, Andrew McConnell
Norton (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-393-24865-4  

A marvelous account of the world’s 
first literary festival.

Early on in this delightful book, Stott 
(English/Univ. of Southern California; 

The Poet and the Vampyre: The Curse of Byron and the Birth of Litera-
ture’s Greatest Monsters, 2014, etc.) notes that after Shakespeare’s 
death in 1616 “his plays quickly fell from the repertoire.” When 
Charles II became king in 1660, public performances were 
encouraged, and works by Ben Jonson and others flourished. 
Shakespeare’s plays—sometimes heavily revised—and his repu-
tation made a comeback thanks to cheap editions of his works. 
In 1769, the great English actor David Garrick, “fast on his way 
to becoming the most famous man in Britain,” decided to cel-
ebrate the Bard with a grand Jubilee in sleepy Stratford-upon-
Avon. Stott chronicles in luscious detail the ups and downs of 
the event, from the extensive preparations to the key players 
involved, including Garrick’s younger brother, George. James 
Boswell, soon to be author of a masterful biography of Samuel 
Johnson, called it a “festival of genius.” Johnson “dismissed the 
Jubilee with scorn.” The Stratford townspeople were apprehen-
sive. Who would pay for it? Where would the anticipated 3,000 
visitors stay? Tickets, signed by Garrick, portraits of Garrick 
and Shakespeare, and commemorative ribbons were issued. A 
statue of Shakespeare was erected in Stratford and a massive, 
wooden rotunda to host balls, dinners, and stage events built. 
Unfortunately, the event was met with unceasing rain. Roofed 
chairs carried visitors through the mud, and a pageant was can-
celled. Garrick’s lengthy Ode to the “blest genius of the isle” 
was delivered by the ringmaster himself, with musical accompa-
niment followed by an elaborate fireworks display that fizzled 
in the cold rain. As Stott writes, Jubilee was “a defining moment 
in our cultural history, and one that goes to show how, through a 
confluence of intent, mishap, and grubby self-interest, the most 
glorious and enduring of myths was made.”

A thoroughly enjoyable and engaging literary history. 
(20 b/w illustrations)
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What women—and men—can learn from Stack’s 
story is that “women’s work,” in all of its complexity and 

construction, should not be only for women.
women’s work
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SKELETON KEYS
The Secret Life of Bone
Switek, Brian
Riverhead (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-0-399-18490-1  

A cheerful popular-science romp 
through the matter that makes up our 
skeleton.

Writers on human body parts usually 
concentrate on the heart, lungs, brain, 

and reproductive organs. Science writer Switek (My Beloved 
Brontosaurus: On the Road with Old Bones, New Science, and Our 
Favorite Dinosaurs, 2013, etc.) leaves the beaten path to deliver a 
fun explanation of the history, function, and cultural meaning of 
bone. As the author notes early on, life was squishy for billions 
of years. Less than 500 million years ago, bone “got its start as 
rigid plate armor on the outside of a primordial fish, but as the 
pieces sunk inside they became an interlocking framework that 
never shifts by itself, yet...allows for the sensational range of 
motion our species is capable of.” Bone is hard but not too hard. 
It contains about 30 percent collagen, identical to the connec-
tive tissue that makes up our ligaments and tendons. The other 
70 percent is a mineral called hydroxyapatite (tooth enamel, 
much harder, contains more than 90 percent). Switek does his 
duty by bone science, but his heart is in bone disease and bone 
culture. The best fossils (human included) contain fractures and 
cut marks that reveal how the creature lived and perhaps died. 
Ancient bones regularly turn up as jewelry and building mate-
rial; converting human skulls to drinking cups and art objects 
has a long history. The author gives King Richard III’s recently 
exhumed bones their own chapter. In the 19th century, collec-
tors assembled thousands of skulls and expressed confidence 
that they revealed the essence of race, character, and intel-
ligence. It’s unlikely that most readers believe they were right, 
but the author goes to great length to show that they weren’t.

Switek belongs to the science-shouldn’t-be-boring 
school of writing, but readers who can tolerate his steady 
stream of whimsy, jokes, and drollery will receive a pain-
less, mostly illuminating education on his subject.

THE IMPOSSIBLE CLIMB
Alex Honnold, El Capitan, 
and the Climbing Life
Synnott, Mark
Dutton (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-101-98664-6  

A thrills-and-chills—and occasional 
spills—view of the mad heroes of free 
climbing, scaling mountain faces with-
out ropes.

You’d have to be out of your mind to head up the 3,000-foot-
high cliff face of Yosemite’s El Capitan without equipment of 

modern mountaineering, the lightweight chocks and clips and 
ropes that keep a person from plummeting into the void. Yet, 
as mountain guide Synnott writes, building on his reporting for 
National Geographic, that out-of-mindness defines young Alex 
Honnold, “the world’s greatest free soloist,” who has developed 
the habit of sizing up some of the planet’s most formidable 
mountains and then scrambling up them without the benefit of 
equipment. Old-school climbers have looked at him with com-
bined awe and despair, and, as the author writes, Honnold does 
have a talent for alienating potential allies: “He wore his ego 
right on his shirtsleeve like the logo of one of his sponsors.” Still, 
there’s no question he has bragging rights; in one of his well-pub-
licized exploits, Honnold free soloed El Capitan, Half Dome, 
and Mount Watkins, all three of Yosemite’s big three rock faces, 
in less than 19 hours altogether. “This monster linkup entailed 
7,000 vertical feet of difficult rock climbing,” writes Synnott, 

“seventy-seven pitches up to 5.13a.” If the last clause contains 
numbers that aren’t immediately meaningful to you, no worries: 
One of the great virtues of this book is the author’s cleareyed 
explanations of how alpinists parse mountains, rating them for 
difficulty and then doing the calculus of who qualifies as the 
world’s leading climber on the strength of those numbers. Old-
timers agree: Honnold may be ill-mannered and self-absorbed, 
but he’s got the right stuff, doing what previous generations of 
climbers deemed impossible. As for lessons for would-be climb-
ers, Synnott offers the cardinal one in the voice of one of the 
old-timers: “Don’t fall.”

Fans of mountaineering will find this a winner.

ERA OF IGNITION
Coming of Age in a Time of 
Rage and Revolution
Tamblyn, Amber
Crown Archetype (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-984822-98-7  

The actor and director candidly dis-
cusses her turbulent personal evolution 
within a changing American society.

For Tamblyn (Any Man, 2018, etc.), 
America’s current “existential crisis and...questioning of its 
own values and future” is a manifestation of a new social aware-
ness, especially where gender inequities are concerned. Draw-
ing from her experiences in an industry infamous for its racism, 
sexism, and misogyny, the author traces the “ignition” of her 
own feminist consciousness. In 2008, the then-25-year-old 
author dreamed of creating a film version of the Janet Fitch 
novel Paint It Black. But in an industry that routinely snubbed 
the efforts of female directors, Tamblyn did not know how 
she could transform her dream into reality. The same year, she 
campaigned for presidential candidate Hillary Clinton, whose 
efforts symbolized the ongoing female battle to break through 
the glass ceilings of power. In the difficult, rejection-filled years 
that followed, Tamblyn forged ahead with the attitude that if 
the mostly male creative decision-makers in Hollywood would 
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not allow her to get a foot in the door, then she would “build my 
own goddamn house.” The author eventually succeeded in mak-
ing a generally well-reviewed film and distributing it through a 
small woman-owned company. Just as Tamblyn began to feel 
empowered for her achievements, she witnessed Clinton’s sec-
ond defeat, this time to a man who exemplified the toxic mascu-
linity she spent so many years fighting against. In the aftermath, 
Tamblyn, now a mother to an infant daughter, became keenly 
aware of the impact misogyny had on the female body and mind, 
including her own, which suffered from lingering postpartum 
inflammation. She questioned her own privilege as a white 
female, embraced intersectional feminism, and co-founded 
Time’s Up, a movement dedicated to helping women “be heard 
and acknowledged in male-dominated workplaces.” Though 
prone to digression and occasional political overzealousness, 
the book offers illuminating insights into the changing face of 
feminism and the continued struggle to overcome the harden-
ing lines of gender injustice.

A personal and passionate story about making a world 
“that is nourished, healed, and flourishing.”

THE COST OF THESE DREAMS
Sports Stories and Other 
Serious Business
Thompson, Wright
Penguin (400 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-14-313387-2  

A senior writer for ESPN The Maga-
zine debuts with a collection of his explo-
rations of sports-world notables who 
reached—or are reaching—the ends of 

their careers.
Thompson’s abundant strengths as a long-form journalist 

are evident on nearly every page. He is a relentless researcher 
and sensitive interviewer, a writer who tries to understand the 
factors that made his subjects who they are—or were. In an 
essay about Muhammad Ali, for example, Thompson engages in 
a seemingly endless pursuit of one of Ali’s very first opponents, 
a man who vanished from the grid. The author pursues the end-
of-career stories of Michael Jordan and, later, Tiger Woods and 
helps us see the connections between the two, who are friends. 
He also chronicles the lives of people far less celebrated—e.g., 
Tony Harris, a college basketball star whose paranoia sent him 
into the jungles of Brazil, where he was found dead. Wright is 
particularly incisive in his essays on coaches, including Bear 
Bryant (Alabama football), Pat Riley (NBA) and Urban Meyer 
(who just completed his final football season at Ohio State)—all 
three of whom have had to deal with the end of their glory years. 
There are some longer, more complicated pieces here, too—the 
story of the New Orleans Saints, the Super Bowl, and Hurricane 
Katrina—and of football at the University of Mississippi when 
James Meredith broke the color line in 1962. Thompson also 
deals with the rugged family dynamics of Ted Williams and, in a 
brief piece, the angst and celebration in Chicago when the Cubs 

finally won the World Series in 2016. He ends with an emotional 
piece about his own late father. Though he’s sometimes a little 
quick on the draw with his identifications of motives and causes, 
his gritty determination makes it easy to forgive.

Richly researched and textured writing that reveals 
the humanity of the author’s subjects.

DEEP MEDICINE
How Artificial Intelligence 
Can Make Healthcare Human 
Again
Topol, Eric
Basic (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-5416-4463-2  

A gimlet-eyed look at the role of 
computers in medicine.

Building on earlier fly-on-the-wall 
looks at modern healing (The Patient Will See You Now: The Future 
of Medicine Is in Your Hands, 2015, etc.), cardiologist Topol exam-
ines the pros and cons of putting artificial intelligence, database 
crunching, and the like into the service of doctors who may or 
may not appreciate the new powers gained and limits reached. 
In this, the question is one of building a body of testable data 
and using it wisely. As the author writes, “shallow evidence...
leads to shallow medical practice, with plenty of misdiagnosis 
and unnecessary procedures.” The data is more abundant than 
the meaning derived from it—by most estimates, Topol writes, 
doctors have collectively absorbed perhaps 5 percent of the 
whole literature. AI is useful for plowing through that huge 
body of material and weeding out the inapplicable and unlikely. 
AI is not, however, yet up to the “outlandish expectations,” as 
he puts it, that some administrators—and, more to the point, 
cost-cutting insurers—are placing on it, from curing cancer to 
eliminating possible harm to patients to lessening workloads. 
To be sure, he notes, there are many places where an algorithm’s 
ability to “eat data” is most welcome, as with correlating a 
patient’s intake of fluids with his or her output of urine. Given 
that most Americans have their medical records scattered over 
many providers and insurers, it’s important that data be con-
solidated and put in the hands of consumers. Perhaps paradoxi-
cally, notes the author, “the only way it can be made secure is to 
be decentralized.” Another issue is the possible overreliance of 
doctors on data in place of good practice, and Topol closes with 
the warning: “Machine medicine need not be our future.”

A cogent argument for a more humane—and human—
medicine, assisted by technology but not driven by it. (57 
b/w images)
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Richly researched and textured writing that reveals
the humanity of the author’s subjects.

the cost of these dreams
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MR. STRAIGHT ARROW
The Career of John Hersey, 
Author of Hiroshima
Treglown, Jeremy
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-374-28026-0  

A lucid, thoughtfully told look at 
the life of the American journalist and 
novelist John Hersey (1914-1993), famed 
for the long New Yorker story that would 

become the 1946 book Hiroshima.
Former Times Literary Supplement editor Treglown (Franco’s 

Crypt: Spanish Culture and Memory Since 1936, 2013, etc.), based in 
London, has written biographies of V.S. Pritchett, Henry Green, 
and Roald Dahl. In his latest, he focuses on the novelist and 
journalist of considerable skill and wide interests who would 
never attract the readership of his reputation-defining book 
Hiroshima, of which Treglown writes, “no other book by Hersey 
is as famous or as difficult to write about.” It is difficult to write 
about not only because it seemed natural and sometimes self-
referential, but also because it had an odd context, officially 
approved by the American occupation government of Japan 
but written by “a war poet as much as a journalist.” Hersey’s lit-
erate and often lyrical approach to reporting had been tested 
at places like Guadalcanal; his reporting influenced Norman 
Mailer’s later novel The Naked and the Dead. After the war, he 
cast about widely for subjects, writing of Harry Truman, the 
internment of Japanese-American citizens, and other matters, 
all the while remaining committed to what one eulogist, poet 
James Merrill, called “the older, Platonic virtues—Prudence, 
Temperance, Justice.” Treglown’s title is fitting; there was no 
dissembling in this son of missionaries. He was brilliant yet out-
wardly modest—and, as Treglown writes of the much-liked Yale 
student, “walking humbly can’t have been the easiest response 
for so gifted and popular a young man.” By writing of the course 
of Hersey’s long career, Treglown helps broaden his reputation 
beyond Hiroshima while recognizing that that classic work is 
the one for which the writer will remain known.

Sympathetic and circumstantial—a readable literary 
biography that is likely to be the last word on the subject.

ZOO NEBRASKA
The Dismantling of an 
American Dream
Vaughan, Carson
Little A (240 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-5039-0150-6  

A freelance journalist’s account of a 
zoo that became the symbol of hope—and 
later, tragedy—for a small Nebraska town.

Dick Haskin never expected to open 
a zoo in tiny Royal, Nebraska. A farmer’s son who loved animals 

more than people, Haskin dreamed of working as a primatolo-
gist after watching a film about Jane Goodall in his early teens. 
However, when he graduated from college in 1983, he found he 
had to take jobs in zoos, which he “truly, viscerally, hated,” rather 
than Africa. But a chance meeting with Dian Fossey at a pri-
matology conference brought with it the opportunity to work 
at her research center in Rwanda. Fossey’s murder not long 
afterward dashed Haskin’s original plan, but in its place arose 
another idea that involved opening a primate center in Royal. 
Haskin acquired a chimpanzee named Reuben and a trailer, but 
he set his sights on creating “a first-class facility” that would 
become both an important research center and a boon to the 
local economy. Despite climbing attendance and a donation 
from Nebraska native Johnny Carson, by the late 1980s, Haskin 
and his foundation were “running on fumes.” Bickering board 
members had no interest in raising the funds necessary to trans-
form Haskin’s vision into reality. The center—later known as 
Zoo Nebraska—eventually fell into other hands that managed 
to expand the number of animal attractions and tourist visits 
but also earned the enduring enmity of larger zoos that saw 
ticket sales decline. Power struggles involving zoo directors 
and its board members also ensued. In 2005, Haskin’s quixotic 
dream ended in violence when law enforcement officials shot 
and killed three escaped primates, one of which was Reuben, 
Haskin’s “best friend.” In this easily digestible portrait of small-
town life, Vaughan compassionately and understatedly traces 
the evolution of one man’s grand vision and the petty politics 
that destroyed it.

A thoughtful meditation that will appeal to animal lov-
ers and readers interested in tales of small communities 
coming together.

THE UNINHABITABLE 
EARTH 
What Climate 
Change Means
Wallace-Wells, David
Tim Duggan Books/Crown (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-525-57670-9  

“The threat from climate change is more 
total than from the bomb. It is also more 

pervasive.” A closely argued look at what may be a turning point in 
human existence.

As New York magazine deputy editor Wallace-Wells 
observes, almost every major moment of “evolutionary reset” 
in Earth’s history has been precipitated by climate change pro-
duced by an overproduction of greenhouse gases—and there is 
now more carbon in the air than at any point in the last 15 mil-
lion years, leading him to open, grimly, with the warning, “It is 
worse, much worse, than you think.” So it is, and even if the 
author allows that we have the tools we need to stop transfor-
mative climate change, from carbon taxes to carbon capture 
and a conversion to renewable energy, we lack anything like 
the political or economic will to alter our course. The results 
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will be catastrophic, from untold millions of environmental 
refugees to summers that, even in Scandinavia, will be accom-
panied by killer heat waves. Wallace-Wells rightly muses over 
the fact that, for all our devotion to end-of-the-world scenar-
ios in science-fiction books and films, too many of us continue 
to believe that the scientists warning of these dire matters are 

“simply crying wolf.” Witness the sitting president, who con-
siders himself too smart to believe that the climate is changing 
and that there’s still plenty of time to do something about it. 
There’s not, Wallace-Wells writes, leaving us with only a few 
alternatives, ranging from the hope that some technological 
miracle can be ginned up to the darker impulse to “normalize 
climate suffering at the same pace we accelerate it...forgetting 
all that we had ever said about the absolute moral unaccept-
ability of the conditions of the world we are passing through 
in the present tense, and blithely.”

If you weren’t alarmed already, Wallace-Wells sounds 
the tocsin of toxicity. An urgent, necessary book.

THE KNOWN, THE SECRET, 
THE FORGOTTEN
A Memoir
Wheelis, Joan
Norton (160 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-324-00258-1  

A pointed exploration of family, 
childhood, and loss.

In her debut, Wheelis (Psychia-
try/Harvard Medical School) conjures 

the lives of her parents and her experience as their daughter 
through a series of allusive and elusive vignettes. The author’s 
analysis of her girlhood memories reflects her background 
as a psychiatrist as well as the daughter of two prominent 
psychoanalysts, though her intent is not to put anyone on 
the couch. As “a devotee of the book Harriet the Spy,” the 
author “carried around a notebook and pencil to document 
my discoveries” about her parents, their practices (they both 
had offices in their San Francisco home), and their marriage. 
Wheelis offers little in the way of balance or comprehensive-
ness; she focuses primarily on her relationship with her father, 
the author of multiple books, who practiced nearly until his 
death in his early 90s. Later in life, writes Wheelis, her mother 
would “tease both my father and me...about an Oedipal bid 
for my father’s attention,” but the author doesn’t press this 
point, nor does she belabor the tension in the marriage, par-
ticularly on her mother’s part, when her father would retire 
to his office and close the door rather than keep them com-
pany. Of her own 20-year marriage, she writes succinctly, “six 
months after my father died, my husband left.” As she notes 
at the outset, “My parents are both dead, yet their lives are 
very much within me,” and it is their lives, and particularly her 
father’s life, as seen and understood from the perspective of 
their young daughter, that she shares with readers. Ultimately, 
this is more of a memoir about memory—its connections and 

deceptions—than about the author and her family in particu-
lar. It shows how the dead live on.

There’s a precision in the prose that the father would 
admire in his daughter.
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There’s a precision in the prose that the father 
would admire in his daughter.

the known, the secret, the forgotten
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children’s
THE UNDEFEATED 
Alexander, Kwame
Illus. by Nelson, Kadir
Versify/HMH (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-328-78096-6  

Past and present are quilted together 
in this innovative overview of black Americans’ triumphs and 
challenges in the United States.

Alexander’s poetry possesses a straightforward, sophisti-
cated, steady rhythm that, paired with Nelson’s detail-oriented 
oil paintings, carries readers through generations chronicling 

“the unforgettable,” “the undeniable,” “the unflappable,” and 
“the righteous marching ones,” alongside “the unspeakable” 
events that shape the history of black Americans. The illustra-
tor layers images of black creators, martyrs, athletes, and neigh-
bors onto blank white pages, patterns pages with the bodies of 
slaves stolen and traded, and extends a memorial to victims of 
police brutality like Sandra Bland and Michael Brown past the 
very edges of a double-page spread. Each movement of Alexan-
der’s poem is a tribute to the ingenuity and resilience of black 
people in the U.S., with textual references to the writings of 
Gwendolyn Brooks, Martin Luther King Jr., Langston Hughes, 
and Malcolm X dotting stanzas in explicit recognition and 
grateful admiration. The book ends with a glossary of the fig-
ures acknowledged in the book and an afterword by the author 
that imprints the refrain “Black. Lives. Matter” into the collec-
tive soul of readers, encouraging them, like the cranes present 
throughout the book, to “keep rising.”

An incredible connector text for young readers eager 
to graduate to weighty conversations about our yesterday, 
our now, and our tomorrow. (Picture book/poetry. 6-12)

TWINCHANTMENT
Allen, Elise
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-368-00862-4 
Series: Twinchantment, 1 

Princesses must escape their castle 
undetected and reveal a dangerous 
secret to their allies in an effort to save 
their mother.

Magic has been outlawed in Kaloon 
for years, but ever since the court jester Gilward caused a 
magical spectacle at a celebration for the upcoming birth of 

THE UNDEFEATED by Kwame Alexander; 
illus. by Kadir Nelson ......................................................................... 110

ARU SHAH AND THE SONG OF DEATH by Roshani Chokshi....... 123

THE LAST LAST-DAY-OF-SUMMER by Lamar Giles ..................... 130

MUMMIES EXPOSED! by Kerrie Logan Hollihan ...........................134

YOU ARE NEVER ALONE by Elin Kelsey; illus. by Soyeon Kim ..... 136

WHERE DANI GOES, HAPPY FOLLOWS by Rose Lagercrantz; 
illus. by Eva Eriksson; trans. by Julia Marshall ............................... 137

JUST LIKE MY BROTHER by Gianna Marino ................................. 138

CATERPILLAR SUMMER by Gillian McDunn ............................... 140

AFTERNOON ON A HILL by Edna St. Vincent Millay; 
illus. by Paolo Domeniconi .................................................................141

MAISIE’S SCRAPBOOK by Samuel Narh; 
illus. by Jo Loring-Fisher ...................................................................143

LAST OF THE NAME by Rosanne Parry .......................................... 146

NINE MONTHS by Miranda Paul; illus. by Jason Chin .................. 146

INSIDE OUTSIDE by Anne-Margot Ramstein & 
Matthias Arégui .................................................................................148

THE ASTRONAUT WHO PAINTED THE MOON by Dean Robbins; 
illus. by Sean Rubin ............................................................................148

MOTOR MOUSE by Cynthia Rylant; illus. by Arthur Howard .......150

BEYOND WORDS by Carl Safina ..................................................... 151

LION OF THE SKY by Laura Purdie Salas; 
illus. by Mercè López .......................................................................... 151

SOCK STORY by C.K. Smouha; illus. by Eleonora Marton .............154

LIZZIE FLYING SOLO by Nanci Turner Steveson .............................156

BADIR AND THE BEAVER by Shannon Stewart; 
illus. by Sabrina Gendron ..................................................................156

FOLLOW YOUR STUFF by Kevin Sylvester; 
illus. by Michael Hlinka .................................................................... 158

FINDING THE SPEED OF LIGHT by Mark Weston; 
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King Edwin and Queen Latonya’s first child, the kingdom has 
been on high alert, and Gilward, as well as any other mages or 
people displaying banned characteristics, have been exiled to 
the Twists. Among the many things banned as signs of magic? 
Twins. Because of that decree, princesses Flissa and Sara have 
pretended to be one person, Princess Flissara, their entire lives. 
When their mother is struck by a deadly curse and Gilward is 
spotted near the castle grounds, the twins have less than two 
days to retrieve Gilward and convince him to reverse the curse. 
They both head out, accompanied by their songbird tutor, 
Primka; Nitpick, a cat; and Gilward’s own son, Galric. Their 
journey to the Twists is appropriately replete with magical 
obstacles and bickering, but no challenge comes close to feeling 
insurmountable. The characters in the third-person narrative 
are lovable, but the pacing is off, with the first act dragging and 
the third rushing. The twins are biracial and have brown skin, 
but Kaloon seems to be an un-racialized society and the book 
otherwise adheres to the white default.

A perfectly enjoyable adventure that leaves room for a 
sequel without feeling unfinished. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE QUIET CROCODILE GOES 
TO THE BEACH
Andriamirado, Natacha
Illus. by Renon, Delphine
Princeton Architectual Press 
(32 pp.)
$17.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-61689-801-4  

A beach-loving crocodile overcomes his fear of the water 
with the help of his animal friends in this French import.

Fossil, a flip-flop–and goggle-clad crocodile, happily carries 
a host of animals (and their beach paraphernalia) on his back. 
As the anthropomorphic animals play in both sand and water, 
Fossil remains motionless, as he “is scared / to go in the water.” 
Finally, encouraged by his friends, the trepidatious reptile finally 
splashes in. The artwork, done with colored pencils and a pen, 
showcases simple, appealing characters who are introduced by 
name on the end pages, including Sonny, the bunny; Moomoo, 
the cow; and Piggy, the pig. Patterning is used to define differ-
ent skin types and fur textures, and watching the busyness that 
surrounds Fossil as his friends play is highly diverting. However, 
unlike Richard Scarry’s Busytown books—which also con-
tain multiple, detailed vignettes per spread—aside from small 
beach hijinks, there is little connective tissue to propel read-
ers forward or enhance the bare-bones storytelling. Still, some 
may find a place for it on the overcoming-a-fear-of-swimming 
bookshelf.

With the attractive illustrations and design living 
somewhat apart from the sparse text, this functions more 
as a fetching coffee-table book than a story. (Picture book. 2-4)

BACH TO THE RESCUE!!!
How a Rich Dude Who 
Couldn’t Sleep Inspired the 
Greatest Music Ever
Angleberger, Tom
Illus. by Elio
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-4197-3164-8  

How the self-styled “greatest composer ever!” created the 
Greatest Music Ever Written Ever for a Rich Dude who could 
not sleep.

Improvising on a historical anecdote that he admits “may 
not be true,” Angleberger has Bach himself explain how he 
created what came to be known as the “Goldberg Variations”—
named for the beleaguered personal harpsichordist of a grumpy, 
insomniac Rich Dude unmoved by sonatinas (“Too slow!!!”), 
minuets (“Too fast!!!”), or toccatas (“Too toccatally!”). So how 
did Bach do it? “I took some leftover notes and a dance hall tune 
and an old folk song or something and mashed them all up, and 
it was the Greatest Music Ever Written Ever,” he trumpets. “Yes, 
it’s just that easy for me!” The Dude and all his likewise grumpy, 
sleep-deprived servants and neighbors are delighted, one of the 
former sighing, “each note falls into just the right spot in my 
brain.” Some brown faces in the crowd scenes add diversity to 
the mostly white cast, and Elio’s broad, simply drawn, loudly 
colored cartoon scenes otherwise provide worthy accompani-
ment for the high-volume, exclamation-strewn narrative. An 
appreciative note from the author citing a free, online record-
ing of the work serves up a proper coda, but readers hoping to 
learn the Rich Dude’s name or more about Bach will have to 
look elsewhere.

Decidedly irreverent—but never disrespectful—riffs 
on a musical masterwork and its creator. (Picture book. 6-10)

CATCH ME
A Seek-and-Find Book
Arhoj, Anders
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4521-6649-0  

A color-changing dog and cat chase each other through this 
double-sided, seek-and-find book.

Little Woof, a spotted dog, and Big Meow, a long-necked cat, 
are on the hunt for each other. They both change color to blend 
in with their surroundings as they run through 11 scenes. Follow 
the pages from left to right to catch Big Meow or from right 
to left to catch Little Woof. Each direction includes a spread 
introducing the characters before the chase begins. The seek-
and-find pages are wordless except for a sign with the katakana 
for “Neko Sakura” (“cat” and “cherry blossom” in Japanese) in 
a cafe scene with a pink background, blossoming cherry trees, 
and lots and lots of cats. Since Arhoj’s (Find Me: A Hide-and-Seek 

Elio’s broad, simply drawn, loudly colored cartoon 
scenes provide worthy accompaniment for the 

high-volume, exclamation-strewn narrative.
bach to the rescue!!!
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Book, 2017) bright, digital illustrations saturate a full spread, the 
gutter distorts some of the images. Some of the backgrounds 
are lighthearted, such as a carnival in the clouds or an animal 
spa, but others have an edgier quality, perhaps most particularly 
a scene of an alley inhabited by glowing-eyed shadow creatures 
and a centipede-legged dachshund wiggling out of a garbage can. 
The changes in color add another level of engagement and chal-
lenge to the game. While the text only prompts readers to find 
the same two characters throughout the book, every scene is a 
wonderland to explore, with eye-catching creatures immersed 
in surprising activities.

A quirky seek-and-find adventure with a familiar cat-
versus-dog rivalry. (Picture book. 3-6)

BUTTERFLIES IN ROOM 6
See How They Grow
Arnold, Caroline
Photos by the author
Charlesbridge (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-58089-894-2  

Arnold revisits Mrs. Best’s elementary classroom (Hatching 
Chicks in Room 6, 2017) for this look at the life cycle of the painted 
lady butterfly.

Arnold uses the class’s study of butterflies to present readers 
with solid facts about these insects in both the main text and 
leaf-shaped fact boxes. Mrs. Best’s butterfly eggs come in a tube 
(she must have purchased them, though this is not addressed). 
The entire life cycle is both pictured and described in the next 
spread. The close-ups of the eggs in their different stages of 
hatching are sure to fascinate. On release day, each child gets to 
hold a butterfly that has crawled onto their hand. Though this 
book focuses on butterflies in a classroom, families could eas-
ily use this information to safely raise butterflies at home (sev-
eral tips are given about keeping the insects alive and free from 
injury). The backmatter includes a page of answered questions 
about butterflies, a glossary, and a list of both online and text 
resources for finding further information. Arnold’s photos are 
a highlight, combining candid shots of the diverse students and 
their white teacher with pics of the insects, both in captivity 
and in nature. Labeled close-ups bring readers into the class-
room and teach butterfly anatomy.

A solid look at the butterfly life cycle that will have stu-
dents asking their own teachers to host caterpillars in their 
classrooms. (Informational picture book. 4-9)

As a person whose professional 
life, first as children’s librarian and 
now as reviewer of children’s books, 
is dedicated to raising new genera-
tions of readers, I fairly predictably 
took to raising my own personal 
generation, my daughter, with verve. 

I became a connoisseur of the 
well-crafted board book. I read 
aloud old picture-book favorites 
from when I was a child: Where the 

Wild Things Are, Snowy Day, Corduroy, etc. Together we 
found new favorites: The Genie in the Jar, by Nikki Giovan-
ni and illustrated by Chris Raschka; Chameleon, Chameleon, 
by Joy Cowley and photographed by Nic Bishop; Boxes 
for Katje, by Candace Fleming and illustrated by Stacey 
Dressen-McQueen.

As she grew older, we moved on to early readers, trading 
read-aloud responsibility page by page. At the same time, 
I read aloud from longer books: 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland; 
Julia L. Sauer’s Fog Magic (a book 
that had haunted me since I was 
a child); a paired reading of the 
Mowgli stories from my father’s 
old copy of The Jungle Books and 
Neal Gaiman’s just-released The 
Graveyard Book. 

That last was one of the last 
books we read together. She had 
begun reading on her own some 
years earlier, working her way 
through Beverly Cleary and C.S. Lewis before giving her 
heart to J.K. Rowling. As her own personal librarian, I 
was happy—thrilled, even—to pass along the new titles 
I came across.

And then, with the particular cruelty only an adoles-
cent can inflict, she stopped reading anything I recom-
mended. What was once a shared reading life diverged 
into two separate ones. It was indubitably developmen-
tally appropriate, but that didn’t make it any less painful.

But every once in a while she mentions a kids’ book—
Lynne Rae Perkins’ Criss Cross, Maggie Stiefvater’s Scorpio 
Races—and I’ll ask how she came across it. “Oh, it was ly-
ing around your office,” she’ll say. Cool. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

on raising an 
independent 

reader

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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STOMP
Aurora, Ian
Illus. by Moore, Natalia
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-4867-1554-1  

This bright and lively book requires 
readers to move, make noise, and enjoy.

From the very first page this book 
invites readers to get up and join in—literally: “Everybody up! It’s 
time to get moving!” A tan-skinned child with flowing brown hair 
instructs readers to stomp and clap along with a diverse group of 
friends in various scenarios and settings. Whether it’s a hillside, 
a beach, a grassy park, a snowy wood, a preschool classroom, or 
the living room couch, it’s always the perfect place to stomp and 
clap, wiggle and giggle with a friend. The text is rhythmic and silly: 

“Stomp just a LITTLE as you wiggle all your toes. / Stomp SIX 
times while you’re tapping on your nose.” Imagination is encour-
aged (“Stomp like you’re SITTING on a horse you like to ride”), 
as is taking a pause (“Stop for a second, stretch your body really 
wide”). Though the kids are taking the lead, the occasional benevo-
lent adult also appears, drawn from a cast that’s diverse racially as 
well as gender- and agewise. There is little logic to the sequence, 
but that’s hardly the point: The illustrations blend vibrant colors 
and textures to create a vibe that matches the message.

If read with the right amount of verve (and it’s hard not 
to), this book should spice up storytimes. (Picture book. 3-6)

TABBY’S FIRST QUEST
Bell, Mia
Scholastic (128 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-338-29234-3 
Series: Kitten Kingdom, 1 

Will Princess Tabby be brave enough 
to save Mewtopia?

While out snitching candy as their 
nanny snoozes, Princess Tabby and her 
brothers, Felix and Leo, overhear their 

parents practicing for the Golden Scroll Ceremony, which will 
take place that evening. At the ceremony, the laws spoken by the 
holder of the scroll in the last rays of daylight become the laws of 
the country for real. (Since the first law is that the king, who reads 
the scroll, is the ruler, one wonders what authority the king has 
wielded prior to the ceremony.) Wishing to look at the real scroll, 
the trio heads down to the treasury and encounters a cloaked and 
hooded messenger who has come to get the scroll for polishing. 
There’s something weird about the messenger, but they let him 
have it but then decide they should visit the goldsmith’s shop to 
make sure they did the right thing. They didn’t! The messenger 
may just be the legendarily awful rat King Gorgonzola of Rot-
tingham. The three little kittens team up with the goldsmith’s 
daughter, Clawdia, to pursue the thief and retrieve the scroll, but 
will Princess Tabby be brave enough on her first foray out into the 

world without an armed guard to complete the task and save the 
kingdom? Bell’s first in a new series is a decent start. The puns 
run thick, but young readers new to chapters will enjoy them 
and even recognize themselves in Tabby’s realistic self-doubt. 
The uncredited black-and-white cartoon illustrations add little. 
Sequel Tabby and the Pup Prince publishes simultaneously.

An agreeable series starter for kitten fans. (Fantasy. 4-8) 
(Tabby and the Pup Prince: 978-1-338-29235-0)
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SELKIE
Birch, Josephine
Illus. by the author
Starfish Bay (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-76036-054-2  

Falling overboard, a fisherman expe-
riences a mysterious underwater encoun-
ter with a seal.

Impressionistic illustrations alone tell 
this bewitching, somewhat bewildering tale. Returning with their 
catches, fishermen (all evidently white and male) head into a tav-
ern to regale one another with tall tales of pirates, giant fish, and 
mermaids. At dawn, they set sail once more, and their nets soon 
fill with fish. When he discovers a gray seal tangled in his net, a 
fisherman in a green sweater falls overboard trying to release it. 
Caught in the net himself, the fisherman’s pulled down with the 
seal into the ocean’s depths, where they engage in aquatic acro-
batics, so closely entwined that the fisherman appears to become 
a green seal. Slowly the gray seal draws the fisherman upward 
toward the fishing boat, pulling and pushing him until his smiling 
comrades hoist him aboard as the seal watches them depart. The 
delicate, indistinct illustrations (appropriately rendered in faint 
pencil lines washed freely in watercolor hues echoing the blue-
green ocean, yellow sunlight, and gray seal) effectively convey the 
vast underwater stillness. Clever use of full-page and double-page 
spreads as well as horizontal and vertical panels heightens the 
silent, dramatic communion taking place between fisherman and 
seal. From the title, readers may assume the seal’s a selkie, but the 
absence of text, notes, or visual details combines with the appar-
ent transformation of the fisherman to leave readers uncertain.

A visually arresting, haunting, wordless tale guaran-
teed to spark wonder. (Picture book. 4-8)

CLIMBING SHADOWS
Poems for Children
Bramer, Shannon
Illus. by Derby, Cindy
Groundwood (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-77306-095-8  

This collection of 20 poems inspired 
by the poet’s volunteer work in a kinder-

garten lunchroom is united by authorship; entries address a variety 
of topics and are expressed in multiple styles.

The subject matter is generally accessible and of inter-
est, including family vignettes (“The Snow Is Melting”), feel-
ings (“afterschool”), animals (“a spider way of thinking,” “Owl 
Secrets”), and toys (“My Cars Never Sleep”). Length and format 
vary too: “Little Yellow House” is only nine words long; others 
have several stanzas. Not all utilize traditional capitalization 
and punctuation. Some layouts are straightforward, left-jus-
tified and single- or double-spaced; others feature irregular 
spaces between lines or between phrases on the same line but 

are not quite concrete poetry. Figurative language is especially 
effective in “The Envelope,” a litany of ways a child thinks of 
their mother. Most read well out loud, with appropriate scan-
sion and without the pitfall of forced rhyme. Derby’s sophisti-
cated illustrations, done in watercolor, digital collage, and India 
ink, have a subdued tone and leave room for the imagination; 
some are simple, small vignettes on white space, while others 
feature gently washy backgrounds.

The poetry here is well-done, and although there is no 
real topical or stylistic cohesion, the assortment offers 
something for readers with varying preferences. (Picture 
book/poetry. 6-9)

RAJ AND THE BEST DAY EVER
Braun, Sebastien
Illus. by the author
Templar/Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5362-0570-1  

Raj, pictured as a tiger cub, plans an 
adventure-filled day out with his dad.

“Today is going to be the BEST DAY 
EVER!” he tells readers, as he and his 

dad make a long list of all the things Raj wants to do. They walk 
to the library—the first item on their list—where Raj chooses 
his favorite book. But when they go to check the book out, 
Dad realizes that he’s forgotten to bring his wallet! No wallet 
means that they can’t do all the things on the list, and Raj is 
disappointed. When it begins to rain, Raj is convinced that it 
is going to be the “WORST DAY EVER,” until he gets an idea 
that might improve it. Father and son go on to modify Raj’s list 
to make their own entertainment—for instance, having a pic-
nic instead of going to the cafe—to compensate for the forgot-
ten wallet. All the characters are represented as animals, and 
Braun’s simple narrative and bright, colorful illustrations rein-
force the happy-go-lucky theme of the picture book. Despite 
the protagonist’s stereotypical Indian name and depiction as 
a tiger, the picture book is very Western in its representations 
(from the clothes the characters wear to the foods they eat).

An endearing picture book about the relationship 
between father and son. (Picture book. 2-6)

CAVEKID BIRTHDAY
Breisacher, Cathy
Illus. by Garrigue, Roland
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-58089-876-8  

Breisacher and Garrigue explore the 
timeless fun of gift exchange.

Neighbors Caveboy and Cavegirl are best friends who do 
everything together. The pair shares interests in pet racing, 
stone tossing, painting on walls—a joy shared by all children 

Clever use of full-page and double-page spreads as well as 
horizontal and vertical panels heightens the silent, dramatic 

communion taking place between fisherman and seal.
selkie
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since the very beginning of time—as well as their birthday. As 
it approaches, Cavegirl becomes frantic to make the perfect 
gift, but a mishap involving her pet bear sends her to Caveman’s 
Collectibles to pick out the perfect present. Since money has 
yet to be invented, Cavegirl trades her tools for a box. Caveboy 
also considers the perfect gift before trading his precious rocks 
for...a box. The two best friends make the best of their gifts, 
but eventually it’s back to Caveman’s Collectibles for another 
trade. In exchange for their things, they do some gnarly interior 
decorating for Caveman—money may not have been invented 
yet, but paint, ladders, and balloons are readily available! The 
scratchy line-and-color illustrations share an aesthetic with The 
Flintstones, with the uniformly pale-skinned characters sporting 
hide clothing and bone accessories. The message will resonate 
with generations of readers—the simplicity of a box combined 
with imagination crosses time and gender. However, the pro-
tagonists’ binary names are not inclusive of gender fluidity. The 
faux primitive grammar (“Me like....Trade good”) gives charac-
ter to the dialogue but may also confuse emerging readers.

Book sweet. (Picture book. 5-8)

GOOD NIGHT, LIBRARY
Brennan-Nelson, Denise
Illus. by the author
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-58536-406-0  

Bedtime stories are plentiful, but this 
one is anything but tender and restful.

In rhyming verse two kids say good 
night to all kinds of library items. “Good night, library; / Dark-
ness falls. / It’s sleepy time / For these great walls. // Good 
night, library. / You must be tired / From all the learning / 
You’ve inspired.” The litany of items the text wishes good night 
includes poetry and prose, plots, puppet stages, computers, car-
pet squares, fairy tales, characters, filing cart, and more. This 
being a fairly modern library, they also bid good night to board 
games and comic books, but if there is a 3-D printer or maker-
space, it goes unremarked. The apparent intent of this hom-
age to libraries is well and good, but the visual execution lacks 
charm. The cartoonish illustrations are garish double-page 



1 1 6   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Donald & Nina Crews

TALKING ABOUT A CREATIVE LEGACY WITH THE TWO AUTHOR/ILLUSTRATORS
By Joshunda Sanders

For three months every summer when Donald Crews was a 
boy, he and his siblings perched themselves 150 yards from the 
rail line of steam engines that passed by their grandparents’ farm 
in Cottondale, Florida, during their annual visits from Newark, 
New Jersey. Crews, now 80, could not have known that the fond 
memory of the long trains would inspire emotions so strong that 
he would draw on them to create a work of lasting significance 
that would connect his generation to those of his daughter and 
his grandchildren—along with touching future generations. 

Crews has illustrated and designed many children’s books—
the most notable among them Freight Train (1978) and Truck 
(1980), which were both Caldecott Honor books. Flying, pub-
lished in 1986, was listed as one of the best illustrated books that 
year by the New York Times. His daughter, Nina Crews, is a cel-
ebrated children’s book author and illustrator in her own right, 
lauded especially for her photo-collage illustrations such as those 
included in her most recent book, Seeing Into Tomorrow: Haiku by 
Richard Wright (2018). “The gift of the generational aspect of 
seeing creative work day after day as my parents worked along-
side one another is that you see that doing any creative work—
writing, making pictures—is daily work,” Nina says. 

For African-Americans, in particular, this is a rare gift, 
she adds. “There hasn’t been the length of history for Afri-

can-Americans in this country to have the depth of genera-
tions repeating each other with the same continuity in the 
ways that, say, various other groups might have been able to 
in terms of relating to history. Having models in your family 
that show how you can be inspired by powerful art is really 
great.” I talked to both Crews recently about their work and 
started with a question for Donald. 

Has a lot changed in children’s publishing since 
you were actively publishing books?
Donald Crews: Creative work is work; there are no gen-
erational differences. You sit down at your space. You come 
up with a concept you want to pursue. You find images and 
words and situations that further that idea and present it 
to a publisher. Publishers are looking for a new look at old 
ideas. We’re all working with the same general concepts. An 
artist’s concept is just a new way of presenting an old con-
cept. I don’t know that it’s any different now than it was. I 
think publishers are looking for more picture-book authors 
of color, and maybe they’re more receptive to ideas from pic-
ture-book authors of color. But basically the ideas you pres-
ent are similar from one artist to the other.

Photo courtesy Jennifer M
uirhead
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You’re both African-American author/illustrators 
but you don’t seem to be strongly identified with a 
contemporary conversation around racial identity. 
Can you talk about that? 
DC: The subjects I chose to work with were not represen-
tations of people, they were just vehicles and situations and 
things that were graphic and colorful and simply presentation. 
I don’t think of myself as an illustrator. I was very reluctant to 
draw people in any of my work. Of course these vehicles were 
driven and used by black people; you just didn’t see them, and 
I didn’t think they were the focus. Not the people who were 
there but the object. I didn’t get to show representation of fig-
ures until Bigmama’s (1991). I didn’t think it was the best use of 
my talent. I didn’t get involved in that argument. 
Nina Crews: While my stories are not about identity, they in-
volve children of different colors. I have always tried to create a 
world that is heterogeneous and multiethnic. One Hot Summer 
Day (1995) is about an African-American girl, another is about 
a girl of Asian-American and multiracial descent. In Seeing into 
Tomorrow, the boys are all a part of the African diaspora.

To the extent that you think about it, I wonder what 
you hope your work will offer future generations? 
NC: As I read Freight Train to my son when he was little, I 
understood it in a way that I didn’t understand what it gave 
children before that, the feeling of the loss of the train, 
which is what you feel when you do peekaboo with your chil-
dren. “Oh, right, the train goes away.” My hope is that any 
book I create, children will take that book and it will con-
nect to children’s deeper response to the world. Books are 
there to help children respond to the world. You’re trying 
to make this emotional connection that kids are trying to 
make. Readers will be like, “This reaches my heart and brain 
in a way that’s special.”
DC: Having decided to work in children’s books, the proj-
ects that I’ve worked on, having had them accepted and hav-
ing them have relevancy over a great many people—Freight 
Train has been in publication for nearly 40 years—that kind 
of legacy makes me very happy. I know from talking to vari-
ous young people, it’s had influence in their becoming au-
thor/illustrators. I’m not sure I’ve had specific ideas about 
where that influence should go. But to have had some influ-
ence has been a gratifying position to be in. I couldn’t have 
made a more gratifying choice in terms of my own work. I’m 
just happy it does have some relevancy for young people and 
will go on to have some influence down the line.

Joshunda Sanders is a writer and educator in New York City. 

spreads that bleed off the pages, and the intensity of the colors 
makes the pages appear crowded. Exaggeratedly bug-eyed kids 
act out the rhymes; they are a diverse lot. The librarian, a white 
woman, wears her hair in a bun but otherwise looks pretty darn 
hip; she wears a droopy gray sweater, black jeans, and pumps.

What could have been a calming bedtime story featur-
ing the variety of things found in a library is spoiled by 
abrasive artwork. (Picture book. 6-8)

OLLIE ON STAGE
Brockett, Keith
Illus. by King, Ashley
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-58536-401-5  

Tall, round-bellied Ollie the ogre’s 
unsuccessful attempts to cultivate a tal-

ent lead him to doubt his ability to participate in the local talent 
show.

Rhyming text is accompanied by colorful, cartoonish illus-
trations that depict a world in which humans, animals, and 
folkloric creatures appear to live in harmony. The characters’ 
expressive faces anchor the uncertainty and dismay that Ollie’s 
friends experience as they try (and fail) to teach him their 
respective special skills. It soon appears evident that Ollie’s 
ogreish strength (pun intended) may in fact be his weakness, 
but an unexpected turn of events demonstrates how everyone 
in a community has something important to offer. The story 
itself treads a well-worn path, however, and the generic charac-
ters are never fully developed. Readers may be entertained by 
Ollie’s dismal training sessions and later success and fame, yet 
the origins or relevance of his fervent desire to be onstage at all 
remain frustratingly unanswered throughout the book. Ollie’s 
face and hands are furless while the rest of his body is covered 
in a turquoise pelt; while humans of various skin tones occupy 
this world, the humanoid characters, like Ollie, present white.

A slapstick celebration of the process of discovering 
and honoring what makes us and our friends unique—in a 
decidedly less-than-unique vehicle. (Picture book. 3-7)

MOON MISSION
The Epic 400-Year Journey to 
Apollo 11
Brouwer, Sigmund
Kids Can (132 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5253-0036-3  

A vivid tribute to the scientific 
insights, technological ingenuity, and 
sheer brass that put men on the moon in 
1969 and brought them back alive.

Brouwer pitches his tale as a triumph 
over “life-or-death challenges that no humans had faced before” 
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and writes in second person to crank up its immediacy. He puts 
readers right into the cramped spacecraft with Armstrong, Aldrin, 
and Collins as he chronicles the heady mix of tricky bits and nar-
rowly averted crises that were Apollo 11: “Yes, you are almost out 
of fuel. You know that the moon has nearly zero atmosphere. You 
can’t glide. The Eagle is dropping like a piano.” In between dra-
matic episodes he also trots in a large cast of early and contempo-
rary scientists—from Tycho Brahe (“a true geek”) and Alessandro 
Volta to Emmy Noether and Katherine Johnson—whose work 
made the mission possible. And, along with the customary nods 
to space conditions (“Eight days, three men, one small space, no 
showers and lots of body gas”) and technological advances like 
Velcro, he covers several less-common sidelights, such as how the 
Apollo astronauts got around the problem of affordable life insur-
ance and the canard that the moon landing was a hoax. Generous 
as it is, the array of small, often murky black-and-white photos 
and technical drawings doesn’t measure up to the narrative’s vim, 
but hefty sets of print, web, and video resources at the end will 
help bring the era and the achievement to life.

Dud pix but a high-flying commemoration nonetheless. 
(index) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

DANCING THROUGH FIELDS 
OF COLOR
The Story of Helen 
Frankenthaler
Brown, Elizabeth
Illus. by Sicuro, Aimée
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-4197-3410-6  

Abstract expressionist painter Helen Frankenthaler (1928-
2011) carries a deep fascination with color and light from child-
hood to adulthood.

In Frankenthaler’s wealthy, white Manhattan family, her 
parents nurture her artistic tendency toward abstraction—but 
her schools demand realism. A downcast Frankenthaler creeps 
past eight easels displaying eight identical pear paintings, while 
across the page, another version of her dances in midair, brushes 
in both hands, trailing swirls of nonrepresentational orange. In 
adulthood, she embraces her own path. The narration frames 
her artistic motivations as primarily emotional, undermining 
her deliberate aesthetic decisions. Moreover, though the tex-
tual descriptions of Frankenthaler’s process are gorgeous (“Col-
ors jetéd across the painting, merged and connected, like rivers 
into oceans”), neither the colorist’s groundbreaking “soak-stain” 
technique—oils thinned with turpentine so they seep like water-
colors—nor her level of influence as “one of the major Abstract 
Expressionists of the twentieth century” are mentioned until 
the bountiful backmatter. Sicuro’s watercolor, ink, and charcoal 
pencil illustrations are spirited, the ones about art process espe-
cially buoyant; her use of watercolor is actually a better match 
for Frankenthaler’s look than oils would have shown without 
Frankenthaler’s own soak-stain technique. However, there’s one 
enormous visual mismatch: Frankenthaler’s work features paint 

that soaks, flows, bleeds, and wetly saturates canvas, while Sicuro 
uses mostly controlled and neatly identifiable brush strokes.

Greatly enthusiastic, but it waters down Franken-
thaler’s actual work and importance. (timeline, activities, 
author’s notes, quotes and sources, primary and secondary 
bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 5-9)

THE LITTLE PINK ROSEBUD
Bryant, Sara Cone
Adapt. by Shand, Jennifer
Illus. by Garland, Sally
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-4867-1555-8  

A small rosebud living in her cozy 
underground space is urged by two new 

friends to sprout above the earth and blossom into a beautiful 
flower.

Feeling safe in her warm, dark home, Rosebud is disturbed 
by Rain’s knocking and then Sun’s cheery rustling at the win-
dow. These new friends insist that Rosebud allow them to enter, 
giving her the necessary ingredients for growth. With Rain and 
Sun’s encouragement—“Poke your head through!”—little pink 
Rosebud finds herself in a blooming spring garden. Shand retells 
a story originated by the early-20th-century children’s story-
teller Bryant, ever so lightly desentimentalizing it while retain-
ing the feel of the simple, repetitive dialogue of the original: 

“It’s the Rain and the Sun....It’s the Sun and the Rain....And we 
want to come in! We want to come in!” Opaque colors create a 
small, brown-toned room with door and curtained window and 
a surprised Rosebud sitting in a large green armchair. The smil-
ing faces of a sun and a puffy white cloud represent Rosebud’s 
uninvited, equally anthropomorphized visitors. A careful review 
of the room reveals a clock on the wall with the four stages of 
germination, hinting at the story’s theme, which culminates 
aboveground in the glowing greens and pastels of springtime. 
A brief addendum relates the process. Though the scientific 
explanation is rudimentary, the fictional narrative employed 
will make it accessible to young listeners.

A classic reboot that feels fresh. (Picture book. 3-6)

SPARKLY NEW FRIENDS
Burnell, Heather Ayris
Illus. by Quintanilla, Hazel
Acorn/Scholastic (64 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-338-32902-5
978-1-338-32901-8 paper 
Series: Unicorn and Yeti, 1 

In this new series debut, a yeti and a 
unicorn bond over sparkles and snow.

While flying over mountains, Unicorn spots the sparkly 
snow below and decides to take a closer look. Beneath, Yeti 

Shand retells a story originated by the early-20th-century 
children’s storyteller Bryant, ever so lightly desentimentalizing 

it while retaining the feel of the original.
the little pink rosebud
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spots sparkles too—Unicorn’s! The sparkles get closer and closer 
until—CRASH!—Unicorn collides with Yeti. Apologies pave the 
way for a newfound friendship, but Yeti doesn’t see snow as spar-
kly and thinks Unicorn may be just a “tricky, sparkly horse with a 
horn.” So Unicorn takes Yeti up into the clouds to see the sparkle 
Yeti couldn’t see before. Two more stories follow—a grand total 
of three stand-alone chapters—that further delve into themes 
of friendship. The comic-book layout is a predictable mix of 
full-page panels and two to four panel spreads. Unicorn speaks in 
orange speech bubbles, while Yeti’s are purple. This helps readers 
decode some fairly complex speech-bubble arrangements, such 
as when multiple bubbles connect during a long conversation. 
The (nearly) all-dialogue story is accessible, but the lack of repeti-
tive vocabulary skews it toward more fluent readers. Quintanilla’s 
distinct color palette mixes warm oranges with cool blues and 
purples, creating an expressive, inviting cartoon world. The final 
page includes instructions on how to draw Unicorn as well as a 
few simple creative prompts.

Sparkly, innocent, feel-good fun for readers needing 
just a bit of extra support before moving on to chapter 
books. (Graphic early reader. 4-7)

WHEN SUE FOUND SUE
Sue Hendrickson Discovers 
Her T. Rex
Buzzeo, Toni
Illus. by Sudyka, Diana
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-4197-3163-1  

The story of the discovery of the 
most complete T. Rex fossil to date and the shy autodidact after 
whom it is named.

Readers will definitely come away knowing at least two 
things about Sue Hendrickson (or three, counting the long 
blonde mane that makes her instantly locatable in Sudyka’s out-
doorsy scenes): first, that as a child she was shy—Buzzeo uses the 
word seven times in her short narrative—and second, that she 
was born to, as the author repeatedly puts it, “find things.” As tan-
talizing references in both the main account and the afterword 
note, that curiosity has turned up a number of lost and hidden 
treasures, from amber to shipwrecks, but it is for Sue that she 
is best known. That discovery begins with four summers spent 

“digging for duckbills” in South Dakota, climaxed by the dramatic 
moment she spots “three enormous backbones” protruding from 
a cliff. The narrative continues through the painstaking process 
of removing the fossils bone by bone, then seeing the dinosaur at 
last reconstructed (after a long brangle over ownership) at Chica-
go’s Field Museum. The prehistoric Sue poses regally at the close 
in both a painted portrait and a tailpiece photograph; though 
often seen alone, in group scenes, the white, human one works 
with a racially diverse set of colleagues.

Tendentious role modeling commingled with an excit-
ing tale of dino discovery. (source lists) (Informational picture 
book. 6-8)

ALONG CAME COCO
A Story About Coco Chanel
Byrne, Eva 
Illus. by the author
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-4197-3425-0  

More a celebration of Coco Chanel’s 
creative spirit than a straightforward 

biography, this book portrays the petite French waif as a smil-
ing, self-confident rule breaker with an innate flair for fashion 
and a big imagination.

Chanel found it difficult to follow the rigid discipline of the 
strict nuns who ran the orphanage where she grew up. She was, 
however, inspired by the “dramatic and mysterious” black-and-
white habits they wore. With an eye for style and a talent for 
sewing, Chanel was determined to follow her own unique vision 
of fashion as soon as she was old enough to leave the orphan-
age. Chanel’s practical yet fashionable designs did not impress 
everyone, but her emphasis on comfort, simplicity, and break-
ing long-standing rules of fashion caught on and changed for-
ever how women dressed. Byrne’s illustrations in pen and ink 
and watercolor are appropriately stylish and energetic. The 
endpapers feature women wearing Chanel’s many creations. In 
an afterword, Byrne notes the difficulty of distinguishing fact 
from fiction due to Chanel’s penchant for embellishing stories 
throughout her life. Byrne does not acknowledge established 
controversies about Chanel: her anti-Semitism, homophobia, 
and collaboration with the Nazi occupation. Omitted from the 
bibliography is Hal Vaughan’s adult biography Sleeping with the 
Enemy (2001), which discusses them.

Through Chanel’s incomplete story, Byrne encourages 
readers to explore their creativity and remain steadfast in 
following their dreams—but aren’t there other, better sub-
jects that could serve the same purpose? (selected bibliog-
raphy) (Picture book/biography. 5-9)

WISHING FOR A DRAGON
Cameron, Becky
Illus. by the author
Hodder Children’s Books/Hachette
(32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4449-3622-3  

While the rest of the house is sleep-
ing, three imaginative children go on an 

exciting journey.
The sun is setting outside their bedroom window, but Olive, 

Barney, and narrator Ella (who sports a red tutu and golden 
crown) are wide awake and ready for adventure. Ella wants to 
see a dragon. Fortunately, a hot air balloon floats by, and the trio 
hops in. They drift to the sea and board a pirate ship, whose 
one-eyed captain is a bear—not a dragon. Failing to convince 
him to share his treasure, they hie off to a jungle, where they 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Laurence Yep

THE WRITER IS A REMARKABLE SPINNER OF TALES
ACROSS GENERATIONS
By Vicky Smith

Readers of Laurence Yep’s Golden Mountain 
Chronicles, which relate the stories of some nine 
generations of one Chinese-American family and 
their friends from the mid-19th century to the ear-
ly 21st, come away from the experience with a rich 
sense of history and family. It’s no surprise to learn 
that Yep’s sense of history and family is equally 
strong and expansive.

Yep won a 1976 Newbery Honor for his second 
book, Dragonwings, which tells the story of Moon 
Shadow Lee, newly arrived on the Golden Mountain 
in 1903 to live in San Francisco’s Chinatown with his 
father, Windrider, an aspiring aviator. The seed of that 

story was planted when Yep was in college, pursuing 
an independent study about Fung Joe Guey, a Chinese 
man who flew over Oakland for 20 minutes in 1909. In 
a telephone conversation, Yep explained how Dragon-
wings was “written in reverse” from that scene, when 
he stepped back to imagine how the event may have 
come to pass. It’s a process he’s used throughout his 
writing life.

Yep’s fictional Chinese-American family is as varied 
as any real-life one, and they live through some wild 
times, from an anti-Manchu rebellion in Kwangtung 
province through building the transcontinental rail-
road, the San Francisco earthquake, the Great Depres-
sion, and the ’60s to the newest waves of Chinese im-
migration from post-Maoist China. Each story start-
ed with an event discovered over a lifetime of finding 

“bits and pieces of Chinese-American history” in librar-
ies and a relationship: “a genuine bond between two 
characters is what drives the book.”

It’s that twining of history and family—wheth-
er blood or found—that seems to define Yep. When 
we talked, shortly after the New Year, he had recent-
ly fielded questions from two great-nieces who are in-
dependently interested in learning more about their 
forebears and was looking forward to a private re-
union of the first cast of his theatrical production of 
Dragonwings. His own family includes first-generation 
grandparents in both San Francisco and West Virginia, 
where they forged connections with white Americans 
strong enough that his grandfather’s employer became 
his father’s “Irish godfather” and his mother had an 
adopted “Grandma” in her family’s landlady, Miss Al-
cinda. There were storytellers on both sides, regaling 
younger generations with family stories. “You know 
that phrase, ‘to see someone’s face glow’? Well, that’s 

Photo courtesy Joanne Ryder
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find “all kinds of animals and birds”—but no dragon. Three 
sets of yellow eyes stare out at them from the darkness. These 
belong to a trio of tigers, mama and two cubs. Sensing danger, 
the children run back to their balloon, escaping the pounc-
ing mama tiger just in time. Suddenly, “the sky fills with inky 
clouds,” and lightning flashes near the balloon. Ella cries, “Stop!” 
and the balloon crashes down in a magical land. There, Ella 
finally meets her dragon, who flies the children back to their 
bedroom before soaring out of sight. Cameron’s story is routine, 
but her fresh illustrations, which have the child-friendly look of 
Tony Ross’, are delightful. Careful readers will have noted the 
toys and household pets in the children’s bedroom that morph 
into characters during their adventure.

Sweet and appealing. (Picture book. 3-6)

MAYBE A MERMAID
Cameron, Josephine
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-374-30642-7  

When her mother’s magical summer 
plans for them dissolve, a preteen learns 
that living is less about planning than 
making the most of the moment.

Eleven-year-old Anthoni Gillis doesn’t 
just have a nontraditional name. She’s also 

had a nontraditional upbringing, crisscrossing the country with 
her single mother as she recruits workers via a pyramid scheme 
for Beauty & the Bee, a cosmetics company. Anthoni has always 
believed that “Positive Thoughts Attract Positive Results” and 
followed her mother’s many work affirmations until her mother 
takes her to The Showboat Resort at Thunder Lake for the 
summer. Once a place of nostalgia for Anthoni’s mother, the 
resort now sits in disrepair. Anthoni’s disappointment causes 
her to question her relationship with her mother for the first 
time in this debut novel that captures both the hopes and disil-
lusionments of growing up. The goal-driven girl believes if she 
can turn popular Maddy, a former companion and now Thunder 
Lake resident, into a “True Blue Friend,” as the Showboat post-
card promises, she’ll solve her problems. Could Charlotte, once 
known as the Boulay Mermaid and now Showboat’s eccentric 
owner, be an actual mermaid and the secret to her success? DJ, 
who’s living nearby with his aunt while his father recovers from 
depression, helps Anthoni realize the truth about friendship. 
The light mystery balances the story’s bittersweet realism and 
rushed, concluding turn of events. All characters are presum-
ably white.

Readers dive not only into Anthoni’s maturation, but 
into her resiliency. (Fiction. 8-12)

what it was like to see my aunts and my uncle talk 
about West Virginia.” And with younger generations 
of Yeps now, he says, “there’s a game they play, trying 
to figure out who are the heroes in my books—and es-
pecially trying to figure out who are the villains.”

He was a homesick doctoral student studying 
William Faulkner in Buffalo when he began Dragon-
wings, admiring how Faulkner “took his town of Ox-
ford, Mississippi, inside his imagination” and made 
it Yoknapatawpha. “I felt something similar with the 
Chinatown that I knew in San Francisco before they 
lifted the immigration quotas,” Yep says. “It was very 
small, and you had to be careful what you did even if 
your parents weren’t around, because there was some-
one who knew your parents. When I took Chinatown 
inside my imagination, it peopled itself.” Dragonwings 
grew from one book to 10 because, just as “in the 
Chinatown that I knew, everyone knew one another, it 
was the same thing in the Chinatown of my imagina-
tion: My characters knew one another too—it might 
be by marriage, it might be by friendship. I would tell 
students that Windrider and Moon Shadow just began 
telling me about their friends and family.” 

How lucky we are they had so many.
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POISON IN THE COLONY
James Town 1622
Carbone, Elisa
Viking (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-425-29183-2  

A young white girl observes the 
beginnings of English colonization of the 
American continent, including encoun-
ters with Native Americans and enslave-
ment of the newly arrived Africans.

Young Ginny Laydon, the first child born in the white settler 
colony of Jamestown, Virginia, carries “the knowing,” or second 
sight. Initially, the only person who knows of Ginny’s secret is 
her family’s friend Samuel Collier, a young white man who acts as 
Native American cultural interpreter throughout the book (and 
who was the protagonist of Blood on the River, 2006). Ginny is a 
descendant of a long line of women who have suffered persecu-
tion as witches. When Ginny’s secret is suspected, she is slated 
to be tried for witchcraft, but the threat of Indian attack on the 
colony defuses Ginny’s plight. Depictions of Native Americans 
place these characters as the backdrop, viewed always through 
Ginny’s eyes, however sympathetic, as other. In one freighted 
scene, an inscrutable Powhatan man touches Ginny’s forehead, 
a gesture she feels is connected with her knowing; in another 
she has a vision of crowded ships, including one full of Africans, 
and is frightened by the “sheer mass of them.” Carbone proj-
ects her fictional narrative on historical characters (parsed in an 
author’s note), presenting the white settlers as mostly amicable 
and welcoming of cultural mixing, and the fundamental viola-
tion that is colonialism is not really questioned.

Another settler’s-eye view of Colonial history. (Histori-
cal fiction. 8-12)

THE BIG BEYOND
The Story of Space Travel
Carter, James
Illus. by Cushley, Aaron
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-147-8  

A capsule history of space explora-
tion, from early stargazing to probes roaming the surface of 
Mars.

In loosely rhymed couplets Carter’s high-speed account 
zooms past the inventions of constellations, telescopes, and 
flying machines to the launches of Sputnik I, the “Saturn Five” 
(spelled out, probably, to facilitate the rhyme) that put men on 
the moon, and later probes. He caps it all with an enticing sug-
gestion: “We’ll need an astronaut (or two)— / so what do you 
think? Could it be YOU?” Cushley lines up a notably diverse 
array of prospective young space travelers for this finish, but 
anachronistic earlier views of a dark-skinned astronaut floating 
in orbit opposite poetic references to the dogs, cats, and other 

animals sent into space in the 1950s and a model of the space 
shuttle on a shelf next to a line of viewers watching the tele-
vised moon landing in 1969 show no great regard for verisimili-
tude. Also, his full-page opening picture of the Challenger, its 
ports painted to look like a smiley face, just moments before it 
blew up is a decidedly odd choice to illustrate the poem’s open-
ing countdown. As with his cosmological lyric Once upon a Star 
(2018, illustrated by Mar Hernández), the poet closes with a 
page of further facts arranged as an acrostic.

Phoned-in illustrations keep this quick overview firmly 
planted on the launch pad. (Informational picture book. 6-8)

MY TOWN’S (EXTRA) 
ORDINARY PEOPLE
Casal, Mikel
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Kelly, Paul
Prestel (48 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-3-7913-7383-6  

From Germany, a portrait gallery of 
regular people—each with “something that makes them unique, 
special, and interesting.”

The narrator introduces himself as “Theo” and then goes 
on to introduce 22 further named residents of his seaside town. 
One is a dog, and most of the blocky human figures in Casal’s 
serigraphic-style illustrations sport light complexions. Still, 
some, such as Ayaan, who once filled the back of his pickup 
with water for beloved nephews Ismail and Rashid to splash 
in, and dark-skinned Lorca, listening raptly as his paper-white 
dad, Deshaun, recites poetry on their daily walk to school, stir 
a bit of diversity into the mix. Certain figures seem typecast—
cat lady Emily, for instance, and “laidback dude” Mike, always 
up for “a most tubular day of surfing”—but the descriptive 
comments offered for one and all elevate common traits or 
occupations into something admirable, or at least distinctive. 
Alexandra the potter “shapes beautiful and useful objects that 
please our senses.” Sara the bookstore owner “always finds the 
right book for me.” Flamboyant Zaza is invited to every event 
because “when he has arrived, so has the party!” To readers who 
think the people in their own lives have nothing similar to offer, 
Theo closes with a suggestion that closer looks might be unex-
pectedly rewarding.

A gentle reminder that everyone is worth valuing—even 
those without superpowers, exotic skills, wealth, dramatic 
pasts, or hordes of online friends. (Picture book. 6-8)
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ARU SHAH AND THE 
SONG OF DEATH 
Chokshi, Roshani
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (400 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-368-01384-0 
Series: Pandava Quartet, 2 

The second book in the Pandava 
Quartet begins with Aru Shah and her 
best friend, Mini, in an enchanted shop-
ping center fending off zombies.

Someone has stolen the god of love’s enchanted bow and 
arrow, and they are using it to turn innocent humans into (liter-
ally) heartless, zombielike fighting machines. To make matters 
worse, Aru gets framed as the thief. The council of gods and 
Uloopi, the naga queen, give the two Pandavas an ultimatum: 
find and defeat the real thief in 10 days’ time or be exiled from 
the Otherworld forever. Aru and Mini unite with two other 
heroes—a new Pandava sister, Brynne Rao, and her best friend, 
Aiden Acharya—to save the world from mass destruction. On 
their numerous adventures in the Otherworld, from a giant-swan 
attack to their journey to the Ocean of Milk, Aru contemplates 
difficult questions about what it means to be good or evil, the 
role of duty, and the power of a good story. In this sequel to Aru 
Shah and the End of Time (2018), Chokshi seamlessly weaves Indian 
cosmology and pop culture into a refreshingly feminist plot laced 
with witty dialogue. The most compelling feature of the novel, 
however, is the complexity of its characters, who, despite their 
divinity or semidivinity, are at their core very human.

This will leave fans enthralled and clamoring for more. 
(Fantasy. 10-13)

THE ONE-STOP STORY SHOP
Corderoy, Tracey
Illus. by Neal, Tony
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-133-1  

A knight struggles with no dragon to 
slay.

The title suggests something other than a knight tale, but 
his search for a suitable story in the absence of a dragon is a 
clever device. The fearless knight has set out to slay a terrible 
dragon, pink in this case, but the dragon has left a note saying 
he’s gone on vacation, which leaves the knight without a story. 
So begins the search for a suitable tale of danger. A neighbor 
takes him to the titular shop, but the shopkeeper is all out of 
dragons and instead offers him a feisty ferret who becomes the 
foil for the mishaps across story genres: a space opera, a cowboy 
tale, a jungle-exploration adventure, and a journey to the bot-
tom of the sea. Other characters join the hunt, particularly a 
space robot. In each case, the ferret saves the day. In the humor-
ous illustrations, the knight’s depiction echoes the style of Buzz 
Lightyear in Toy Story. The double-page spreads are filled with 

fun details such as the characters riding sea horses and wear-
ing space suits. Key words are highlighted to build tension. The 
only human characters depicted are the knight, the neighbor, 
and the shopkeeper; all are white.

It’s hard not to like a story with a flustered knight, a fer-
ret friend, a bounty of adventures, and a poop joke. (Picture 
book. 5-8)

EIGHT TIMES UP
Corr, John
Orca (224 pp.) 
$10.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4598-1861-3  

A young boy gains an understanding 
of himself and acquires compassion for 
others through the study of aikido.

Middle-grader Riley experiences emo-
tions “like a burst of electricity hitting 
a robot.” His mom called it “the Surge,” 

and she suffered from it, too. When Riley’s mom leaves the fam-
ily to deal with her own mental health challenges, his Surge of 
anxiety increases, and after some prodding from his father, he 
chooses aikido as an outlet, hoping it might “make [him] invin-
cible.” That hope seems dashed the moment he realizes getting 
a black belt also means getting smashed by the other kids. To 
make matters worse, on the first day of training he argues with 
the teacher, Sensei Rick, and insults Wafaa, a Muslim girl, for 
wearing her sport hijab. Though Riley soon recognizes he has 

“been a jerk,” he does not apologize to her. However, when Sen-
sei Rick’s teacher, Kondo Sensei, offers a mini training camp 
at his lakeside cottage an hour outside the city, Riley gets an 
opportunity to learn that only forgiveness can lead to inner 
calm. The narrative informs unfamiliar readers a bit about 
aikido and Zen philosophy while addressing mental health with 
empathy. Descriptions of Riley’s panic attacks feel accurate 
without being overdone, and a scene in which Wafaa becomes 
exhausted from explaining the prejudice she faces is something 
many marginalized readers will understand. The book adheres 
to the white default.

An unexpected lesson that shows “learning to fall” is an 
important step in developing resilience. (glossary) (Fiction. 
9-12)

NOAH’S NOISY NIGHT
Correa, Maria
Illus. by Braun, Sebastien
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-132-4  

What was everyday life really like on 
Noah’s Ark? Correa gives readers a peek at bedtime.

Noah is looking forward to some well-deserved rest, but 
just when he begins to snore, a “BOO-HOO” wakes him. It’s 

The most compelling feature of the novel is the 
complexity of its characters, who, despite their divinity 

or semidivinity, are at their core very human.
aru shah and the song of death
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Carlos Hernandez

A WRITER LOOKS TO PAST GENERATIONS OF WRITERS AS HE 
CRAFTS ULTRAMODERN CHILDREN’S BOOKS
By Alex Heimbach

In the past few years, the genres of fantasy and sci-
ence fiction have undergone something of a renais-
sance, with an explosion of new voices and stories. 

“Later generations are going to look at the science fic-
tion and fantasy that’s being written right now as the 
high literature,” Carlos Hernandez predicts.

As an English professor at the City University of 
New York, Hernandez is very familiar with the literary 
canon, but he’s fascinated by the potential of science 
fiction and fantasy to explore different types of stories 
and ideas. “They expose more clearly and baldly and 
brazenly and excitedly those facets that really excite 
me—the idea-driven parts and the mythic parts,” he 

says. Science fiction especially is uniquely relevant in 
our increasingly technological world, so Hernandez 
has found himself turning more and more to the con-
ventions of that genre even as he draws on the lessons 
learned from great works of the past.

His new novel Sal and Gabi Break the Universe (Mar. 
4) takes on a classic science-fiction trope: the multi-
verse. Salvador Vidón is a seventh-grader at a perform-
ing arts school in Miami, where he spends most of his 
time practicing stage magic and sleight of hand. But 
he’s also capable of one very real trick: summoning 
people and objects from alternate dimensions. Un-
fortunately, Sal’s repeated summonings, especially of 
alternate versions of his dead mother, create chaos in 
both his family and the world around him.

Inspired by his love of video games, Star Trek, and 
choose-your-own-adventure novels, Hernandez want-
ed to use the idea of multiple timelines to explore 
moral dilemmas. “Like every good choose-your-own-
adventure reader, I cheated all the time to see all the 
other options,” he says. “I kept my finger on page 33 
while I glanced at 47 to see which way would be better.” 
In real life you get only one chance to see the effects of 
your actions, but with multiple timelines you can con-
sider all the different options. 

Hernandez has written about these themes (and 
characters) before, but Sal and Gabi is his first time 
writing for a younger audience. “Because I have kind 
of a scatalogical sense of humor…that maybe never got 
past age 7 and because I think we should be writing 
stuff that children read and get excited about and that 
is challenging and juicy and meaty, I just didn’t think it 
was all that hard,” he says. 

This attitude is shaped at least in part by the fact 
that, as an 11-year-old, Hernandez decided to read War 
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the bears, and it’s too dark for them to sleep. A pair of fire-
flies in a jar (with ventilation holes) is just the right night light. 
But before Noah can even return to his bed, a “CREAK and a 
CRASH” send him to investigate. Some clever problem-solv-
ing sorts out the crocodiles, who each want the top bunk. But 
Noah’s night is far from over. Hot penguins and rain that’s too 
loud for the rhinos are dealt with before a final ruckus awakens 
the whole ark: The giraffes are too wound up for sleep. But Mrs. 
Noah has just the solution, and it’s one readers are sure to be 
familiar with. Lots of onomatopoeia set in all-uppercase dis-
play type will keep listeners attentive, though the formatting of 
the text in what looks like stanzas may throw readers who are 
expecting rhymes. Braun’s cartoon animals are inconsistently 
anthropomorphized—many sleep in beds, and they have toys 
and accessories, though they don’t wear clothing.

Readers may come away from this bedtime tale with 
a new appreciation for Noah’s hard work. (Picture book. 3-6)

HONEY & LEON TAKE THE 
HIGH ROAD
Cumming, Alan
Illus. by Shaffer, Grant
Random House (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-399-55800-9
978-0-399-55801-6 PLB  

Two New York City dogs shadow 
their dads on another trip.

Big, fluffy Honey and small, chipper Leon protect their 
dads pretty handily at home in the East Village. When they 
hear the all-too-familiar sound of squeaking luggage wheels, 
they spring into action. Honey creates a distraction (by, um, 
piddling inside), while Leon checks the tickets online. Their 
dads are flying to London. The dogs break out their disguises 
and tail their dads across the pond. (The avuncular-bordering-
on-patronizing narrator informs readers that the dads are on 
to their dogs’ shenanigans but indulge the canine need to pro-
tect their humans.) From London to Edinburgh to the island 
of Barra, Honey and Leon doggedly protect their dads from 
nonvegan soup and other hazards. There, Honey is distracted 
by a lovely collie named Coll, and so it falls to Leon to single-
pawedly save everyone in the dense Scottish fog by barking in 
a brogue as he follows the scent of gluten-free pastry. The fam-
ily wings it home, and the pups barely make it in time to greet 
their dads as if the pooches had never left the city. Cumming 
and Shaffer team up again to tell nearly the same story as The 
Adventures of Honey & Leon (2017). This is as charming and self-
indulgent, but it offers little new aside from the setting (Scots-
man Cumming’s home).

Déjà vu aside, it’s a pleasant-enough outing. (Picture book. 
3-8) 

and Peace. He certainly didn’t understand every detail 
of the story, but he still remembers ideas and imag-
es from the novel. “That middle-grade time is a time 
when you could pretty much take on everything, and 
you might not get every single subtlety, but you get 
pretty much everything you need,” he says.

However, Hernandez also wanted to make sure 
that his story reflected the experiences and attitudes 
of young people today. In particular he strove to emu-
late the broad ethos of acceptance he sees in his stu-
dents. It’s an attitude of “you tell me who you are, 
rather than I’m going to categorize you and tell you 
who you are,” he says. The characters treat each other 
with a kind of respect and kindness that is rare in fic-
tion but profoundly comforting.

Sal and Gabi’s world is an undeniably aspirational 
one. There’s little sexism or racism, and their school, 
which is mostly populated by Cuban-Americans, is 
dedicated entirely to the arts. The book has no real vil-
lains and instead focuses on the characters’ attempts 
to navigate the challenges life throws at them. “The 
universe is hard enough even if you have everything 
working in your favor,” Hernandez says.

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California. Sal 
and Gabi Break the Universe received a starred re-
view in the Jan. 15, 2019, issue. 
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LUMBER JILLS
The Unsung Heroines of 
World War II
Davis, Alexandra
Illus. by Hickey, Katie
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-4795-3  

In World War II–era Britain, young 
women on the homefront replace fighting men by volunteering 
for service in the Women’s Timber Corps.

Each “with two hands willing to work and one stout heart,” the 
Lumber Jills pull woolen socks up to their knees, bid their families 
farewell, settle into primitive bunkhouses, and learn how “to chop 
and saw and split” England and Scotland’s trees and haul them 
from forest to mill. Overcoming blisters and bunkhouse boredom, 
the Lumber Jills cheerfully perform their work in sun and snow to 
provide timber crucial for the war effort. The cadenced, repeti-
tive text appropriately echoes the rhythmic tempos and motions 
of chopping, cutting, and sawing. Sprightly, busy watercolor illus-
trations showcase sturdy, smiling, white Lumber Jills clad in gum 
boots, green berets, green sweaters, and green trousers while tot-
ing axes and logs and capture the forest venue as well as wartime 
atmosphere. Inclusion of background posters promoting women’s 
participation in war work adds relevant period detail while a con-
cluding historical note offers commentary on the vital role women 
played in the lumber industry during the war.

A rousing, upbeat introduction to the camaraderie 
and contributions of the “unsung heroines of World War 
II” who cut 10 million trees for Britain. (author’s note) 
(Informational picture book. 3-5)

PERFECTLY POLITE PENGUINS
Deutsch, Georgiana
Illus. by Trukhan, Ekaterina
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-146-1  

When a rude penguin sees the effect 
of her bad manners, she changes her 

ways...most of the time.
Observant readers will quickly see that the words and the 

illustrations don’t match up on the first few pages. “Penguins 
ALWAYS wait their turn” shows one small penguin, sporting a 
blue beanie, pushing to the front of the line: “Me first!” And that 
same penguin is not too keen on sharing her train, though the 
other penguins’ play is positively saccharine with sharing and 
politeness (“How kind!”). With a turn of the page, readers are 
introduced to Polly, who sticks out her tongue and giggles at read-
ers when she’s prompted to “say hello.” Polly’s manners are always 
a little rough, but especially so at dinnertime and especially when 
fish is on the menu. As the pages turn, readers will notice more 
and more penguins going to Polly’s dark side and the chaos 
increasing. But then Polly discovers Peter, a baby penguin, hiding 

from all the noise, and suddenly Polly sees the value of manners. 
Now she is always polite...well, almost always. Trukhan’s penguins 
are a delight, each with an accessory to tell them apart, with wings, 
motion lines, and sometimes eyebrows expressing emotion. The 
illustrations and backgrounds are simple, keeping the focus on 
the manners (or lack thereof) on display.

This may do the trick for youngsters who have a Peter 
of their own depending on them to practice their own man-
ners. (Picture book. 3-7)

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO 
BE AMERICAN?
DiOrio, Rana & Yoran, Elad
Illus. by Mata, Nina
Little Pickle Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4926-8380-3  

In their attempt to answer the titular question, authors 
DiOrio and Yoran go beyond the stated stereotypes of apple pie, 
fast food, and fireworks (a Chinese invention, it must be noted) 
to address a series of serious and timely civic issues.

The result is a mawkish primer of American ideals served 
on a feel-good platter of puff-piece Americana, complete with 
a senatorial endorsement. The America of this book is a good 
place: Equality is taken for granted, as is environmental protec-
tion. The multicultural people pictured throughout the richly 
hued pages are ethical, caring, and aware of their responsibili-
ties as citizens. There is a hopeful, uplifting tone, matched by 
the illustrations’ rosy portrayal of the United States. Realistic 
readers (or maybe just the grounded and common-sensical 
ones) would, however, question whether the ideals delineated in 
the book are shared ones. One cannot help but wonder whose 
America this is? The book comes with a useful appendix for car-
ing adults, but it’s hard not to interrogate the decision behind 
the selection and full listing of just the first and second amend-
ments (out of 27) to illustrate the changing nature of the U.S. 
Constitution. As a sidebar, the authors’ biographies account for 
triple the words of the narrative, reinforcing the privileged self-
serving vibe present through the pages.

Well-meaning but naïvely idealistic. (Informational picture 
book. 4-8)

GRUMPY DUCK
Dunbar, Joyce
Illus. by Horáček, Petr
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-5362-0424-7  

A disgruntled duck brings a dark 
cloud upon her friends.

Duck is grumpy, the pond is dry, and there’s nobody to play 
with. A little gray cloud forms above her head, matching her 
mood. Though friends suggest activities to smooth her ruffled 

The cadenced, repetitive text appropriately echoes the rhythmic 
tempos and motions of chopping, cutting, and sawing.

lumber jills
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feathers, she rudely turns up her bill at digging holes with Dog 
or munching laundry with Goat, and she “just [doesn’t] do cock-
adoodling.” With each snub and each animal’s retort (including 
Pig’s out-of-place “honked” oink), Duck’s cloud swells until it’s 

“BLACK” and “GINORMOUS” and everybody’s grumpy, dem-
onstrating the cumulative effect of taking anger out on others. 
Just as it threatens to blot out the sun forever, it bursts with 
a “SPLATT PLITTER PLATT” into “MILLIONS OF BIG 
SHINY WET SPLASHY RAINDROPS,” conveniently rem-
edying Duck’s initial complaint. The animals burst into a wad-
dling, barking, cockadoodling rendition of “Singin’ in the Rain,” 
and Duck exits under a double-page rainbow, her rudeness 
apparently forgotten. The author’s storm metaphor is simulta-
neously clichéd and unclear. Though the exuberant downpour 
may symbolize that “GLOOM cloud[s]” pass, its literal grati-
fication of Duck’s griping may imply that bad moods are good 
reasons to be unkind—a message caregivers won’t appreciate. 
Horáček’s bold, textured mixed-media illustrations pop, but his 
animated critters can’t save the text’s muddled moral.

To wash away a stubborn case of the grumps, skip this 
and pick up Claire Messer’s Grumpy Pants (2016) instead. 
(Picture book. 4-6)

SPROUT, SEED, SPROUT!
Dunklee, Annika  
Illus. by Sookocheff, Carey
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-77147-308-8  

A young child experiences the work, waiting, and reward of 
growing an avocado tree from seed.

In fewer than 150 words, Dunklee traces the path from seed 
to tree. When an avocado seed pops free during dinner prep, a 
smiling child retrieves it, pokes it with toothpicks for supports, 
and sets it atop a glass of water in hopes that it will sprout. The 
child and a pet cat work side by side to nurture the new plant. 
Each double-page spread captures one step in the journey that 
includes both the practical (potting, watering, ensuring sunlight, 
and replanting outside) and the whimsical (an encouraging song, 
lucky coins, and “supportive friends”). Counting to three creates 
the gentle rhythm of the story. Actions are often completed in 
three steps and described in three words: “One pot. Two careful 
hands. Three scoops of soil. Pat, pat, pat.” Similarly, three words, 
sometimes repeated, emphasize key emotions, as “I...GIVE...
UP!” gives way to “HOORAY! HOORAY! HOORAY!” Simple 
illustrations, primarily in soft shades of blue, yellow, and avocado, 
show steps that readers could duplicate at home. The cat’s atten-
tion (or inattention) adds humor; its glowering inclusion with a 
stuffed bunny and toy robot as one of the “supportive friends” is 
particularly funny. The child and their parent present white.

This quiet book effectively describes the medita-
tive, sometimes-frustrating process that growing a plant 
entails. (Picture book. 4-8)

LITTLE THINGS
Dyer, Nick
Illus. by Pousette, Kelly
Peter Pauper Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-4413-2859-5  

In this ambitious debut, Dyer strives 
to explicate the relationship between 
small things and big impacts.

“My favorite things...are little things,” a child in red dress 
and matching red hair bow narrates in the opening pages. From 
page to page, “little things” can mean either concrete items—
from rocks through berries and seeds to stars (which are not 
exactly little)—or abstract ideas (light and shadow) or, finally, in 
the closing spreads, actions, such as a helping hand. It is these 
vague and shape-shifting examples of “little things” that leave 
readers confused for much of the book. Pousette’s detailed and 
dreamlike mixed-media paper-cut shadowbox illustrations are 
enchanting, but they do little to unmuddle the text and some-
times even confuse it further. One spread in which the child, 
who has brown skin, samples a “yummy” strawberry then plants 
some seeds and then is shown walking among “humongous,” 
long-stemmed flowers is striking but so fanciful it further mud-
dies the concept of “little things.” Still, several strong passages 
and accompanying illustrations—especially a striking three-
page foldout spread that details the protagonist’s discovery of 
two fawns that become “great big” deer “eventually”—are indic-
ative of what this convoluted picture book could be had more 
discipline been given to refining the big idea it tries to convey.

Pretty and well-meant but unsuccessful. (Picture book. 
4-8)

THE INFINITE LIVES OF 
MAISIE DAY
Edge, Christopher
Delacorte (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-64640-2
978-0-525-64641-9 PLB  

Maisie Day’s life stops on her 10th 
birthday—or perhaps it begins.

Combining theoretical astrophysics 
and sibling dynamics, Edge (The Jamie 

Drake Equation, 2018, etc.) weaves another science-based tale. 
Maisie is “academically gifted,” curious about how the universe 
works, tutored at home after a bad school experience, and doing 
university-level studies in math and physics online. Her resent-
ful 15-year-old sister, Lily, follows a more usual path, facing high 
school exams and peer pressures. Chapter by chapter, Maisie’s 
first-person, present-tense narration alternates between ver-
sions of her 10th birthday: the morning before a fatal accident 
and the disorienting experience of waking up in a virtual reality 
that begins with the same day. The disorientation is echoed in 
the reader’s experience as the ending of each chapter seems to 
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lead into the beginning of the one that follows—but in a differ-
ent existence. In the story, the experience of passing through a 
black hole is likened to the gradual destruction of a computer 
game from the inside, with time and space stretching; passing 
through the singularity at the black hole’s heart allows entrance 
into a different reality. An author’s note will help readers think 
about the science concepts introduced. These white-presenting 
girls are not particularly convincing characters, and the descrip-
tion of public education is uninformed, but the fact that the 
science-obsessed protagonist is female is positive.

A thought-provoking speculation about the nature of 
reality. (Science fiction. 10-13)

TOMORROW MOST LIKELY
Eggers, Dave
Illus. by Smith, Lane
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4521-7278-1  

Gentle, playful affirmation from 
Eggers and Smith.

No one can know what tomorrow 
will hold, but Eggers’ text offers comfort and delight in likeli-
hoods. A title-page illustration depicts a child who appears black 
lying in bed and smiling up at a woman. Her face isn’t visible, 
but her bare, lighter-skinned arms are, and the scene suggests 
that she’s mom, tucking her child into bed. Perhaps, then, ensu-
ing text is in her voice, soothing her child to sleep not by reflect-
ing back on the day that’s been, but by anticipating the next. 
There’s poetry and not a little goofiness in those anticipatory 
statements. “Tomorrow most likely / there will be a sky. / And 
chances are it will be blue. // Tomorrow most likely / there will 
be a squirrel. / And chances are his name is Stu.” Smith’s multi-
media art, rendered in oils, pen and ink, paper collage, and digi-
tal media, matches the playful, heartfelt text, offering images of 
the unnamed protagonist venturing out into the neighborhood, 
where colorful skyscrapers tower overhead. Encounters with an 
odd, beaked beast, a worried bug (whose friend Stu is missing), 
and “a stone / striped like a spiderweb or maybe a brain” add 
whimsy. Closing scenes affirm this beloved child’s place in the 
world: “Tomorrow most likely / will be a great day / because you 
are in it, // and” (readers will be relieved to learn) “Stu is okay.”

A pleaser most likely. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE INCREDIBLE 
EXPLODING KID
Emerson, Marcus
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (336 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-62672-711-3 
Series: Super Life of Ben Braver, 2 

Ben Braver can’t shake his fear that 
something really bad will happen this 
year: “That’s how sequels work.”

Ben saved Kepler Academy from a mind-controlling super-
villain in series opener The Super Life of Ben Braver (2017), but 
trouble continues to follow him in his second year at the school 
for kids with superpowers. In addition to lingering nightmares 
of last year’s horrors, Ben has to deal with a fan club, some “King 
Kong–size changes” at school, the mystery of the secret 15th 
student of the school’s inaugural class, the ever present possi-
bility that he’ll be outed as a phony, and a growing sense that 
something big is happening. Readers should definitely start 
with the first book in the series, as many of the plotlines build 
on previously introduced characters and events. In-line comics, 
together with Ben’s hilarious asides and moments of pure absur-
dity (see: a jealous, lightsaber-wielding peanut butter cup), will 
appeal to many, although some casually pejorative language may 
detract others. While wary readers will anticipate the identity 
of this installment’s bad guy, clues cleverly dropped along the 
way will still have budding sleuths eagerly rereading to pick up 
each thread. The black-and-white illustrations show characters 
with a variety of grayscale skin tones, but most of the characters, 
including black-haired Ben and the majority of the adults, have 
paper-white skin.

Another entertaining outing for those already onboard. 
(Graphic/adventure hybrid. 7-12)

IT’S A GIRL THING!
Smart, Fierce, and Leading 
the Way
Ferrari, Pri
Illus. by the author
StarBerry Books (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-63592-124-3  

Careers and skills of all kinds are on the roster of what girls 
can be and do.

What do girls like to do, and what can they be? Spare 
spreads answer these questions with figures on white back-
grounds taking charge in various settings. Large swaths of color 
highlight their roles and attributes. A girl pilot rides a dragon. 
Athletes pose with their equipment—a surfboard, a football 
helmet, a skateboard, and more. There are mountain climb-
ers staking a “made it” flag, mechanics, gamers, and creators 
of art; there are chemists, adventurers, and bus drivers: Girls 
are “brave” risk-takers, “strong” fighters, and “powerful” leaders, 
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including judges, queens, and presidents. In addition to skin 
tones that range from pale to dark brown, there is a musician in 
a wheelchair, a business owner in hijab, a gamer with locs, and 
two creative girls who appear to be Asian. Each spread has a 
page of text, no more than three lines, on the verso, facing a 
simple scene or figure at work on the recto. The inviting art in 
pastel colors shows smiling faces with rosy cheeks and big eyes. 
Between the art and the easy-to-read type, this selection will 
please independent readers as well as read-aloud crowds.

While it may not be asked for again and again, this 
book, a Brazilian import, surpasses many recent girl 
power–themed picture books. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

STUBBY
A True Story of Friendship
Foreman, Michael
Illus. by the author
Andersen Press USA (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5415-5510-5  

This true story of a stray dog that 
became a decorated war hero was first 

published in England to commemorate the 100th anniversary 
of the armistice that ended World War I.

The smell of cooking attracts many stray dogs to the sol-
diers’ training camp, but one particular dog finds one particu-
lar soldier, and the two become inseparable. “An odd little dog 
with a flat face and short legs,” he is dubbed Stubby. Endear-
ingly portrayed with big eyes and a let’s-play expression, Stubby 
goes off to Europe with his new soldier friend, the unnamed 
narrator of the story. Stubby marches, holes up in trenches, 
becomes a guard dog, wears a gas mask, and is injured on the 
battlefield. Stubby goes home a hero and leads the great vic-
tory parade, wagging his hero’s tail in this hero’s tale. Though 
he has created a darling of a canine protagonist, Foreman 
doesn’t shy away from the realities of war, vividly depicting vil-
lages in ruins, bullets “zipping and whistling around,” injured 
soldiers, and Stubby himself “covered in mud and blood, his 
eyes full of pain.” Except for an occasional face in a cheering 
crowd, all characters are white. While Foreman makes the tale 
universal, the backmatter fills in specific details: The soldier’s 
name was Robert Conroy, the training camp was in Connecti-
cut, and the fighting was in France.

A heartwarming tale indeed. (Picture book. 5-10)

LENNY’S BOOK OF 
EVERYTHING
Foxlee, Karen
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5247-7012-9
978-15247-7011-2 PLB  

Foxlee’s (A Most Magical Girl, 2016, 
etc.) latest is true to its title.

Lenny Spink’s little brother, Davey, 
isn’t little. At 5 1/2, he’s taller than Lenny, 

a third-grader—and he won’t stop growing. Her intuitive mother, 
“made almost entirely out of worries and magic” since her father 
abandoned them, is rapidly unraveling into pure worry. But 
when their mother wins them a set of Burrell’s Build-It-at-Home 
Encyclopedia, the siblings build fantastic futures as they learn 
about farting beetles, golden eagles, and Canada’s Great Bear 
Lake. From 1974 to 1977, their library grows, and Davey’s rare 
tumors worsen. Almost universally adored—and unbelievably 
cheerful through growing pains, excruciating headaches, and 
blindness—Davey is primarily a plot device, prompting others’ 
growth and kindness. The growing pains at the book’s heart are 
Lenny’s. Prickly, perceptive, and sympathetic, she eloquently 
narrates her conflicted longing for her father and the meta-
morphoses in her close bond with Davey. Lenny’s anger and 

“shame of being ashamed” of Davey will resonate with siblings 
of sick kids, and the rocky but fierce love between Lenny and 
her mother is heartening. Eclectic secondary characters pro-
vide support, including a boy with a birthmark and a stutter; 
Lenny’s convention-defying best friend; and a doting Hungar-
ian babysitter. Lenny and her family and friends are white; her 
Ohio neighborhood is somewhat diverse.

Lyrical and emotionally complex, this coming-of-age 
tale explores “all the giant things and all the great things” 
about family and growing up—unfortunately, it’s done via 
the “angelic sick kid” trope. (Historical fiction. 9-12)

BEARS DON’T EAT EGG 
SANDWICHES
Fulton, Julie
Illus. by Suzanne, Rachel
Maverick Publishing (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-84886-358-3  

Bears don’t eat egg sandwiches—but 
a tasty little boy, just maybe.

As Fulton’s story opens, Jack, a young boy, is getting ready to 
have a favorite lunch of egg sandwiches when a bear knocks on 
the door. “I’m hungry,” the bear informs Jack. Jack suggests an 
egg sandwich. “Bears don’t eat egg sandwiches,” replies the bear. 
As the bear goes about setting up its lunch of choice—it needs 
a big plate and a big spoon—Jack keeps mentioning that egg 
sandwiches really are tops and lots would fit on a big plate and 
lots would fit in a big spoon. But bears don’t eat egg sandwiches. 

Though he has created a darling of a canine protagonist, 
Foreman doesn’t shy away from the realities of war.

stubby
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When Jack is situated squarely on the plate, the bear admits 
that what bears like to eat are “little boys!” As it opens its maw 
to slip Jack in, Jack starts listing the reasons he would not be 
a tasty bite. He’d taste of “grass stains and snot,” of mud and 
unwashed socks. Then Jack pulls the ace from his sleeve. He’ll 
taste like egg sandwiches, whereupon the bear spits Jack out. 

“Eeeeeuuuuuuuucccccchhh!” howls the bear. This sufficiently 
cockamamie story is complemented by broadly cartoonish, dig-
itally collaged artwork, and young readers will enjoy both the 
dawning realization that the bear wishes to eat Jack and chim-
ing in on its repeated, increasingly energetic declarations that 

“Bears don’t eat egg sandwiches!”
A clever tale about ursine dietary restrictions. (Picture 

book. 4-8)

PROJECT ME 2.0
Gangsei, Jan
Aladdin (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5344-2046-5
978-1344-2045-8 paper 
Series: MAX   

A class clown tries to get his act 
together.

Farley Andrew Turner has a lot going 
on. His initials amount to the very unfor-

tunate FAT, he’s desperate to shed his big-’n’-funny guy image, 
and Anna, the former girl next door, is back in town and cuter 
than ever. Farley pines for Anna and vows to improve himself, 
so much so that he accidentally unleashes a 6-inch-tall self-help 
guru named Tomy (for “The Online Master” plus “why”) from 
the internet. Tomy causes Farley nothing but trouble, and the 
only way to be rid of him is for Farley to actually do the work 
and improve himself. As Farley gets in shape, broadens his com-
fort zone, and gets to know Anna, Gangsei balances a very silly 
attitude against the growing pains of adolescence. It’s a tricky 
tightrope to walk, and the author pulls it off for the most part, 
only occasionally going too broad. (A little bit of Tomy goes a 
long way.) What starts out as a typical “gotta get the girl” middle 
school story eventually turns into a “gotta understand that the 
girl is more than just the girl” story, which is a welcome change. 
Anna is just as engaging and endearing as Farley. Farley and 
Anna are both white, but the supporting cast of characters is 
fairly diverse.

An agreeably silly yet occasionally poignant comedy. 
(Fantasy. 10-14)

TWO MEN AND A CAR
Franklin Roosevelt, Al 
Capone, and a Cadillac V-8
Garland, Michael
Illus. by the author
Tilbury House (64 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-88448-620-6  

A custom-built, bulletproof limo links two historical figures 
who were pre-eminent in more or less different spheres.

Garland admits that a claim that FDR was driven to Con-
gress to deliver his “Day of Infamy” speech in a car that once 
belonged to Capone rests on shaky evidence. He nonetheless 
uses the anecdote as a launchpad for twin portraits of contem-
poraries who occupy unique niches in this country’s history but 
had little in common. Both were smart, ambitious New York-
ers and were young when their fathers died, but they definitely 

“headed in opposite directions.” As he fills his biographical 
sketches with standard-issue facts and has disappointingly little 
to say about the car itself (which was commissioned by Capone 
in 1928 and still survives), this outing seems largely intended to 
be a vehicle for the dark, heavy illustrations. These are done in 
muted hues with densely scratched surfaces and angled so that 
the two men, the period backgrounds against which they are 
posed, and the car have monumental looks. It’s a reach to bill 
this, as the author does, a “story about America,” but it does at 
least offer a study in contrasts featuring two of America’s most 
renowned citizens. Most of the human figures are white in the 
art, but some group scenes include a few with darker skin.

The car gets shortchanged, but comparing the diver-
gent career paths of its (putative) two riders may give read-
ers food for thought. (timeline, bibliography) (Picture book/
biography. 10-12)

THE LAST LAST-DAY- 
OF-SUMMER 
Giles, Lamar
Versify/HMH (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-328-46083-7  

Can this really be the first time read-
ers meet the Legendary Alston Boys 
of Logan County? Cousins and veteran 
sleuths Otto and Sheed Alston show us 
that we are the ones who are late to their 

greatness.
These two black boys are coming to terms with the end 

of their brave, heroic summer at Grandma’s, with a return to 
school just right around the corner. They’ve already got two 
keys to the city, but the rival Epic Ellisons—twin sisters Wiki 
and Leen—are steadily gaining celebrity across Logan County, 
Virginia, and have in hand their third key to the city. No way 
summer can end like this! These young people are powerful, 
courageous, experienced adventurers molded through their 

With total mastery, Giles creates in Logan County an 
exuberant vortex of weirdness and populates it with memorable 

characters who more than live up to their setting.
the last last-day- of -summer
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heroic commitment to discipline and deduction. They’ve 
got their shared, lifesaving maneuvers committed to memory 
(printed in a helpful appendix) and ready to save any day. Save 
the day they must, as a mysterious, bendy gentleman and an 
oversized, clingy platypus have been unleashed on the city of 
Fry, and all the residents and their belongings seem to be frozen 
in time and place. Will they be able to solve this one? With total 
mastery, Giles creates in Logan County an exuberant vortex of 
weirdness, where the commonplace sits cheek by jowl with the 
utterly fantastic, and populates it with memorable characters 
who more than live up to their setting.

This can’t be the last we ever hear of the Legendary 
Alston Boys of the purely surreal Logan County—imagina-
tive, thrill-seeking readers, this is a series to look out for. 
(Fantasy. 10-12)

SMILE
How Young Charlie Chaplin 
Taught the World to Laugh 
(and Cry)
Golio, Gary
Illus. by Young, Ed
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-7636-9761-7  

Children meet Chaplin in this inti-
mate biography of the iconic silent-film comedian, whose mov-
ies, humor, and story grow ever more distant to each generation 
of readers.

Children unaware of Chaplin will immediately feel moved 
by young Charlie’s bleak origins: an empty stomach, dancing for 
pennies, an absent father and sick mother, and frequent moves 
in and out of the poorhouse. They will pull for him hamming it 
up in a children’s theater troupe and stand beside him watch-
ing “old Rummy Binks,” a local eccentric, outside a pub hold-
ing horses for pennies. Charlie would later appropriate Binks’ 
baggy clothes, bowler hat, crooked cane, and funny penguin 
walk to become his own Little Tramp, making the close asso-
ciation between laughter and tears. Young’s collages harness 
muddy and murky colors, silhouettes, torn papers, threadbare 
burlap and floral fabrics, jaundiced newspapers, and ink line-
work to evoke both Victorian times and the silent-film era. A 
succinct afterword, facts, and resources section offers kid-
friendly biographical highlights, films, and books to encourage 
further exploration of this extraordinary comedian, filmmaker, 
and composer. Observant readers might notice the black sil-
houette of a little tramp in the bottom-right corner of each 
spread. Those intuitive enough to flip the pages will delight in a 
primitive but undeniably magical experience.

Readers who watch him waddle their way and extend 
a wave are certain to return his timeless greeting. (Picture 
book/biography. 6-12) 

NOBODY HUGS A CACTUS
Goodrich, Carter
Illus. by the author
Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5344-0090-0  

A grumpy cactus learns that sharing 
affection feels good.

Hank sits in a round pot in the window of an adobe struc-
ture surrounded by desert. According to the straightforward 
text, “It was hot, dry, peaceful, and quiet. Just the way Hank 
liked it.” Soon enough, however, the peace is punctured by a 
number of creatures passing by. Rosie the Tumbleweed calls a 
cheerful greeting, as do a timid turtle, a jackrabbit, and a coyote, 
among others. Hank hollers at each of them, but after a cow-
boy points out that “nobody hugs a cactus,” Hank can’t quite 
shake the feeling that he’s missing something. When Rosie rolls 
by again and does him a favor, he decides to reciprocate, which 
leads to a hug after all. Watercolor illustrations allow the paper’s 
texture to show through and feature sandy golds, subtle greens, 
and an expanse of sky that moves from clear blues to pinks, reds, 
and purples to indicate the passage of time. Goodrich imbues 
Hank with plenty of personality. He’s spike-headed with two 
stubby arms, and he looks alternately cranky, forlorn, shocked, 
and friendly. Elongated shapes and unusual perspectives add 
interest and complement the low-key, conversational text.

Caregivers of grumpy young listeners may not be 
entirely convinced by Hank’s relatively rapid turnaround, 
but the closing thought (“After all, it’s better to be stuck in 
a hug than stuck all alone”) is one that can be embraced by 
all. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE FIRST MEN WHO WENT 
TO THE MOON
Greene, Rhonda Gowler
Illus. by Brundage, Scott
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-58536-412-1  

A 50th-anniversary commemoration of the epochal Apollo 
11 mission.

Modeling her account on “The House That Jack Built” (an 
unspoken, appropriate nod to President John F. Kennedy’s 
foundational role in the enterprise), Greene takes Armstrong, 
Aldrin, and Collins from liftoff to post-splashdown ticker-tape 
parade. Side notes on some spreads and two pages of further 
facts with photographs at the end, all in smaller type, fill in 
select details about the mission and its historical context. The 
rhymed lines are fully cumulated only once, so there is some 
repetition but never enough to grow monotonous: “This is the 
Moon, a mysterious place, / a desolate land in the darkness of 
space, / far from Earth with oceans blue.” Also, the presenta-
tion of the text in just three or fewer lines per spread stretches 
out the narrative and gives Brundage latitude for both formal 
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and informal group portraits of Apollo 11’s all-white crew, mul-
tiple glimpses of our planet and the moon at various heights, and, 
near the end, atmospheric (so to speak) views of the abandoned 
lander and boot prints in the lunar dust.

It’s not the most dramatic version, but it’s a visually 
effective and serviceable addition to the rapidly growing 
shelf of tributes to our space program’s high-water mark. 
(Informational picture book. 6-8)

THINKER
My Puppy Poet and Me
Greenfield, Eloise
Illus. by Abdollahi, Ehsan
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4926-7724-6  

A puppy gets a new home and a new 
family while learning to communicate.

When 7-year-old Jace receives a new 
pet dog, he picks out the perfect name for a puppy who believes 
he is a poet. “We’ll name you ‘Thinker,’ yes, I think / that that’s 
the name for you.” Jace, too, is a poet. “When I recite my poems, 
/ I make music.” Not permitted to attend school with Jace, 
Thinker spends time at home with Jace’s little sister, Kimmy, 
and visits with his twin, who lives nearby. At last, it’s “Pets’ Day 
at school,” but Jace doesn’t want his poet puppy to speak. As 
Thinker knows, he’s afraid “his friends will say / he’s a weird kid, 
with a weird pet.” Despite his best effort not to, Thinker recites 
a poem—but all the other pets join in with their own special 
talents, to the delight of the teacher, students, and even Jace. 
Greenfield brings her vast experience to this delightful piece of 
poetic whimsy that celebrates the powers of poetry, family, and 
friendship. Jace’s family is African-American while neighbors 
and schoolmates are pictured as diverse. The poems are primar-
ily free verse, but there are haiku and rap as well. Iranian illus-
trator Abdollahi uses expressive handmade and -colored paper 
collages to complement the mood. The light and liveliness of the 
pictures are eye-catching and appealing, and the color palette is 
warm and rich, further enhancing the poetry.

A good way to introduce the youngest readers to 
extended narratives in verse. (Picture book/poetry. 4-8)

RUMPLE BUTTERCUP
A Story of Bananas, 
Belonging, and Being Yourself
Gubler, Matthew Gray
Illus. by the author
Random House (136 pp.) 
$14.99  |  $17.99 PLB  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-525-64844-4
978-0-525-70763-9 PLB  

A self-conscious sewer-dwelling mon-
ster learns that everyone is just as weird as he is.

5 crucial voices of 
a generation

Roshani Chokshi

Katie Yamasaki

Varian Johnson

Erin Entrada Kelly

Pablo Cartaya
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Rumple Buttercup has “5 crooked teeth / 3 strands of hair / 
Green skin / And his left foot was slightly bigger than his right.... 
// He was weird.” He’s convinced that his appearance will scare 
people, so he lives in a sewer, listening to the conversations of 
passers-by and wishing he could participate. The only day he 
joins in the life of the community is during the Annual Pajama 
Jam Cotton Candy Pancake Parade, because he believes no one 
will notice him under his banana-peel disguise. But when he can’t 
find a banana peel, he believes he’ll have to miss out on the festivi-
ties until a young boy calls down the sewer drain asking about him. 
Turns out that he’s been a beloved, eccentric community member 
all along, and when he emerges, he finds that everyone feels like a 
disheveled weirdo on the inside. A hybrid blend of picture book, 
chapter book, and surrealist comic, the story is sweet and tame 
despite the creepy strangeness of Rumple Buttercup. Unsettling 
but affectionate drawings carry the story, with crude but expres-
sive sketches and subdued color. The overall message is obvious 
but well-meaning and could equally appeal to elementary school 
reluctant readers or adolescent misfits.

Not quite any one kind of book, this story will appeal 
to a variety of readers with a taste for the odd. (Fable. 6-14)

IDA AND THE WHALE
Gugger, Rebecca & Röthlisberger, Simon
Illus. by the authors
Trans. by Wilson, David Henry
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7358-4341-7  

A young girl journeys on the back of a flying whale in this 
picture book, first published in Switzerland and translated from 
German into English.

Ida, a redheaded white girl who lives in a treehouse in a 
peaceful birch forest, often wonders “what lay beyond.” One 
night, woken by the shaking of her treehouse, she peers out to 
see a flying whale. Gugger and Röthlisberger’s sumptuous illus-
trations, evocative of the work of Lisbeth Zwerger, are infused 
with the sort of whimsical detail that makes for the best fantasy 
ambiance. When the whale invites Ida to go on a journey with 
him “beyond the stars,” Ida accepts eagerly. They talk about “all 
kinds of things. BIG and little” and eventually come to a place 
where everything is upside down. Here, the whale nudges the 
puzzled Ida to think beyond what she thinks is “normal”; and 
later, Ida’s question about why a flower is sending its seeds to 
the sky prompts the whale to explain, “So it can grow again...
all of us grow.” Themes of curious exploration, growth, and 
friendship are all introduced in this whimsical, delicate way, 
accompanied by evocative illustrations. The only off-note is an 
inconsistency in the illustrative depictions of the size relation-
ship between Ida and the whale, and while it could possibly be 
excused by the fantasy nature of the story, it’s noticeable. The 
endpaper illustrations deftly underscore the enrichment that 
results from journeys.

Enchanting and intriguing. (Picture book. 3-7)

SUPERHEROES ARE 
EVERYWHERE
Harris, Kamala
Illus. by Roe, Mechal Renee
Philomel (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 8, 2019
978-1-984837-49-3  

The junior senator from California 
introduces family and friends as every-

day superheroes.
The endpapers are covered with cascades of, mostly, early 

childhood snapshots (“This is me contemplating the future”—
caregivers of toddlers will recognize that abstracted look). In 
between, Harris introduces heroes in her life who have shaped 
her character: her mom and dad, whose superpowers were, 
respectively, to make her feel special and brave; an older neigh-
bor known for her kindness; grandparents in India and Jamaica 
who “[stood] up for what’s right” (albeit in unspecified ways); 
other relatives and a teacher who opened her awareness to a 
wider world; and finally iconic figures such as Thurgood Mar-
shall and Constance Baker Motley who “protected people 
by using the power of words and ideas” and whose examples 
inspired her to become a lawyer. “Heroes are...YOU!” she con-
cludes, closing with a bulleted Hero Code and a timeline of her 
legal and political career that ends with her 2017 swearing-in 
as senator. In group scenes, some of the figures in the bright, 
simplistic digital illustrations have Asian features, some are in 
wheelchairs, nearly all are people of color. Almost all are smiling 
or grinning. Roe provides everyone identified as a role model 
with a cape and poses the author, who is seen at different ages 
wearing an identifying heart pin or decoration, next to each.

Self-serving to be sure but also chock-full of worthy 
values and sentiments. (Picture book/memoir. 5-8)

BIKES FOR SALE
Higgins, Carter
Illus. by OHora, Zachariah
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4521-5932-4  

What do you get when you smash 
your bike? A new friend.

Maurice sells lemonade from a cart 
attached to his yellow bike. Lotta has a red bike with a basket 
that holds sticks she collects and then gives away. Both travel 
along similar pathways daily yet never meet...until a stick 
becomes entangled in one of Maurice’s spokes, propelling him 
into a tree. Meanwhile, Lotta’s bike skids on some lemon rinds, 
causing her to crash, too. They’re unharmed, but their bikes are 
ruined and occupations suffer. When Maurice and Lotta read 
a sign advertising bikes for sale, each visits Sid’s repair shop. 
Hurray! Sid has fashioned a tandem bike, developed from the 
broken remains. He has also created a new friendship, as Mau-
rice and Lotta become the owners/riders of a yellow-and-red 

Gugger and Röthlisberger’s sumptuous illustrations 
are infused with the sort of whimsical detail that makes 

for the best fantasy ambiance.
ida and the whale
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lemonade-and–stick-collecting bicycle built for two. In the end, 
life has handed out lemons, and they’ve never tasted sweeter. 
This is a sweet, quiet, different take on the familiar new-friend-
ship trope. The quirky acrylic illustrations are appealing; char-
acters are expressive. Chipmunk Maurice has enormous black 
eyes and has vivid red fur. Porcupine Lotta is pale yellow. They 
and various other animal characters wear typical kids’ attire. 
Visual learners will enjoy traversing the routes taken by the 
main characters on the simply drawn maps printed on the front 
and back endpapers.

The wheels on the bikes go round...and readers will 
meet endearing new pals. (Picture book. 3-6)

MUMMIES EXPOSED! 
Hollihan, Kerrie Logan
Abrams (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4197-3167-9 
Series: Creepy and True, 1 

Hollihan unwraps the skinny on 
human mummies of both the distant 
past and more recent times.

Leaving few if any double-entendres 
unturned, the author highlights promi-

nent examples of both artificially preserved corpses and those 
that have survived (so to speak) due to natural causes. The ros-
ter includes the familiar likes of King Tut, Lenin, and China’s 
Lady Dai as well as lower-profile remains such as the tattooed 
Altai Princess, the “Moche muchacha” Lady of Cao, and the 
262 former residents of Vác, Hungary, found during a church 
renovation in 1994. In introducing her subjects, she recounts 
initial encounters, describes sites and physical states in “easy 
queasy” detail, and clearly explains the techniques researchers 
use in field and lab to reconstruct each discovery’s life, demise, 
and culture. Complex issues of cultural appropriation raised by 
disturbing and removing the dead versus preserving the safety 
of ancient sites, particularly in the face of climate change, also 
receive respectful notice. Along with an array of boxed side 
notes—a bulleted list of the stages of decomposition (“The skin 
turns blue-green”) being typically informative—and numer-
ous close-up color photos of variously decomposed bodies and 
body parts, generous chapter-by-chapter sets of endnotes and 
of print and web resources add further layers of interest and 
value to this series opener.

Mummy books cram the shelves, but this one won’t stay 
buried for long. (index) (Nonfiction. 10-13)

KAZU JONES AND THE 
DENVER DOGNAPPERS
Holyoak, Shauna M.
Disney-Hyperion (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-368-02240-8  

A young detective and her friends 
investigate a recent string of dognap-
pings in her neighborhood.

Biracial, Japanese-American fifth-
grader Kazuko Jones is a young detec-

tive always looking for clues and trying to solve cases. On her 
paper route one morning, she spies some suspicious activity she 
thinks must be linked to a chain of dognappings and reports it 
to the police. When her suspicion turns out to be wrong, she 
is told to stop meddling. But when her neighbor’s pet is taken 
due to her mistake, she is determined to find both the culprit 
and the missing dogs. Along with her BFF and ginormous, loyal 
dog, Genki, she finds evidence that points to a suspect. Unfor-
tunately, the police don’t believe her. But as more and more dogs 
disappear, Kazu knows she must solve the case without putting 
herself, her friends, and Genki in too much danger. Holyoak 
creates a well-paced mystery with approachable characters 
and issues. The dognapping case and the go-get-’em attitude of 
Kazu provide just enough suspense and action without being 
too scary. Holyoak sprinkles in topics of growing up, including 
friendship, relationships with parents, mean people, and tell-
ing the truth. With Kazu’s mom a second-generation Japanese-
American (her dad seems white), Japanese language, food, and 
cultural concepts are interwoven into the story. The book oth-
erwise adheres to the white default.

A not-too-scary, diverse mystery for those who love 
action, dogs, and spunky heroines. (Mystery. 8-12)

THE SILENCE SLIPS IN
Hughes, Alison
Illus. by Pelletier, Ninon
Orca (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-4598-1706-7  

Sometimes silence is what you need 
most in this hectic, bustling world.

A young girl lives in a noisy world: There are parties and 
younger siblings, thunder and raucous birds, and a crowded, 
chaotic playground. When the fun becomes too much, that’s 
when the Silence slips in, gentle and comforting in a soft, white, 
animallike form, to help the girl find balance and inner quiet. 
Always coming when called, the Silence offers a peaceful rain-
bow, “long hugs. And mugs of hot chocolate by a peaceful fire.” 
The Silence and its friend the Dark tuck the girl in at night, 
safe and warm, and tend to her dreams. This ode to mindful-
ness, with its poetic text, offers reassurance to children often 
overwhelmed by their busy days so that they can find their own 
way back to calm and steady waters. The illustrations, done in 

Complex issues of cultural appropriation raised by 
disturbing and removing the dead versus preserving the 

safety of ancient sites receive respectful notice.
mummies exposed!
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pencil and charcoal and then digitally colored for a classic, old-
fashioned feel, evoke the contrast between ruckus and serenity 
through their combination of fuzzy lines and sharp details. Full-
page spreads draw readers into deep, earth-toned, impressionist 
backgrounds. The girl has pale skin and straight, black hair. The 
French edition, Le Silence se glisse près de toi, is beautifully trans-
lated by Rachel Martinez and has its own lyricism and lilt, per-
fect for Francophone parents and caregivers wanting bilingual 
options for their children.

Just right for busy families who seek balance and 
mindfulness. (Picture book. 4-8) (Le Silence se glisse près de toi: 
978-1-4598-2208-5)

SHOUTING AT THE RAIN
Hunt, Lynda Mullaly
Nancy Paulsen Books (288 pp.)
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-399-17515-2  

“The ones that love you protect your 
feelings because they’ve been given a 
piece of you. Others may toss them 
around for just the same reason.”

It’s the summer that Delsie hears 
that hard lesson from her grandmother 

and comes to fully understand what it means. Her best off-
Cape friend has returned for the season, but now Brandy, once 
her soul mate, is wearing makeup and has brought along a mean, 
snobby friend, Tressa, who’s put off by Delsie’s dirty, bare feet 
and near-poverty. Ronan is new to the Cape, too, and at first 
he’s a hard boy to get to know. But Delsie, stunned by Brandy’s 
betrayal, perseveres, realizing that he’s just as lonely as she is and 
that his mother is gone, having sent him away, just as hers is—
heartbreakingly lost to alcohol and drugs. A richly embroidered 
cast of characters, a thoughtful exploration of how real friends 
treat one another, and the true meaning of family all combine to 
make this a thoroughly satisfying coming-of-age tale. Cape Cod 
is nicely depicted—not the Cape of tourists but the one of year-
round residents—as is the sometimes-sharp contrast between 
residents and summer people. The book adheres to the white 
default; one of Delsie’s neighbors hails from St. Croix and wears 
her hair in an Afro.

Hunt (Fish in a Tree, 2017, etc.) has crafted another gentle, 
moving tale of love and loss: the value of the one and the 
importance of getting over the other. (Fiction. 10-12)

THE MAGIC OF LETTERS
Johnston, Tony
Illus. by Minor, Wendell
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-8234-4159-4  

Journey through a land where words 
take flight and spark creativity.

A fantastical bespectacled rabbit is readers’ guide into a top 
hat and through Johnston and Minor’s wonderland of words as 
they celebrate the power of language to instruct, inspire, and 
delight children. The journey, which begins and ends on the 
dust cover, is reminiscent of Lewis Carroll’s classic topsy-turvy 
adventure, complete with a rabbit magician whose adeptness 
with wordplay prompts it to take a bow at the end. “Letters 
hold POWER,” it says, before going on to celebrate “giggling 
words like flibbertigibbet. Yummy words like QUESADILLA 
[and] bewitching words like enchanted.” Put together, “they say 
what you need to tell somebody. ‘The flibbertigibbet ate an 
enchanted quesadilla,’ ” for instance. The illustrations, which 
range from a scene done in a collage style incorporating cutout 
words to a blue, fairy-filled dreamscape, capture the sense of 
wonder that the story wishes to covey. The design makes clever 
use of the double-page spread to convey a child’s joy at recog-
nizing their name in print and the power of words to literally 
make imaginations soar. Given the sophistication of some of 
the words in the story, it is best read with slightly older kinder-
garteners. While the rabbit is firmly established in the narrative, 
the two children, one black and one white, who occasionally 
appear in the illustrations feel less connected to the text.

A charming ode to the lyricism of language. (Picture book. 
4-8)

STINKY SCIENCE
Why the Smelliest Smells 
Smell So Smelly
Kay, Edward
Illus. by Shiell, Mike
Kids Can (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-77138-382-0  

More than you ever wanted to know 
about why stuff stinks.

Everybody smells—both transitively with their noses and 
intransitively due to the bacteria on their bodies. But what does 
the sense of smell do for us? If we smell smoke, as from a burn-
ing building, we get nervous. That keeps us safe. The same is 
true about noticing the foul odor of rotting meat. The meat 
itself doesn’t give off the odor—it’s the organisms living off 
the meat that make it smell unappetizing (except to vultures 
and other carrion eaters). Six million receptors on the olfac-
tory epithelium in the human nose detect scent molecules in 
the air and transmit that information to the brain. Canadian 
science writer Kay goes on to explain the connection between 
scent and memory and how we know what outer space smells 
like (“a combination of schoolbus exhaust and incinerated ham-
burger,” according to astronauts). He explains the various rea-
sons animals may benefit from smelling awful (and which ones 
smell the worst: the green wood hoopoe and the polecat). He 
tells readers why Limburger cheese smells like feet (they share 
the same microbe) and which animals are super sniffers (those 
vultures mentioned earlier can smell carrion from a great dis-
tance, and moles smell “in stereo”). All the cheeky stinky facts 
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are accompanied by Shiell’s bright, cheerily gross cartoon illus-
trations, which depict humans of diverse races being offended 
and offending others.

A good introduction to the science of scent certain to 
hook reluctant scientists (and readers) with its yuck factor. 
(glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 6-10)

YOU ARE NEVER ALONE 
Kelsey, Elin
Illus. by Kim, Soyeon
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Apr. 15, 2019
978-1-77147-315-6  

We are all part of the vast universe, 
and many of its elements, large and small, 
are within us. It “showers [us] with gifts.”

The team that is responsible for previous works of philo-
sophical science (You Are Stardust, 2012; Wild Ideas, 2015) takes 
on yet another huge concept. Beginning with water from rain 
that provides fresh drinking water and oxygen supplied by 
plants, then winding through the complex ecosystem that sus-
tains and protects life on our planet, Kelsey provides examples 
and explanations of how we are all connected: to microorgan-
isms, insects, algae, soil, and every living plant and creature, 
all of which affect everything in our bodies and everything we 
do. Children might find some of the scientific material hard to 
grasp, but it is all elegantly presented in soaring, vivid language 
that is not a bit condescending. The second-person address 
posits a singular reader, directly addressed in a conversational 
tone, and yet emphasizes that every individual has the same 
connections. Each bit of information is paired with appropriate 
scenes from Kim’s exquisite, intricate dioramas. Double-page 
spreads depict children of varying races flying, floating, even 
cavorting with animals and plants of land and sea in fantastical, 
colorful settings that also contain carefully constructed realis-
tic elements. Endpapers present smaller, framed versions of the 
dioramas and invite readers to examine them closely.

Both important and breathtakingly beautiful. (Informa-
tional picture book. 5-12)

YOU ARE NEW
Knisley, Lucy
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (52 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4521-6156-3  

A bookish, warm welcome to a new 
baby, and more.

Knisley’s colorful, digital collage illustrations depict diverse 
babies with different skin tones and hair colors, although fram-
ing scenes in the opening and closing spreads center on a pink-
skinned, blond baby coded as male with a blue outfit. These 
babies, and occasional adults and children, are all depicted 

against the stark white of the page. Some skin and hair colors, 
like the first child’s very pink skin and some green coifs, are 
decidedly unnatural, but the overall impact is one of a broad 
range of humanity so that the direct address of the text can aim 
for universal resonance. “You can fit in tiny spots. / You get car-
ried quite a lot! // You wear little baby shoes. / It’s very cute when 
you are new,” reads representative text, printed in full caps, 
with selected words highlighted in colors that appear in illus-
trations. A twist partway through the book saves it from being 
just another baby-shower gift by acknowledging the ways peo-
ple continue to be “new” after babyhood—when we “try new 
things,” go to “new places,” and meet “new folks,” for example. 
This offers a welcome enrichment of a well-worn picture-book 
theme, concluding with the affirming notion that “when you 
love... / and you’re loved, too... // just like that, you are new.”

A new-baby book that feels new. (Picture book. 0-4)

UNDERCOVER OSTRICH
Kulka, Joe
Illus. by the author
Carolrhoda (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5124-9787-8  

A silly ostrich hides in plain sight.
An ironic counterpoint between the 

text and the art has words asserting the 
eponymous ostrich’s hiding abilities while illustrations make 
the enormous bird humorously conspicuous from one page to 
the next. “I’ve been keeping an eye on them. They are experts 
at blending into their surroundings,” claims the narrator. The 
accompanying art shows the ostrich precariously perched on a 
sagging telephone wire, with two diminutive robins peering up 
the length of its pink neck. The ostrich’s bulging eyes gaze ner-
vously up at the telephone pole, and there’s just no way to say 
that its black-and-white feathered body blends in with the sky 
behind it. Subsequent humorous spreads continue to exclaim 
at the ostrich’s ostensibly successful efforts at hiding while the 
illustrations make it appear obvious and awkward on every 
spread. At the book’s end the offstage narrator speculates that 
the ostrich tries to hide in order to “steal food from the squir-
rels” as the art depicts it gobbling a birdfeeder whole. Then a 
fallen peanut causes the narrator to reveal itself, as it specu-
lates that maybe it will get a snack if it becomes “AN UNDER-
COVER ELEPHANT.” Here and throughout this one-joke 
picture book, the watercolor-and-pencil illustrations carry the 
bulk of the humor. The picture of the rotund pachyderm trying 
to hide behind a narrow tree is funny, but the verbal punchline 
doesn’t quite land.

Silly stuff. (Picture book. 3-7)
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WHERE DANI GOES, 
HAPPY FOLLOWS  
Lagercrantz, Rose
Illus. by Eriksson, Eva
Trans. by Marshall, Julia
Gecko Press (94 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-77657-225-0 
Series: My Happy Life, 6 

In the sixth installment of this Swed-
ish chapter book series, Dani takes a train trip by herself. It 
doesn’t go as planned.

Dani is spending winter break at her grandparents’ house 
because her father, Gianni, has become sad again and has 
decided to go to Rome (where he is from) without her to “think 
about his life.” A gloomy Dani is trying to decide what to do on 
break when she comes up with a brilliant idea—her best friend 
Ella’s birthday is near, and she, Dani, will surprise visit her! But 
Ella lives in Northbrook, and Dani does not. Not a problem for 
positive-thinking Dani. She simply instructs her grandmother 
to drive her. But her grandmother says she is having her bridge 
friends’ dinner, and besides, the car is being serviced. Seeing 
Dani’s disappointment, she asks if Dani is brave enough to 
take the train on her own. Dani is hesitant but decides that for 
Ella, she will do it—and she does, but things go awry. Writing 
with exceptional insight and humor, author Lagercrantz devel-
ops Dani’s emotional maturity in this story, giving her a grow-
ing awareness of both life’s complexity and adult fallibility, all 
the while maintaining Dani’s bone-deep optimism. Illustrator 
Eriksson’s lively black-and-white drawings add lovely empathy 
and show everyone’s skin as the white of the paper.

Nearly the best one yet, and that’s saying something. 
(Fiction. 6-9)

THE BIG ANGRY ROAR
Lambert, Jonny
Illus. by the author
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-129-4  

When Cub is blamed for a squabble 
that his little sister instigates, the little 

lion then navigates a variety of anger-management techniques 
suggested by the savanna community.

Gnu recommends “stamping and stomping,” which only 
leads the angry Cub to hurt his paw on a stone. Rhino proposes 
bashing and crashing, while Hippo advocates splattering and 
splashing, which only makes Cub smelly and stinky. Now he 
is even more irate and gets in a loud, raucous argument with 
Elephant, which then initiates a huge “STAMPEDE!” When 
things settle down, gray-whiskered Baboon commiserates with 
Cub’s feelings and offers the most effective method to let out 
one’s anger. “First, breathe deeply in and out, and slowly count 
to 10. / Make a bunch of funny faces, then start all over again!” 

Mindful awareness inspires an apology, much to the visible 
delight of papa Lion. Soft-toned digital art against an expanse of 
stark white space presents a vibrant view of the range of young 
and old wildlife trying to solve a problem—though it is human-
ity’s lesson in simple humility, offered by a wise elder with a 
plausible and comforting solution, that effortlessly prevails. In 
this French import, the clean, minimal storytelling with sincere 
dialogue has much to say about emotions and reactions.

Subtle and effective, with a touch of drama to prove a 
point. (Picture book. 3-6)

IF YOU HAD YOUR BIRTHDAY 
PARTY ON THE MOON
Lapin, Joyce
Illus. by Ceccarelli, Simona M.
Sterling (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-4549-2970-3  

Why celebrate for just 24 hours on 
Earth when our nearest neighbor has a 

709-hour day?
Sure, balloons won’t float and the near lack of atmosphere 

also means that everyone has to wear special suits—but the low 
gravity makes gymnastics a snap, it’s easy to catch the candy 
as it falls from the piñata, and a batted baseball really travels! 
Expanding on the fanciful bits with boxed blocks of factual 
commentary, Lapin accurately describes lunar conditions—
explaining, for instance, why the sky is black rather than blue 
and noting that earthshine is 40 times brighter than moon-
glow—while suggesting expeditions to check out craters and 
maria, having a scavenger hunt to track down artifacts left by 
the Apollo astronauts (two golf balls, 12 pairs of space boots, a 
rumored “rude drawing”), and chowing down on “a Space Sta-
tion favorite,” chocolate-pudding cake squeezed from a foil 
pouch. Ceccarelli adds jolly notes aplenty with painted scenes 
of young partiers (an inclusive lot, featuring one with Asian fea-
tures and several people of color) zinging exuberantly around 
in zero gravity, cavorting or making dust angels on the lunar 
surface, and gathering back at their spacecraft as a pizza-deliv-
ery rocket lands nearby before they all blast off for home. The 
author reserves generous slices of print and web resources at 
the end for readers who couldn’t make the voyage.

A prime candidate for a destination party. (glossary, 
bibliography) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

BIRDS
Lemniscates, Carme
Illus. by the author
Candlewick Studio (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-5362-0178-9  

The author/illustrator of Trees (2017) 
presents another broadly titled work, similar in illustration and feel.

Lagercrantz develops Dani’s emotional maturity in 
this story, giving her a growing awareness of both 

life’s complexity and adult fallibility.
where dani goes,  happy follows
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Vibrant digital illustrations, reminiscent at times of water-
colors, show many different birds—birds of all shapes, sizes, 
and colors, compared in their natural habitats and in flight. The 
presumed narrator is a brown-skinned, dark-haired young child, 
walking and bicycling around outdoors, observing birds, and 
spending time with a pale-skinned friend. Many different birds 
are presented in this book—a peacock, geese, an eagle, a hum-
mingbird, macaws, owls, and more—but none are identified in 
any way. The text, an abstract homage, is gentle and spare, but it 
often feels disjointed and may not mesh with the developmen-
tal level of the young readers likely to be attracted to it: “A bird’s 
song is like the loving words of a friend. // A happy song that 
greets us every morning. // And our hearts sing, too, because 
birds are like good news coming. // Or messages of peace.” Birds 
are presented as metaphor and inspiration as well as physical 
beings; the last spread show the young protagonist riding on a 
goose, high up in the sky, surrounded by different birds. “They 
make our imaginations soar.” Endpapers are filled with individ-
ual feathers of different birds.

This book of birds tries to take off but doesn’t fully fly. 
(Picture book. 3-5)

THE GIFT OF RAMADAN
Lumbard, Rabiah York
Illus. by Horton, Laura K.
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-2906-5  

Little Sophia wants to fast for the 
first time during Ramadan. She learns it’s 
not easy—but also that fasting is not the 

only way to partake in Ramadan.
Hearing her grandmother refer to “the heart of a person 

who fasts” as “pretty and sparkly,” Sophia tries to fast on the 
first day of Ramadan, but she becomes “too hungry.” Grandma 
comforts her, explaining, “No one expects you to fast for an 
entire day,” and, “You have a full month to keep trying.” Sophia 
observes the different ways her parents and Grandma celebrate 
Ramadan and finds a way to celebrate without fasting the entire 
day so that with Grandma’s help she feels very “sparkly” indeed. 
Lumbard captures a few simple ways of celebrating and partici-
pating in the month of Ramadan through a young child’s eyes. 
Sophia learns that Ramadan is more than just fasting; it’s also 
about prayer and contemplation and about charity and sharing. 
Horton’s use of bright colors—yellow, blue, and purple tones—
helps to highlight the month of Ramadan as a special time full 
of joy and beauty. The family appears to be Western and mul-
tiracial; Grandma and Sophia’s dad have medium-brown skin, 
Sophia’s mom is white, and Sophia and her little brother have 
light-brown skin. Grandma covers her hair (even in the house) 
and Momma does not (except in prayer). An author’s note 
includes basic information about the month of Ramadan.

A child-friendly and -centric look at this important 
observance. (Picture book. 4-8)

HOW TO BECOME AN 
ACCIDENTAL GENIUS
MacLeod, Elizabeth & Wishinsky, Frieda
Illus. by Playford, Jenn
Orca (128 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4598-1676-3  

MacLeod and Wishinsky investigate 
the genesis of 33 ingenious inventions.

Some of the inventions here came about as the result of an 
accident—the Popsicle, for example, or the microwave oven—
but most were the result of seeing the possibilities once pre-
sented with a situation. That takes knowledge, as this book 
emphasizes, along with paying attention, making connections, 
taking your time, persistence, avoiding assumptions, and being 
open to failure. Each invention, from friction matches to fold-
ing beds, penicillin, high-dose radiation, the electronic feeding 
device, Teflon, corn flakes, and windshield wipers—for start-
ers—is accompanied by photos and images of the inventor and 
their invention. A good half of those celebrated in these pages 
are women, and there is a decent sampling of different races and 
nationalities. Explaining the mechanics of the inventions is a 
variable affair. Some are obvious, like the aforementioned Pop-
sicle, while others, such as fiber optics, don’t lend themselves to 
simple explanations. But no matter how abstruse the invention 
is, Macleod and Wishinsky make it clear why the invention was 
important through its everyday application. Pull quotes from 
such lights as Leonardo da Vinci, George Washington Carver, 
and Larry Page add interest, as do extra factlets introduced in 
sidebars; Playford’s illustrations add zip.

An engaging tour of the inspirations behind a host of 
marvelous inventions. (Nonfiction. 9-12)

JUST LIKE MY BROTHER 
Marino, Gianna
Illus. by the author
Viking (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-425-29060-6  

As it plays hide-and-seek on the 
veldt with its admired big brother, a 
young giraffe gains confidence in its own 
abilities.

The text admirably offers no gender to the younger sibling; 
unfortunately, the jacket gives it female pronouns—perhaps 
because the female author has mentioned admiring her own big 
brother. This discrepancy aside, the author/illustrator has cre-
ated another excellent picture book, beginning with the win-
some cover art and its clearly expressed sibling affection. At the 
story’s beginning, it is the big brother’s turn to hide in the two-
some’s game of hide-and-seek. The little giraffe—eyes properly 
closed—counts to 10 and then asks other kinds of animals to 
help it find its brother. A pleasant litany is established as the 
giraffe gives each group a different brotherly trait to help in 

Magical, aesthetically appealing watercolor art ensures 
that each type of gently anthropomorphized animal 

is clearly defined specieswise.
just like my brother
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the tracking, and the animals respond that the little giraffe pos-
sesses the same trait. The little giraffe, in turn, always says that 
its big brother is superior in whatever trait is mentioned. For 
example, when a trotting group of warthogs says the giraffe is 
fast, its answer is, “Not as fast as my brother!” Meanwhile, astute 
readers will notice the stealthy appearance of a leopard creep-
ing around nearly every page, adding some pint-sized tension. 
The ending is a humorous, satisfying surprise. Magical, aestheti-
cally appealing watercolor art ensures that each type of gently 
anthropomorphized animal is clearly defined specieswise.

Brilliant fun. (Picture book. 3-5)

NINITA’S BIG WORLD
The True Story of a Deaf 
Pygmy Marmoset
Marsh, Sarah Glenn
Illus. by Coleman, Stephanie Fizer
Clarion (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-328-77001-1  

Ninita may be a deaf pygmy marmoset, but she makes the 
most of life in her big world.

Ninita’s big world is not the Amazon rainforest, the native 
habitat of pygmy marmosets, the smallest monkeys in the world, 
but the Rare Species Conservatory Foundation in Loxahatchee, 
Florida. Ninita was born deaf. She took in the sights and warmth 
of her habitat, but she could not “hear the hum of mosquitoes 
and dragonflies [or] her parents’ voices.” Her parents aban-
doned Ninita when she was just 3 weeks old. In Coleman’s illus-
trations Ninita is adorable, with sad or happy eyes and cheerful 
expressions of wonderment as she finds a world of cuddly toys, 
warm blankets, ropes to climb on, and yogurt, rice pudding, and 

“fluffy whipped cream” to eat—this last licked from the tip of an 
enormous human finger that effectively demonstrates scale. She 
especially loves being groomed with a toothbrush. As she grows, 
she explores tall grass and dark caves (depicted as the hair of a 
white human caregiver and partially opened book, respectively). 
These adventures are made better when she’s introduced into a 
new habitat and meets a new marmoset friend named Mr. Big 
to share them with. A lively if highly anthropomorphizing text 
and endearing digitally created illustrations combine to demon-
strate how even the smallest creatures can “climb as high” and 

“jump just as fast” as their peers in a world that supports their 
efforts. The human hands shown could be white or brown.

Young readers will love Ninita and learn to care about 
saving her habitat. (author’s note, bibliography, fun facts) 
(Picture book. 4-7)

DREAMING IN CODE
Ada Byron Lovelace, 
Computer Pioneer
McCully, Emily Arnold
Candlewick (176 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-7636-9356-5  

A biography of Ada Lovelace, widely cel-
ebrated as the first computer programmer.

McCully juxtaposes the analytical genius of her subject with 
her humanizing flaws and personality, painting a portrait of a 
turbulent soul and a visionary intellect whose promise was cut 
short by early death. After the acrimonious end of Lord and 
Lady Byron’s relationship, the intelligent Lady Byron sought 
to distance Ada from both her father himself and his unstable 
tendencies by giving her a challenging education focused on 
rational pursuits, math, and science. Lady Byron’s portrayal is 
complex—she’s cold and self-centered but determined to pro-
vide academic opportunities for her daughter. The book fol-
lows Ada’s education with her marriage and death from uterine 
cancer, but both the book and Ada focus on her collaborator, 
Charles Babbage. A temporary textual shift to focus on Bab-
bage provides necessary context, establishing how advanced 
and revolutionary Babbage’s Difference Engine and Analytical 
Engine designs were. And yet, Ada was able to see far beyond 
his visions, conceptualizing the potential of modern comput-
ers and predicting such programming techniques like loops. 
McCully demonstrates that although Ada had the potential 
to achieve more, she was hampered by sexism, ill health, and 
a temperament akin to her father’s. Appendices summarize 
Lovelace’s notes on the Analytical Engine and present the Brit-
ish Association for the Advancement of Science’s rationale for 
refusing to support its construction.

A sophisticated yet accessible piece that humanizes a 
tragic, brilliant dreamer. (source notes, glossary, bibliog-
raphy, index [not seen]) (Biography. 10-14)

TAMAMO THE FOX MAIDEN
And Other Asian Stories
McDonald, Kel—Ed.
Iron Circus Comics (209 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Apr. 15, 2019
978-1-945820-34-2 
Series: Cautionary Fables and Fairytales 

An ethnically diverse assembly of 
artists present graphic interpretations 
of Asian folktales ranging from silly or 
spooky to dark and mysterious.

The collection contains 21 stories unevenly representing 
the continent; 11 are from China or Japan, with four selections 
from India and one each from the Arabian Peninsula, Georgia, 
Tibet, Myanmar, Turkey, and Laos. The comics vary in length 
and popularity just as much as they do in the looks of their artis-
tic styles. While the majority of retellings follow a traditional 
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approach, some include modern touches. “#EndoftheWorld,” 
by Shannon Campbell and Lucy Bellwood, finds Makara, the 
vahana, or mount, of the river goddess Ganga from Hindu cul-
ture, communicating the imminent end of the world via Twitter. 
Most of the tales are stand-alone ventures; “Gold Sister, Silver 
Sister, and Wood Sister,” by Blue Delliquanti, is a sobering tale 
from Tibet about how a family that’s cruelly manipulated by a 
ghost eventually banishes her. Other, shorter comics give brief 
glimpses into larger legends; “From the Journey of the Monkey 
King,” by Gene Luen Yang, gives the backstory of how Pigsy 
comes to join the infamous Journey to the West. There’s a mix 
of light and dark themes; “Hoichi the Earless,” by Nina Mat-
sumoto, tells how a monk successfully eludes ghosts—but not 
without a price. While some stories will inevitably stand out 
more than others, each black-and-white rendition is solid in its 
storytelling.

An eclectic anthology sure to provoke, amuse, and 
entertain. (Graphic traditional literature. 11-13)

CATERPILLAR SUMMER 
McDunn, Gillian
Bloomsbury (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-68119-743-2  

A sudden change in vacation plans 
leads to an unforgettable summer for 
11-year-old Cat and her younger brother, 
Chicken, who has special needs.

Cat and Chicken are the namesakes 
of characters in their mother’s picture-

book series, Caterpillar & Chicken. In the books, Cat looks out 
for Chicken and does everything she can to make him happy. 
This is true in real life as well: Chicken has special needs (unde-
fined, but he is sensitive to noise and touch, has difficulty gov-
erning himself, and has a tendency toward fixations), and Cat 
is responsible for taking care of him while their mother works. 
Cat and Chicken are biracial; their mother is white and their 
late father was black. Cat can’t wait to visit her best friend, 
Rishi, in Atlanta during summer vacation. But when Rishi’s 
parents are suddenly needed in India, Cat and Chicken find 
themselves staying on Gingerbread Island, North Carolina, 
with their mother’s parents—grandparents they’ve never met 
before. Cat’s mother is tight-lipped about why she’s estranged 
from her parents, but Cat is determined to protect Chicken, 
like she always does. The poignant story of Cat’s unexpected 
adventures on Gingerbread Island is told with tenderness and a 
keen sense of what can make—and break—family bonds. While 
race isn’t central to the story, it’s also not incidental. Through 
debut author McDunn’s vivid storytelling, issues related to race 
and bias are deftly woven into the larger narrative.

An engrossing, heartwarming, beautifully written 
debut about building and rebuilding family ties. (Fiction. 
8-13)

THE HUG
McLaughlin, Eoin
Illus. by Dunbar, Polly
Faber & Faber (48 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-571-34875-6  

What to do when you’re a prickly ani-
mal hankering for a hug? Why, find another misfit animal also 
searching for an embrace!

Sweet but “tricky to hug” little Hedgehog is down in the 
dumps. Wandering the forest, Hedgehog begs different ani-
mals for hugs, but each rejects them. Readers will giggle at their 
panicked excuses—an evasive squirrel must suddenly count its 
three measly acorns; a magpie begins a drawn-out song—but 
will also be indignant on poor hedgehog’s behalf. Hedgehog 
has the appealingly pink-cheeked softness typical of Dunbar’s 
art, and the gentle watercolors are nonthreatening, though she 
also captures the animals’ genuine concern about being poked. 
A wise owl counsels the dejected hedgehog that while the prick-
les may frighten some, “there’s someone for everyone.” That’s 
when Hedgehog spots a similarly lonely tortoise, rejected due 
to its “very hard” shell but perfectly matched for a spiky new 
friend. They race toward each other until the glorious meeting, 
marked with swoony peach swirls and overjoyed grins. At this 
point, readers flip the book to hear the same gloomy tale from 
the tortoise’s perspective until it again culminates in that joyous 
hug, a book turn that’s made a pleasure with thick creamy paper 
and solid binding.

Watching unlikely friends finally be as “happy as two 
someones can be” feels like being enveloped in your very 
own hug. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE BACKSTAGERS AND THE 
THEATER OF THE ANCIENTS
Mientus, Andy
Illus. by Sygh, Rian
Amulet/Abrams (192 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-4197-3365-9 
Series: Backstagers, 2 

The show goes on in this encore nov-
elization of the hit comic-book series.

Fresh off closing night of their 
last show, the Backstagers are already gearing up for the next 
St. Genesius spectacle: Tammy, a nod to 1969 rock-opera 
Tommy. Irreconcilable differences between the alpha Onstager 
McQueen brothers land Beckett an opportunity to step in as 
director. More new ground is broken when the title role of a 
Deaf character is shared between Penitent Angels School 
guest stars Bailey and Adrienne, who is actually Deaf. For most, 
change brings new opportunities to try out unfamiliar back-
stage jobs. But a rift grows between boyfriends Jory and Hunter 
as Jory’s newfound social media stardom—and a persistent neg-
ative voice in his head—convinces him to abandon the show for 
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an all-expenses-paid trip to Greece. Is it all too good to be true, 
or will Jory leave the Backstagers for real? In this sophomore 
effort, Mientus effectively expands the series’ mythic Back-
stage, which magically connects to theaters all over the world, 
into international territory. The already notably diverse cast 
broadens further to include disability. Despite Bailey’s initial 
choice to take the role of playing a Deaf character, her allyship 
and the company’s subsequent discussions about accurate rep-
resentation expertly situate the novel in conversation with real-
life casting controversies. Sygh’s two-color spot art accentuates 
the series’ whimsy and shojolike romance, albeit with a slightly 
darker edge.

Applauseworthy. (Fantasy. 10-14)

AFTERNOON ON A HILL 
Millay, Edna St. Vincent
Illus. by Domeniconi, Paolo
Creative Editions/Creative Company 
(14 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-56846-334-6  

A poem by Edna St. Vincent Millay 
gets an illustrated treatment.

The 12 lines of Millay’s 1917 poem 
provide the whole text for this glorious nature outing. “I will 
be the gladdest thing / Under the sun!” opens the adventure, as 
the anonymous first-person narrator runs over grassy hills wear-
ing a short-sleeved calico dress and sneakers. The poem can be 
read literally as realism, but in the illustrations, a fantasy realm 
grows. When the lines say “I will touch a hundred flowers / And 
not pick one,” a single flower grows to the scale of a sapling. The 
heads of massive birds peer out from between trees, their eyes 
intense and just this side of ominous. A forest, from a long view, 
is shaped like an animal, absorbing (not reflecting) sunlight even 
while the narrator’s peachy skin glows with reflected sun. When 
the poem lets the protagonist “[w]atch the wind bow down the 
grass, / And the grass rise,” the grass becomes a horizontally 
billowing ocean for the child to windsurf on, standing upright 
on an enormous leaf, arms outstretched, hair streaming. The 
illustrations are all full-bleed spreads; each has a different light. 
Domeniconi offsets acute, scientific-feeling, almost overpow-
ering visual details on flowers and birds against vague, generic 
skies and distant trees. At dusk, lights glow in the distant town, 
and the narrator beds down—nestled in the antlers of a mighty 
animal, possibly an elk.

Romantic and bracing. (Picture book. 4-9)

A GIRL NAMED OCTOBER
Mohammed, Zakieh A.
Illus. by Tripke, Andrea
Ripple Grove (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-9990249-5-9  

The book shares a way of life, full 
of awareness and compassion, that has 
helped the narrator see things differently.

October is quiet and does not vol-
unteer her philosophy about life, but she freely shares how 
she sees and experiences the world when asked. The narrator, 
perhaps October’s friend or older sister, introduces readers to 
young October’s way of being. Amid rushed daily routines, ran-
dom moods, bad weather, and unpleasant happenings, October 
remains calm, pleasant, and full of purpose. She reads books 
because they help her “see farther.” She writes to “speak loudly.” 
She keeps the memory of a shell she liked but leaves the shell 
itself where it belongs on the shore. She takes the time to play 
with dandelions and enjoy simple things around her. And with 
full presence in the moment, she rejoices in “touching the 
world.” Digitally finished painted illustrations emphasize the 
pleasant character of the world October sees, perhaps with 
a touch of magic, against gloomier surroundings. Eventually, 
exploring the secrets behind the happiness of the young girl 
helps the narrator feel happier about her bad day. Both girls 
have light skin; October sports brown pigtails and the narrator, 
tight, purple curls.

Mohammed and Tripke’s engaging debut book invites a 
conscious and compassionate interaction with people and 
the environment around us while celebrating the poetry of 
everyday life. (Picture book. 5-8)

LITTLE MONSTERS OF 
THE OCEAN
Metamorphosis Under 
the Waves
Montgomery, Heather L.
Millbrook/Lerner (60 pp.) 
$31.99 PLB  |  Apr. 1, 2019  
978-1-5415-2898-7

The ocean teems with microscopic 
organisms that develop and transform through metamorphosis 
into more-familiar creatures such as crabs, giant clams, slipper 
lobsters, and jellies.

After introducing her six monsters—trochophores, veligers, 
planulae, phyllosomae, zoeae, and gnathiid pranizae—science 
writer Montgomery goes on chapter by chapter to define the 
general concept of metamorphosis, show how larvae and adults 
have different foods and lead different lives, explain how and 
why larvae move around, describe the different kinds of help 
mothers provide, offer examples of what controls these devel-
opmental changes, and share some of the many mysteries 
that remain about the process. A breezy, chatty text addresses 

The poem can be read literally as realism, but in 
the illustrations, a fantasy realm grows.

afternoon on a hill
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readers directly using informal terms such as “tippy top” and 
“cowabunga!”—as well as numerous exclamation points. It’s bro-
ken up with headings, boxes, and colorful photographs, making 
this unfamiliar topic more accessible. Since the likely audience 
is old enough to know how to use an index or a glossary, it is 
unfortunate that the ones provided are so limited. There is “one 
sweet little chart” that will help enormously, showing the names 
of all creatures mentioned as larvae, in additional stages, and 
as adults. Readers who already know about tadpoles and frogs, 
caterpillars and butterflies on land will be intrigued to discover 
a similar process in the ocean.

A lively presentation of an unusual subject, a hidden 
and little-known part of our natural world. (author’s note, 
life stages, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 10-15)

THE INVENTORS AND THE 
LOST ISLAND
Morgen, A.M.
Little, Brown (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-316-47153-4  

George and his friend Ada Byron are 
swept up in an adventure when the house 
next to George’s on Dorset Square is 
newly occupied by a scheming villain in 
this sequel to The Inventors at No. 8 (2018).

Twelve-year-old George, the third Lord of Devonshire, 
grows truffles in his damp attic for a living and enjoys a friend-
ship with Lord Byron’s clever daughter, Ada. Unjustly accused 
of trying to poison the king, George must escape imprisonment. 
Behind this plot is the new neighbor, Don Nadie, or “Nobody,” 
whose reprehensible plan is to corral the world’s best scientists 
in this ante-Victorian era and build an unbeatable weapon. The 
narrative point of view stays with George as he and Ada make 
several daring escapes; travel seas in a mechanical whale of Ada’s 
making; find their friend Oscar, Oscar’s pirate father, and the 
orangutan Ruthie; and visit both the Alhambra and an island 
in the Galápagos. The treasure-map puzzle George’s grandfa-
ther left him is always on his mind. Though he believes him-
self cursed with bad luck, George’s resilience and optimism 
are apparent, and revelations about his heritage allow him to 
grow in confidence. Morgen’s jam-packed plot is well-focused 
and filled with excitement and humor, and it clearly delights 
in extravagant technological invention. Most characters are 
default white, with brown-skinned, mixed-race Oscar and some 
other secondary characters notable exceptions.

Swashbuckling fun. (Adventure/steampunk. 9-13)

I NEED A PLAN!
Muià, Federica
Illus. by the author
Starfish Bay (32 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-76036-059-7  

A lizard that can’t stay in the sun 
needs a plan for constant shade.

Paradise for lizards is the warmth of the sun, and a summer’s 
day finds them all hanging out and sipping iced drinks. One liz-
ard, however, is allergic to the sun. While all the other lizards 
are sunbathing, this little lizard stays under the leaves of nearby 
plants to avoid the sun’s rays. But it doesn’t want to miss out on 
all the fun. “I think...I need a plan!” This invites readers into 
the process: in thinking, sketching out a plan, gathering mate-
rials, and preparing the materials for use. The first experiment 
(a carapace of leaves) is “too heavy,” the second (a cloak made 
of succulents), “too bulky.” This leads to more thinking, replan-
ning, and redoing for experiment No. 3...success: a little leaf 
suit. Now the lizard can enjoy being out in the sun in its new 
costume—until someone suggests going into the pool. Looks 
like it’s time for some more rethinking, replanning, and redoing. 
This gratifyingly engaging tale lets readers in on the fun of plan-
ning and discovery while emphasizing a little perseverance. The 
desert environment provides all manner of big fleshy leaves and 
cacti—plus lizards in sunglasses—to help inspire in the making 
of the sun suit.

A little imagination and then a plan and the lizards will 
tackle that next problem with gusto. (Picture book. 4-8)

YAO BAI AND THE 
EGG PIRATES
Myers, Tim J.
Illus. by Pang, Bonnie
WestWinds Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5132-6144-7  

When Yao Bai’s father invites him to 
join an expedition to gather seabird eggs 

from an island off the San Francisco coast, Yao is excited for the 
adventure but concerned that pirates might steal their valuable 
haul.

Yao’s family has moved from Guangdong, China, to a fishing 
village north of San Francisco, and selling a harvest of the large 
murre eggs to hungry gold miners will help them pay their fish-
ing taxes and send money back to family in China. Their hoard 
is in jeopardy, though, when, sure enough, an unknown ship sails 
into view. Luckily, Yao comes up with a clever plan to trick the 
pirates and save their eggs. Myers tells an enjoyable folklike tale 
that weaves in some aspects of the life and culture of Chinese 
immigrants during the California Gold Rush, including racism 
emanating from the white pirates. Pang’s illustrations, however, 
resemble cartoon animations, so what in real life would be a 
terrifying situation is reduced to a buffoonish portrayal of bad 

This gratifyingly engaging tale lets readers in on the fun of planning 
and discovery while emphasizing a little perseverance.

i  need a plan!
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guys versus good guys. A questionable illustration at the conclu-
sion of the story depicts Yao’s family celebrating around a small 
campfire with one man shirtless in the San Francisco evening 
weather, conjuring images of the stereotypical heathen China-
man of the 19th century.

This clever tale with some insight into historical and 
cultural details of Chinese-American immigrants is sadly 
underserved by its lackluster illustrations. (author’s note) 
(Picture book. 4-8)

MAISIE’S SCRAPBOOK 
Narh, Samuel
Illus. by Loring-Fisher, Jo
Lantana (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-911373-57-5  

Maisie has the best of many worlds in 
her multiracial family.

A brown-skinned little girl with puffy Afro hair, Maisie 
begins her scrapbook with small watercolor portraits of her 
family in the front endpapers: Mama and Dada as children and 
several pictures of Maisie’s younger self. She writes that she is 

“the little girl who saves the world from Ananse the spider” and 
whose mama tells her “a bull is not a pet.” This sets the stage for 
the contrasts between her parents: Her dark-skinned West Afri-
can dada takes her on regular flights of fancy, while her white 
mama keeps her grounded and safe. Despite their differences, 
both parents love her dearly. Dada plays a marimba, Mama plays 
viola, and Maisie plays maracas—this family embraces global 
music. The Sankofa bird and the Ghanaian Adinkra symbol Gye 
Nyame (“except for God”) appear in the illustrations, both of 
which relate to going back and fetching the past to find a way 
forward—a likely motivation for Dada’s African stories. In the 
mixed-media illustrations, the outdoor and fantasy scenes fill 
the pages with color and contrast with Maisie’s time indoors, 
where entertaining herself seems to present a slight challenge.

A quiet, positive story that opens a window into what it 
can look and feel like to grow up in a biracial, multinational 
family that’s rich in story. (Picture book. 3-6)

ANYA’S SECRET SOCIETY
Nayberg, Yevgenia
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-58089-830-0  

Lefties get short shrift in Russia, so 
Anya forms an imaginary secret society for lefty artists.

As Nayberg explains in this book’s postscript, a tradition 
of conformity in Russia has created a taboo against left-hand-
edness. Right is right and correct, and left is not. So Anya, a 
lefty, is forced to learn to write and do everyday tasks with her 
right hand, reserving her left hand for her artwork, which she 

does when she is alone. Surrounded on the page with Nayberg’s 
antique-looking, movement-filled illustrations, Anya learns 
that some extremely famous artists—Leonardo, Rembrandt, 
and Michelangelo—were left-handed. With their spirits, she 
forms a “secret lefty society” that meets at night to “talk, laugh, 
and draw. And they would draw with their left hand.” Then 
Anya moves to the United States, where left-handedness is not 
frowned upon, and Anya’s secret society no longer needs to be 
secret. The rather broad characterization of the United States 
as a nonconformist’s paradise can be taken with a grain of auto-
biographical salt, for this is Nayberg’s experience as a young 
girl. Otherwise, it is the story of coping with any society’s rigid 
norms and finding avenues for self-expression, and Anya’s imag-
ination is a bright vehicle for just such a ride.

Anya’s secret society is so jovial and bighearted, you 
wish it upon all oppressed lefties. (Picture book. 4-8)

PILU OF THE WOODS
Nguyen, Mai K.
Illus. by the author
Oni Press (160 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-62010-551-1
978-162010-563-4 paper  

Two young strangers discover nature 
as they help each other express and over-
come their emotions.

After getting into a fight at school 
and then another with her sister, Willow storms off into 
the woods with Chicory, her dog. Trying to keep her feelings 
bottled up, she wanders the woods and listens to the calming 
sounds. She stumbles upon the lost and crying Pilu, a girl of the 
woods with leaves for hair. It seems Pilu is from the same mag-
nolia tree grove that Willow’s recently deceased mother once 
took her to. Pilu doesn’t want to go home because she feels her 
mother doesn’t love her. Willow is still upset at her sister, espe-
cially when she acts like a mom. As the girls walk toward the 
grove, they slowly form a friendship and help each other con-
front their negative feelings and fears. In a deft touch, Willow’s 
emotions are depicted as little waterlike monsters that greatly 
exacerbate her anger, sadness, and self-doubt and that she tries 
to literally keep in jars. Nguyen has created a beautiful full-
colored graphic novel, with bold colors, intricate linework, and 
deft shifts between reality and memory. Different typefaces 
are used to create nature’s sounds and movement, bringing the 
graphics to life. Her visual representation of hard-to-process 
events and feelings can help kids navigate their own emotions. 
Willow and Pilu both have pale skin; Willow’s hair is black, and 
Pilu’s is green.

A lovely graphic novel focusing on confronting our 
inner feelings and how we express them. (Graphic fantasy. 
8-12)
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TOOTH & CLAW
The Dinosaur Wars
Noyes, Deborah
Viking (160 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-425-28984-6  

Colleagues become bitter rivals in 
this tale of scientific discovery set during 
paleontology’s heady early days.

Rightly judging that Edward Drinker Cope and Othniel 
Charles Marsh would be less remembered for their achieve-
ments than their feud, Noyes highlights the latter, which 
resulted in a vicious “Scientific Smackdown” rabid enough 
to become a public spectacle. She sets it amid a wide-angled 
account of how rich fossil discoveries in the 19th century, par-
ticularly in the American West, fueled sometimes-unscrupulous 
races to find more even as natural science was undergoing some 
revolutionary growing pains. With liberal use of period illus-
trations and side essays, she tells a tale in which Buffalo Bill 
Cody and Red Cloud figure as prominently as Mary Anning and 
Charles Darwin, featuring Indiana Jones–style expeditions into 
rugged country at a time when the buffalo still roamed (if not 
for long) and the Battle of Little Bighorn was fresh news. Young 
readers interested in the intrepid exploits of the early fossil 
hunters have plenty of choices, from Kathryn Lasky’s Bone Wars 
(1988) on, but it’s a grand yarn nonetheless and, in this iteration, 
offers illuminating sidelights and updated lists of print and web 
resources.

A fresh gander at the beginnings of dino-mania. (index, 
timeline, endnotes) (Nonfiction. 10-13)

OTTERS, SNAILS AND 
TADPOLE TAILS
Ode, Eric
Illus. by Harper, Ruth E.
Kane/Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-61067-747-9  

Who lives in the wetlands? This col-
lection offers 18 short poetical answers.

“The salamander and her kin / sneak around in slimy skin, 
/ and as for status, live within / the family amphibian.” Read-
ers also learn their blood is cold and they live on pond and land. 
The frog poem is a rhyming list of nicknames that give clues 
to their habits. Some poems offer less information than others. 
The dragonfly and its metamorphosis are smartly described 
in an almost-haiku, whereas the turtle is merely compared to 
a capsized boat. Readers learn what a raccoon eats and that 
ducks don’t mind the rain. The snail has “A helmet home / 
upon her back, / a head, / a tail, / a silvery track. / A single foot 
/ to scoot along, / without a whispered word / or song.” Garter 
snakes, diving beetles, herons, the cattail, and the fiddlehead all 
get a page or two of short-lined rhyming text. Harper’s water-
colors in washes of greens and yellows or with realistic wetland 

backdrops show mostly realistic flora and fauna (the beaver and 
otters are a bit anthropomorphized) in fine detail. The absence 
of aftermatter or supplemental information limits its flexibility.

A tight little collection of verse with a purpose. (Picture 
book/poetry. 5-10)

WHEN A TIGER COMES 
TO DINNER
Olien, Jessica
Illus. by the author
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-06-256829-8  

What do tigers like to do at dinner 
parties?

A cautious mouse is getting ready to entertain a tiger and 
thinks that the key to its success is in a book entitled: How to 
Impress a Tiger. The mouse feels quite prepared, in spite of some 
early nervousness, and it puts a record on the turntable (wait—
have young readers seen this device before?), mixes punch, 
and festoons its home with party decorations. When the tiger 
enters, the mouse roars, thinking “ ‘Rooooaaaarrrr!’ means 
‘hello,’ ” and does as the book suggests: “When you say ‘Hello,’ 
put your hands up like claws and show your teeth. That is the 
polite greeting.” Unfortunately, the friendly tiger at the door 
is quite scared and screams in large letters: “AHHHHHHH!” 
She’s ready to turn tail, but the mouse immediately works to 
save the situation, consulting the manual once again and find-
ing that now, somehow, the advice is just the opposite. The dili-
gent host has been correct about the peanut-butter sandwiches 
but soon learns as well that greeting the tiger nicely and giving 
her the chance to play checkers and wear a polka-dot party hat 
will make her your friend for life. Heavy black outlines and flat 
blocks of color show off the mouse’s cozy home to advantage in 
what look like digital illustrations. The book’s tongue-in-cheek 
premise provides read-aloud fun and opportunities for some 
good roars.

An optional purchase that can be used effectively in 
groups in schools or libraries. (Picture book. 4-6)

MUDDY
The Raccoon Who Stole 
Dishes
Ondaatje, Griffin
Illus. by Wolfsgruber, Linda
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7358-4337-0  

A community of raccoons is happy 
catching their own food, but one dreams of something more 
gourmet.

“Muddy was ordinary...but he couldn’t stand ordinary rac-
coon food.” He and his family live by a river, but “he refused 
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to eat frogs, slugs,” and other wild-caught delicacies, preferring 
“garbage—any leftover food he could find—and he liked to eat it 
on plates.” He and his community used to live in a city but were 
driven out into the wilderness by the humans they disturbed. 
Muddy refuses to give up, though, sneaking across the river to 
steal food from the new waterside restaurant and bring plates 
back to his home. The other raccoons, afraid of getting into 
trouble, wash the plates (as raccoons are wont to do) and take 
them back, scaring off the diners—and leaving the raccoons 
with the abandoned feast. Raccoons could be charming pro-
tagonists. Unfortunately these, randomly sporting bow ties and 
scarves, are crudely drawn and inconsistently anthropomor-
phized, failing to tap into the potential charm of these strange 
creatures. Despite a strong beginning, the storytelling lacks any 
bolstering structure, and as a read-aloud it falls flat, with clunky 
transitions and irrelevant, tongue-tangling details.

Raccoons, their appetites, and their washing habits 
should be a winning combination, but this story is unlikely 
to satisfy. (Picture book. 5-8)

SILVER MEADOWS SUMMER
Otheguy, Emma
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-5247-7323-6
978-1-5247-7324-3 PLB  

After her father loses his job, 11-year-
old Carolina moves with her parents 
and younger brother, Daniel, from their 
home in Puerto Rico to upstate New 
York.

She misses that open, breezy home, the flamboyán tree in 
the backyard, and the weekly art lessons with Señora Rivón.
Carolina can’t seem to relate to her 13-year-old cousin, Gabri-
ela, who is half–Puerto Rican and half-white. Carolina is afraid 
of losing her Puerto Rican customs, such as leaving Dani’s lost 
tooth for the Ratoncito Pérez to take instead of the Tooth Fairy. 
At Tía Cuca and Uncle Porter’s suggestion, Carolina and Dani 
join Gabriela at a farm day camp called Silver Meadows. She 
meets Gabriela’s friends and a girl named Jennifer who is also 
an artist. A friendship between Jennifer and Carolina blooms, 
and after Carolina finds a small abandoned cottage, Jennifer and 
Carolina turn the cabin into their artists’ colony, sneaking off to 
beautify it and make art there whenever they see the opportu-
nity. The possible closure of the summer camp looms large over 
the plot; as Carolina strives to find a space for herself in Larks-
ville, she also tries to figure a way to save the beloved summer 
camp. The poetry of Robert Frost, Luis de Léon, and Antonio 
Machado provides thematic counterpoint within Otheguy’s 
approachable, empathetic, third-person narrative.

A warm depiction of family and of standing up for what 
you believe in. (Fiction. 8-12) 

THIS LOVE
Otter, Isabel
Illus. by Lynas, Harriet
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-145-4  

“Love is a special language that’s 
understood by all.”

This book, with its simple rhyming 
text and colorful, painterly illustrations of children and adults 
in many countries, is a call for appreciating the diversity of 
families the world over. It starts with a multiracial family of 
three outside their brick apartment building in North America 
or Europe and ends when a new baby brother is added. The 
text is composed of simple messages of joy, familial strength, 
and friendship. Members of that first family show up in other 
double-page spreads, but the book ranges far and wide, without 
specifically identifying the countries illustrated. A grandmother 
shares a book with a small child in a Middle Eastern setting of 
comfortable patterned pillows. Another child goes to an Afri-
can marketplace with a dog, while yet another child in a tropical 
Asian country learns about agriculture from a grandfather. Two 
male white parents watch fireworks from a bedroom window 
with their children in an unknown country. Other countries 
such as India, Iran, and a Caribbean island appear to be repre-
sented. Die cuts—the colored arcs of a rainbow turning into 
other shapes, then raindrops, then half of a crescent moon—
contribute unevenly. The colorful hearts on the endpapers 
express this book’s well-worn but sincere sentiments exactly.

Engaging but nevertheless commonplace. (Picture book. 
4-6)

GONDRA’S TREASURE
Park, Linda Sue
Illus. by Reinhardt, Jennifer Black
Clarion (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-544-54669-1  

East meets West and they have a 
baby dragon in this fantasy from New-
bery Medalist Park.

With a father from the “East” and a mother from the “West,” 
young dragon Gondra deftly narrates she was born “somewhere 
in the middle.” Portrayed with zany proportions, including bulg-
ing eyes encircled with purple eyelids and red tendrils sprouting 
from her ears, nose, chin, and tail, Gondra carries her stuffed cow 
in tow as she quizzes her parents on the range of abilities between 
them. “Both of my parents can fly. Mom has wings. Dad uses 
magic.” Bantering back and forth, each parent describes the dif-
ferences of their traits. Dad has an elongated wingless body in line 
with Asian dragons, while Mom follows the European style with 
wings and a shorter body. Gondra is then left to examine her own 
characteristics, wondering exactly where she stands in the family 
and how that differs from history. When she asks about dragon 

Reinhardt is bold in her choices of watercolors, pairing them with 
busy textures to bring a quirky flair to the tale and including 

humorous details to complement the narration.
gondra’s treasure
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treasure, both parents lovingly remind her of her own intrinsic 
value. Park lightly touches on themes of interracial families, with 
the dragon folklore occupying the foreground. Reinhardt is bold 
in her choices of watercolors, pairing them with busy textures to 
bring a quirky flair to the tale and including humorous details to 
complement the narration.

While it’s not a profound look at mixed-race identity, it 
is a playful one, and readers will enjoy the cultural exami-
nation of dragons. (Picture book. 5-8)

LAST OF THE NAME 
Parry, Rosanne
Carolrhoda (344 pp.)
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5415-4159-7  

Twelve-year-old Danny O’Carolan 
and his older sister, Kathleen, escape 
hunger and oppression in Ireland for the 
promise of a new life in America.

With the threat of starvation, disease, 
violence, and racism on every corner, life in 1863 New York City 
is scarcely better for two orphans trying to find their way in the 
world. Danny is tempted to join the Union Army, but Kathleen 
insists they stay together. Unfortunately, the only work avail-
able is that of a lady’s maid and a laundress. Danny gamely dons 
a dress in hopes of passing as a girl, but he lives for the mornings 
when he can escape into the city and be himself. There, he earns 
pennies for his dancing and singing and attracts the attention of 
a man who owns a theater. But he also learns that the Irish are 
hated not just for their faith, but because they are competing 
for low-wage jobs with the native-born population, including 
African-Americans, setting the stage for the unrest that caused 
the New York City draft riots. Familiar historical events are 
given new life through Danny’s wide-eyed optimism and Kath-
leen’s determination. And while the principals are Irish, their 
neighborhood boasts as diverse a population as modern Man-
hattan. An author’s note further explains the explosive events 
of 1863 as the population of New York City swelled with a wave 
of immigrants.

An exuberant dash through a pivotal year in American 
history. (Historical fiction. 10-14)

NINE MONTHS 
Before a Baby Is Born
Paul, Miranda
Illus. by Chin, Jason
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-8234-4161-7  

What happens when a new baby is 
on its way? This touching book describes 

milestones both inside and outside of a mother’s belly over the 
course of nine months.

A small family consisting of a mother, a father, and a small 
girl (all people of color with light skin and black hair) are hav-
ing a fine winter’s day out. Meanwhile, detailed illustrations of 
a single egg and its divisions begin the story of what’s happen-
ing inside the mother. Each page turn brings spare, poetic text 
that illuminates another month of the baby’s development on 
the left side and that also complements the scenes unfolding on 
the right side: a new “big sister” T-shirt, seeing the ultrasound, 
putting together a crib. Captions also inform readers about the 
timeline of fetal development and sizes. As the mother’s belly 
grows, the verso illustrations begin to expand, and by the eighth 
and ninth months, an actual-size painting of a fully developed 
fetus takes up most of the spread, while a grandmother arrives 
in the squished panel on the right. Then, finally, “Loved ones 
arrive”: both baby and family. As usual, Chin’s (Pie is for Sharing, 
2018, etc.) watercolor-and-gouache paintings are exquisite, con-
veying both scientific details and a loving extended family. Four 
pages of backmatter about gestation and babies follow, includ-
ing a sensitive paragraph on “What if...something goes wrong?”

Children both young and old will be captivated by the 
details of fetal development and the story of a family pre-
paring for and welcoming a new member. (bibliography) 
(Informational picture book. 3-8)

GEORGIA’S TERRIFIC, 
COLORIFIC EXPERIMENT
Persico, Zoe
Illus. by the author
Running Press Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7624-6524-8  

Georgia is a science lover stuck in a family of artists—but 
can art and science work together to make something greater 
than the sum of its parts?

Science fascinates Georgia, “from the vastness of the cos-
mos to the cell structures of plants and animals.” She admires 
the scientific experiments of the greats, such as Curie, Galileo, 
and Newton. One day, she is inspired to create her own unique 
experiment, but when she tells her family about her idea, they 
all offer help of the artistic variety. Georgia does not think art 
will help her scientific pursuits. After a shouting match with 
her brother, she stalks off to her lab. When inspiration fails 
to strike, she realizes that trying something new requires cre-
ativity...and that science has more in common with art than 
she thought. Georgia and her family find common ground and 
help each other in their pursuits. Rainbows of color in streaks, 
shapes, and swirls fill each busy spread. Georgia and family are 
various shades of brown with wavy hair. While real children are 
constantly experimenting, the idea of being a “TRUE scientist” 
will resonate with some, as will the story of finding common 
ground after feeling at odds. There is no backmatter about the 
scientific content, so this book will work best when paired with 
other selections for more explicit introductions.

Emotionally satisfying and visually appealing, Geor-
gia’s story is fun to peruse. (Picture book. 5-9)

As usual, Chin’s watercolor-and-gouache paintings are exquisite, 
conveying both scientific details and a loving extended family.

nine months
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BIG AND LITTLE
A Story of Opposites
Pilgrim, Cheryl
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-8234-4021-4  

Two canine friends chase a butterfly 
in an adventurous romp.

Big, a large, shaggy black dog, and 
Little, an energetic, small white pup, each react to a passing but-
terfly differently. When Little takes off in a chase, Big follows 

“Behind” while Little forges “Ahead.” They go “Over” (Big) and 
“Under” (Little) a fence, aim their noses “Low” and “High,” and 
are “Timid” or “Bold” and “Loud” or “Quiet.” Deep, richly hued 
realistic paintings tell a fuller story than that expressed through 
the total text of 30 paired opposite words. Pilgrim’s detailed, 
actively drawn animals reflect expressive—and frequently con-
trasting—emotions, especially through her depictions of the 
dogs’ eyes. When the dogs enter a wooded area and encounter 
an ornery bear that is comically disturbed when the butterfly 
lands on its nose, the chase becomes a quick scamper home, 
where the two friends settle on the porch for a rest. Little 
sprawls “Asleep” atop Big, who stays very much “Awake” antici-
pating the next caper—like that squirrel....Some careful picture 
perusing and dialogic reading will extend the narrative beyond 
the original opposite concepts introduced in this almost word-
less story. Big and Little’s owner is never depicted, but pictures 
on the wall suggest that she is a woman of color.

Few words pair with lots of humor for a delightful out-
ing. (Picture book. 3-6)

DRAGONFELL
Prineas, Sarah
Harper/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-06-266555-3  

Where be dragons?
The Dragonfell is the high place 

where young Rafi Bywater goes to con-
template the memory of the teacup-
hoarding dragon that once protected his 
village. One day two strangers show up 

accusing Rafi of having evil power from dragons and demand-
ing to take him from the village. It is when Rafi is threatened by 
these strangers that previously unknown abilities ignite, liter-
ally, with a fire power that can hurt others. His father confirms 
that he is indeed dragon-touched. Then, as sudden flames con-
sume the house of a village elder, she tells him that he must go 
find the dragon so it can once again protect the village. Accused 
of the destruction, Rafi is chased out of the village and goes on 
a quest in search of the dragon. Along the way, he saves Maud, a 
young scientist who had been offered as a sacrifice for another 
community’s local aging dragon. Maud accompanies Rafi to 

the city of Skarth, where answers lie and may prove, once and 
for all, if dragons are truly evil or protectors. What starts as a 
redundant trope of the kid who has powers linked to dragons 
is freshened by an unexpected twist that deepens the bond of 
friendship between Rafi and Maud. Rafi, who narrates in an 
assured past tense, is assumed white with red hair, and Maud 
has brown skin, black hair, and freckles.

An adventurous dragon tale that delivers an emotion-
ally satisfying ending. (Fantasy. 8-12) 

THE BRAIN STORM
Ragsdale, Linda
Illus. by Molina, Claudio
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-4867-1556-5  

An emotional storm shadows a kid 
all day.

A 6:00 a.m. alarm awakens the 
scowling protagonist. Above their head floats a black tor-
nado-shaped scribble; its shape also evokes a speech bubble 
expressing a foul mood. This tenacious scribble won’t fit into 
a hoodie’s hood, a backpack, or a school locker—when shoved 
into these places, it goes, but it always spills out at the same 
time. The angry-grumpy scribble’s size varies, and it infects 
everything: bed covers, furniture, classmates. It simply won’t 
leave. Back home, a mother or grandmother knits it into an 
outfit—after all, its physicality resembles tangled string—but, 
donning it, the protagonist becomes even more furious. Even 
as a wearable onesie, it still hovers overhead and lurks under-
foot. Characters’ bodies are solid shapes in soft tertiary colors 
and lovely subtle textures; everyone’s limbs are stick-thin. The 
protagonist has pale beige skin while others’ skin is the white 
of the background paper. The wordless plot is linear, though 
readers may wonder how the solution, when it finally arrives, 
is a solution: Are a rolling pin and a paper airplane an inspira-
tion that could have worked earlier, or did this mood partly 
need waiting out? Regardless, the ending’s a great relief: A 
spread filled in fully and peacefully with soft, low-saturation 
colors stands in emphatic contrast to the mostly white, scrib-
ble-infected scenes before.

A sturdy addition to the bad-mood shelf. (Picture book. 
4-7)

I AM SO CLEVER
Ramos, Mario
Illus. by the author
Gecko Press (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-776572-48-9  

The Big Bad Wolf ends up hoist by 
his own petard...or to be more precise, 
Grandma’s nightie.
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Having received proper comeuppance twice before, in I Am 
So Strong (2011) and I Am So Handsome (2012), the self-congratu-
latory wolf once again has a great fall—dashing ahead of Little 
Red Riding Hood, finding Grandma absent, and, after donning 
her nightie for a disguise, managing to lock himself out of the 
cottage. The disguise proves so good that a hunter, three little 
pigs, seven dwarves (“Hi ho! Hi ho! / Off to the creek we go. / It’s 
far too hot / to work a lot / hi ho, hi ho, hi ho...”), and other familiar 
passers-by fail to recognize him. Struggling but failing to take 
the nightie off, the enraged wolf at last takes a leap at Little 
Red...only to trip over the hem (see “great fall,” above): “No iff 
not funny!” he wails. “I’ve broken all my teeff! And I’m twapped 
in diff terrible dweff!” The tale ends rather abruptly with the 
unflappable Little Red offering to unbutton the nightie, but 
the wolf ’s travails and, in the final scene, hangdog expression 
will leave readers feeling at least a little sympathy for the belea-
guered baddie. Human figures (and dwarves) are white in the 
informally drawn cartoon illustrations.

Poor wolf can’t catch a break—much less a meal. (Picture 
book. 6-8)

INSIDE OUTSIDE 
Ramstein, Anne-Margot & Arégui, 
Matthias
Illus. by the authors
Candlewick Studio (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5362-0597-8  

As they did in Before After (2014), 
Arégui and Ramstein invite viewers to 
investigate concepts by moving back and 

forth through their colorful, dynamic world.
The large-format, wordless book begins with the cross sec-

tion of an enormous egg and the yellow duckling cramped inside. 
On the recto opposite, a mother and tiny purple offspring watch 
the still-unhatched oval. Next a spelunker descends into an ame-
thyst mine; the facing page shows the holder of the rope at the 
surface. Each digital pairing offers plenty to ponder: What will 
happen when that duckling, larger and a different color than its 
siblings, emerges? Is that Rapunzel swimming across a pond? Is 
that little gray bird on the outside of the fence that pens in the 
parrots? Some scenes take more time than others to decipher, 
but the book’s creators have skillfully employed scale and color 
to guide careful seekers. Other images are unexpected: A figure 
in a tent, building a fire, is revealed to be inside a now-smoking 
whale; a vibrating heart precedes a bungee jumper. It is the 
distinct shapes of the amethysts in the final spreads that trig-
ger recall and propel readers back to the beginning. The older 
gentleman at the window has a collection of objects and paint-
ings that beg to be connected (to each spread?), adding another 
level of challenge. (He presents white, but other humans display 
diverse skin colors.)

Sure to provoke conversation, a fresh approach to look-
ing, and multiple readings. (Picture book. 3-8)

¡VAMOS! / LET’S GO TO THE 
MARKET
Raúl the Third
Illus. by the author with Bay, Elaine
Versify/HMH (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-328-55726-1  

Little Lobo and his dog, Bernabé, 
journey through a Mexican mercado delivering diverse goods 
to a variety of booths.

With the aid of red words splattered throughout the spreads 
as labels, Raúl the Third gives an introduction to Spanish vocab-
ulary as Little Lobo, an anthropomorphic wolf, leaves his house, 
fills his cart with objects from his warehouse, and delivers them 
to the market’s vendors. The journey also serves as a crash 
course in Mexican culture, as the images are packed with inter-
textual details such as food, traditional games, and characters, 
including Cantinflas, Frida Khalo, and Juan Gabriel. Readers 
acquainted with Raúl the Third’s characters from his Lowriders 
series with author Cathy Camper will appreciate cameos from 
familiar characters. As he makes his rounds, Little Lobo also 
collects different artifacts that people offer in exchange for his 
deliveries of shoe polish, clothespins, wood, tissue paper, paint-
brushes, and a pair of golden laces. Although Raúl the Third 
departs from the ball-pen illustrations that he is known for, his 
depiction of creatures and critters peppering the borderland 
where his stories are set remains in his trademark style. The 
softer hues in the illustrations (chosen by colorist Bay) keep the 
busy compositions friendly, and the halftone patterns filling the 
illustrations create foregrounds and backgrounds reminiscent 
of Roy Lichtenstein’s pointillism.

A culturally intricate slice of a lupine courier’s life. 
(glossary) (Picture book. 4-7)

THE ASTRONAUT WHO 
PAINTED THE MOON 
The Story of Alan Bean
Robbins, Dean
Illus. by Rubin, Sean
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-338-25953-7  

A portrait of Alan Bean, the fourth man to walk on the 
moon and the first to express what that felt like in paint.

Basing his account at least in part on personal interviews 
with Bean, who tellingly described himself as “an artist who was 
once an astronaut,” Robbins (who also wrote about our nearest 
neighbor in Margaret and the Moon, illustrated by Lucy Knisley, 
2017) spins a glowing tribute that focuses more on his white 
subject’s artistic aspirations than his outstanding Navy and 
NASA careers. Having found after his Apollo mission and sub-
sequent experiences in space that “words weren’t enough” and 
photographs likewise failed to capture the “wonder of walking 
on a new world,” Bean turned to a medium that allowed him 
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to experiment with light, color, and even materials—some of 
his work includes actual moon dust, spacesuit boot prints, and 
marks created by astronautical tools. Rubin’s cover and internal 
views of an easel actually set up on the lunar surface are fanciful, 
but along with scenes from Bean’s youth and short but electri-
fying time on the moon, he incorporates versions of some of 
Bean’s space paintings into glimpses of the artist’s studio and 
a gallery exhibition (where some younger viewers are people of 
color). Further examples are paired in the backmatter to the 
actual photos that inspired them.

Inspiring fare for readers who, as the author puts it, 
dream of becoming “brave astronauts,” “great artists,” or 
both. (timeline, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 7-10)

BRUNO, THE STANDING CAT
Robert, Nadine
Illus. by Jullien, Jean
Random House (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-525-64714-0
978-0-525-64715-7 PLB  

The whimsical story of a cat not 
bound by stereotypical cat behavior.

Early one morning Peter hears a mewing sound. When he 
goes to check he finds at the door a box with “Bruno” written 
on it. Upon Peter’s opening the box, “Bruno the cat rose up on 
his back legs. “Gee, Bruno! You’re standing!” Peter exclaims. 
And so starts the story of the friendship between an accepting 
boy and his unique cat. Pam, Peter’s friend, has many questions 
about Bruno: “Can Bruno catch mice?” “Does Bruno like to play 
with balls of yarn?” “Does Bruno scratch his claws everywhere?” 
Jullien’s depictions of Bruno’s reactions to the banality of the 
questions are perfect. Of course a cat that prefers standing on 
his hind legs also prefers chasing mice on a skateboard; play-
ing house and serving tea; giving back rubs and chewing bub-
ble gum—and he’s an ace at catching a thrown ball. For Peter, 
though, the most important thing is that Bruno “is [his] friend!” 
The simple, cartoonlike illustrations, heavily outlined in black 
and backgrounded by saturated pastels, are as whimsical as the 
story. The tuxedo cat’s expressions as it regards a bowl of kibble 
or gets down and boogies are priceless. Peter has olive skin and 
straight, black hair while Pam has brown skin and a tight, black 
Afro.

Originally published in French, this Canadian import 
should be a welcome addition to the unique-pets bookshelf. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

NIGHT TRAIN
A Journey from Dusk to Dawn
Romano, Annie Cronin
Illus. by Soon, Ileana
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-62414-657-2  

A trip back in time on a train ride across the country.
Sometime in the first half of the 20th century (judging by the 

clothing and men’s hats), a coal-powered steam engine, pulling 
both boxcars and passenger coaches, travels overnight across the 
country. Romano’s rhythmic poem is filled with repeated sounds, 
internal rhymes, and evocative imagery. “Locomotive roars to 
life”; “Wheat fields sway their golden greetings.” Some lines are 
repeated like mini refrains: “straight and speedy,” “chug and huff,” 

“squeal and creak.” Debut picture-book artist Soon’s digital illus-
trations have a soothing retro look and color. They include some 
lovely twilight shading. But they don’t always quite sync with the 
story. The train first travels west into the sunset. It crosses hills 
and plains, passes rivers and farms, races stallions, passes through 
tunnels, and goes over a bridge into a “drowsy town” by the sea 
where the sun comes up—still ahead of the train. The artist has 
added passengers, a family of three, all pale-skinned, to the visual 
narrative. Father and child enjoy a late cafe-car dinner. Mother 
loses her hat as she looks out from the open platform on the last 
car. After their arrival, “Worn conductor yawns and stretches.” 
The yawning figure in the illustration holds a cup of steaming 
coffee, which he’d better put down first.

Soothing words and steady rhythm make a solid bed-
time story for young listeners who won’t look too closely. 
(Picture book. 3-5)

HELLO SUMMER!
Rotner, Shelley
Photos by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-8234-3977-5 
Series: Hello Seasons 

Rotner completes her quartet of peeks at the four seasons 
with this last entry looking at the pleasures of summer.

As with the others, the book starts off with the changes that 
signal summer’s arrival: bigger, greener leaves; longer, warmer 
days; fluffy clouds amid blue skies. People dress for the warmer 
weather and wear protection from the sun: sunglasses, hats, and 
sunblock. Lemonade, water, Popsicles, and watermelon help 
quench thirst. The occasional rain cools things off and helps gar-
dens flourish and berries ripen. Insects abound (no mention of 
mosquitoes, gnats or black flies, though), and “we celebrate sum-
mer with fireworks, picnics, and barbecues.” Playing outside, vis-
iting fairs, going to the beach, cooling off with water in all sorts of 
ways, biking, fishing, camping, and enjoying nature are just some 
of the activities that fill summer days, and animals are just as 
busy. The text ends, as they all do, with a look forward to the next 

Jullien’s depictions of Bruno’s reactions to the banality of the 
questions are perfect. Of course a cat that prefers standing on 

his hind legs also prefers chasing mice on a skateboard.
bruno, the standing cat
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season. Rotner’s photos highlight diverse children enjoying the 
summer weather and treats, though many of the kids look overly 
posed. Still, readers would be hard-pressed not to identify with at 
least a few of the many activities highlighted here.

A nice cap to a solid series: year-round fun. (Informa-
tional picture book. 4-7)

HIGH FIVE
Rubin, Adam
Illus. by Salmieri, Daniel
Dial (64 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-525-42889-3  

The Dragons Love Tacos (2012) crew 
invites readers to the 75th Annual High Five Tournament.

It’s not going to be a walkover, as opponents in the five 
rounds range from Gigantic the Bear (“700 Pounds of Hair”) 
and, after her, dizzying bouncer Kangaroo Paul to the ultimate 
challenger, eight-limbed Octopus Jones. Fortunately, young 
contenders have a yetilike ex-champ in their corner to offer vig-
orous if unevenly rhymed and metered commentary (“Was that 
your new signature slap? / My grandma fives better than that!”) 
as well as savvy advice on hand positioning and style points. 
Accentuated by block letters in diverse hues and the occasional 
outsized “HIGH FIVE!” Salmieri’s scribbly ink-and–colored-
pencil drawings of the all-animal cast, audience, and panel of 
judges reflect the infectiously rising suspense and wild excite-
ment as the unseen “Kid” the narrator addresses sends each foe 
in succession reeling away in stunned defeat. Just one thing left 
to do: “Hold up your trophy / and shout out ‘woo-hoo!’ / The 
new high five champ is you!” Along with the verbal coaching, a 
chart of variations on “The Classic,” such as “The Windmill,” 

“The Double Behind the Back Slam,” and even “The High Foot,” 
offers further challenges to ambitious fivers of all genders. As 
characters frequently address “Kid” directly and hold up dra-
matically foreshortened hands or paws to viewers, caregivers 
should be ready for this book to take a beating.

A high-spirited impetus to clap hands—or better yet, 
someone else’s. (Picture book. 5-8)

THE QUIET BOAT RIDE
And Other Stories
Ruzzier, Sergio
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (56 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-4521-5289-9 
Series: Fox + Chick 

Fox and Chick return in this follow-
up to The Party: And Other Stories (2018).

Echoing the poignant if occasionally antagonistic friend-
ships of such odd couples as Arnold Lobel’s Frog and Toad and 
Tad Hills’ Duck and Goose, Ruzzier has again accomplished 

the task of telling three funny, meaningful stories using mark-
edly simple vocabulary that occurs almost entirely as dialogue 
between the two characters in speech bubbles. The tempera-
mental differences between even-tempered, organized Fox 
and anxiety-prone, excitable Chick play out in both word and 
image. Appealing, whimsical pen-and-ink illustrations are softly 
washed with color and are featured throughout in panel layouts 
of various sizes, some stretching to fill the page, in the style of a 
scaled-down graphic novel. When, in the final tale, Chick spoils 
Fox’s plans to catch the sunrise by holding up their departure 
in puzzling out what supplies will be needed (“Should I take my 
hammer?” asks Chick), Fox’s expression is a marvel of bewilder-
ment, and readers may fear Chick has pushed it too far. In the 
end, though, the pair enjoy whiling the day away together and 
catch the sunset instead, bringing the gentle message of learn-
ing to live with, and even appreciate, one another’s quirks full 
circle.

A fine addition to the series, this can be enjoyed without 
having read the earlier installment and will be appreciated 
by new readers. (Early reader. 4-7)

MOTOR MOUSE 
Rylant, Cynthia
Illus. by Howard, Arthur 
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-4814-9126-6  

Pie, cake, ice cream, popcorn, and 
bowling only hint at the pleasures to be 
found in three effervescent little stories.

Motor Mouse is a hardworking rodent, and when it comes 
to his downtime, he certainly knows how to relax. In “The Fri-
day Cake Day” a catastrophic inaccessibility of delights (read: a 
closed cake shop) leads to new vistas as the titular hero and his 
friend Telly (an otter) discover the wide and wonderful world 
of pie. In “Going for a Look-About,” Motor Mouse cedes driv-
ing control to a raccoon cabbie so that he can take his eyes off 
the road for once. Finally, in “Front Row at the Picture Show,” 
a long-standing grudge involving a popcorn-hogging brother 
comes to a head with satisfactory results. Rylant’s grasp of suc-
cinct storytelling is on full display. Wry understatement (the pie 
is deemed by Motor Mouse and Telly to be “QUITE ACCEPT-
ABLE,” while an arrangement whereby two brothers share a 
single bucket of popcorn “had not worked for years. And it was 
not working this Saturday, either”) creates memorable char-
acters with minimal syllables. Howard’s art too, honed on the 
author’s 27 Mr. Putter & Tabby books, deftly balances heart, 
humor, and the occasional magnificent burst of pathos.

In the words of Motor Mouse himself, “QUITE 
ACCEPTABLE”—actually, more than quite. (Picture book. 
4-7)

Rylant’s grasp of succinct storytelling is on 
full display. Wry understatement creates memorable 

characters with minimal syllables.
motor mouse
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BEYOND WORDS 
What Elephants and 
Whales Think and Feel
Safina, Carl
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-250-14463-8  

Safina recounts time spent and 
insights gained among elephants and 
orcas in their native habitats.

The text, adapted from his 2015 book for adults, has been 
unerringly edited for young readers. Safina insists that the best 
research focuses on understanding the animals themselves. He 
subtly reminds readers of this while keeping them entranced by 
true stories highlighting the complex social behaviors, intelli-
gence, and compassion of the largest land mammals and the larg-
est dolphins on our planet. Of course, comparisons to ourselves 
cannot be ignored, as examples of these gentle giants teaching 
their young, being creative, and showing empathy abound. Pho-
tographs of daily lives of elephants and orcas accompany many 
of the short, conversational chapters. The first part of the book 
is devoted to elephants and the second to orcas, with a brief 
interlude in which the author describes similarities between the 
apparently disparate species. In one of many amusing quips, he 
invites readers to “think of it this way: An elephant is a mammal 
outfitted for hiking, a whale is outfitted for diving...under the 
gear, there’s a lot in common.” The hardest chapters are “Ivory” 
and “The Cost of Captivity,” which bring home the somber 
truths about horrific damage done to both species by human 
beings. However, the overall tone is a winning mixture of rever-
ence, wonder, and even playfulness.

A must for middle-grade animal lovers. (notes, selected 
bibliography, index) (Nonfiction.10-14)

LION OF THE SKY 
Haiku for All Seasons
Salas, Laura Purdie
Illus. by López, Mercè
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5124-9809-7  

In this spirited collaboration, Salas and López present 24 
suggestive poetic snapshots chronicling the cycle of a year.

Highlighting season-appropriate objects for spring, fall, 
summer, and winter, Salas magnifies the spareness of the haiku 
form by turning each concentrated first-person portrait into 
a riddle as she tantalizingly omits naming the subject describ-
ing itself. Meanwhile López offers young and pre-readers florid 
visual hints, depicting in deft brush strokes and lush colors 
the author’s hidden subjects. Combined, these artists render 
objects gentle as summer’s fireflies (“fire in our bellies / we 
FLICKER-FLASH in twilight— / rich meadow of stars”) or 
winter’s snowflakes (“I’m cold confetti / falling from a crystal 

sky, / blanketing the town,” here shown as a white-roofed town 
in a snow globe painted against a wintry verdigris sky spackled 
with haphazard white blots) or bold as a fall jack-o’-lantern (“I 
perch on the porch, / spooky face frozen in place, / fire BURN-
ING inside”—glowering large with flaming orange eyes as the 
finger of a ghostly trick-or-treater rings the doorbell in the back-
ground). What sets this volume apart from similar haiku explo-
rations of the seasons is the tight synthesis of visual object and 
oblique verbal depiction, making for both wonderfully contem-
plative experiences of each illustrated poem and the seamless 
progression of nature’s cycle through the year.

Richly rewarding and clever: a visually arresting, inven-
tive treatment of a popular subject. (Picture book/poetry. 5-10)

A LITTLE CHICKEN
Sauer, Tammi
Illus. by Taylor, Dan
Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4549-2900-0  

Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf...and 
bear...and lawn gnome?

Dot is a little chicken with a big problem: She’s frightened 
of many things, and though she attempts to be brave, it simply 
doesn’t work. Then she accidentally bumps into an egg that’s 
about to become a new sibling, and she is forced to throw 
caution to the wind. Brightly colored computer-generated 
illustrations show young Dot as she revs up to give chase to 
the roll-away egg, maneuvering around pond and tree as well 
as a dark forest that—wouldn’t you know it?—contains “one 
stunned wolf, two startled bears, and three very questionable 
lawn ornaments.” The art is just passable, with some gentle 
humor, but the effortless prose rises above, as it is concise, well-
timed, and entertaining. Quick and airy, with some wordplay 
and a joking tone, this lighthearted selection may not be the 
best choice to help children deal with more serious issues, but 
in terms of smaller frights, it will encourage readers to meet 
their fears head on by showing that, after all, “sometimes a big 
hero.../...is just a little chicken.”

A gently humorous take on conquering fear that’s also a 
fine read-aloud. (Picture book. 2-6)

DIGGING DEEP
How Science Unearths 
Puzzles from the Past
Scandiffio, Laura
Annick Press (116 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $14.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-77321-239-5
978-1-772 1-238-8 paper  

Exploring six different archaeologi-
cal explorations, Scandiffio sheds new light on intriguing puz-
zles from the past.
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A variety of explorations is used to highlight the use of 
remarkable new techniques for revealing the secrets of the 
past: Ötzi the Iceman; the use of poison in hunting by Afri-
can hunters and gatherers; the lost city of Angkor in Cam-
bodia; the search for Arctic explorer Sir John Franklin’s lost 
ships, HMS Erebus and Terror; the unearthing of the grave 
of Richard III; and the discovery of Stone Age paintings in 
the French cave of Chauvet. Each new technique is carefully 
explained, from lidar (light detection and ranging), which 
reveals in remarkable detail the vast city of Angkor even 
though little remains of its mostly wooden construction, to 
the combined use of mass spectrometry and liquid chroma-
tography to detect traces of plant-based poisons on Egyptian 
arrowheads. Each chapter begins with a brief, fictional nar-
rative that describes the origin of the object of archaeologi-
cal interest. Annoyingly, these tales are generally undated, 
although a few pages later, each chapter includes a timeline 
that does offer a date for the original event. Helpful text 
boxes, numerous illustrations, and maps for each chapter 
extend the narrative, and very good backmatter contributes 
to the all-around solid presentation.

Straightforward, fascinating, broad-ranging, and timely; 
this effort will fully engage budding archaeologists. (maps, 
bibliography, further reading, index) (Nonfiction. 10-16)

THE LITTLE GARDENER
Scheidl, Gerda Marie
Illus. by Watts, Bernadette
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7358-4347-9  

A gardener transplants a daisy into 
his neighbor’s lawn with surprising 
results.

Originally published in German in 
Switzerland in 1985, this unassuming story of George, an aging 
gardener able to converse with flowers, birds, and animals 
in his small garden, offers a surprising lesson in contentment. 
George prefers his “lovely meadow, dotted with red and white 
clover, dandelions, and daisies” and his untamed wild roses and 
bluebells, to his neighbor’s formal lawn and garden with its 

“splendid roses, stately delphiniums, noble lilies, and elegant car-
nations.” Describing the neighbor’s flowers to his own modest 
blooms, George feels badly when a small daisy complains that it, 
too, wants to grow “next to roses and lilies” instead of “weeds.” 
George secretly transplants his discontented daisy into the 
middle of the neighbor’s pristine lawn, but the angry neighbor 
removes the daisy, tossing it onto the compost, leaving George 
to orchestrate a rescue. Delicately drawn, softly edged, pastel 
illustrations sharply contrast genial George, embracing every-
thing in his small, bucolic, borderless garden with its wildflow-
ers, untrimmed trees, twittering birds, and scurrying hedgehogs, 
with his scowling neighbor, who violently ejects a small offend-
ing daisy from his large, formal, rigidly bordered beds of per-
fectly positioned flowers, pruned trees, artificial birds, and 

garden gnomes. Children will easily see that difference. Both 
gardeners present white.

The grass is not always greener in this simple, gentle, 
beautifully illustrated tale. (Picture book. 4-8)

FOOD FIGHT
Sherman, Deborah
Fitzhenry & Whiteside (164 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Apr. 21, 2019
978-1-55455-391-4  

It was the biggest food fight in school 
history, but who’s to blame?

Suspect No. 1, Andrea, has a detailed 
life plan, the next step of which is win-
ning the student body president’s race 
on the way to a position in Canada’s Par-

liament via Harvard and Yale. Ralph, suspect No. 2, is eager to 
make friends at his new school (his fifth in six years). And Joe, 
suspect No. 3, just wants to let a girl he likes know how he feels. 
Their alternating accounts of the lead-up to the fight tell the 
story in flashback. As part of her election campaign, Andrea sets 
up an anonymous advice app called Bossypants (just before the 
election she’ll reveal herself as the helpful adviser), but her tech 
help is not really on her side. Joe and Ralph both get messed-up 
advice, and misunderstanding leads to more misunderstanding...
leads to the historic food fight. Will anyone get what they want 
or what they deserve? Sherman’s tale strains credulity from the 
beginning. The kids are realistic enough, and their narrative 
voices are distinct, but the logical hoops they are forced to jump 
through for the sake of gags and plot are completely unbeliev-
able. No clueless young swain (or his family!) would believe he 
should woo a girl with pureed mussels and Coca-Cola–drizzled 
beets at lunch. The book adheres to the white default.

Skip the hall pass and take a hard pass on this middle 
school tale. (Fiction. 8-11)

LEXIE’S LITTLE LIE
Shevah, Emma
Illus. by the author
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4926-8294-3  

Firmly in her preteen years, Lexie is 
having a hard time knowing whether it’s 
sometimes OK to lie.

When she tells the truth about new 
girl Anastasia’s throwing car keys into the sea during a Greek-
community picnic, Lexie’s suddenly unpopular with her peers. 
Even her cousin/almost-twin, Eleni, seems upset. Lexie begins 
to realize that people lie all the time. Lexie’s narration is char-
acterized by spunk, indignant annoyance, and endearing bewil-
derment, and readers will understand her predicament. Things 
only get worse when Lexie lies, denying that her recently 
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deceased grandmother had previously told Eleni and her 
that she intended to bequeath an heirloom necklace to Eleni. 
Yiayia had explained that she had vowed to do so if Eleni, born 
with a heart problem, survived infancy even though tradition 
would have dictated that Lexie’s mom receive it. Lexie knows 
her mother has an emotional attachment to the necklace and 
doesn’t want her feelings to be hurt. But now, everyone’s upset. 
If Lexie’s portrayal of her extended Greek-immigrant family 
is a bit stereotypical, it also makes clear that they are warm 
and loving. Lexie’s realization that Yiayia’s legacy is how she 
taught them to be kind, honest, and good prepares both Lexie 
and readers for the next crisis. Lexi and her family are Greek 
Cypriot immigrants living in Britain.

Enhanced with black-and-white doodles in the mar-
gins, this heartfelt tale demonstrates how families over-
come upheavals with wisdom and hope. (Fiction. 8-12)

CRANE AND CRANE
Singleton, Linda Joy
Illus. by Smythe, Richard
Amicus Ink (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-68152-408-5  

Singleton compares the activities of 
a sandhill crane and a construction crane to teach simple vocab-
ulary and to enable readers to observe similarities between two 
very different things.

Bird and machine are engaged in parallel activities. The 
bird is building a nest; the crane is building a house for a young 
couple with a baby on the way. Thus the story is skillfully shifted 
from the machine to the human story of the baby being born. 
The only text consists of simple, sometimes onomatopoeic 
verbs scattered through the pages as the bird and crane “lift” 
objects; “stretch” their appendages; “honk”; choose, “grab,” and 

“stack” building materials; and “sway” in a tempestuous wind. 
Finally the house is built and the nest is complete, and the 
occupants of both move in. A crane chick hatches from an egg, 
and a baby is born in the new house. Both families are at peace 
in their new dwellings. The final word on the page is a noun: 

“Home.” Smythe’s shimmering watercolor-and-crayon illustra-
tions convey the charming subtext of the nonverbal story of the 
crane family nesting and hatching and the white human family 
for whom the house is being built.

This charming and original book offers much for young 
readers and their caregivers to talk about as well as encour-
aging comparison and simile skills. (Picture book. 3-6)

APPRENTICE NEEDED
Skye, Obert
Shadow Mountain (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-62972-529-1 
Series: Wizard for Hire, 2 

Fifteen-year-old Ozzy Toffy is still 
settling into his new life beyond the soli-
tary house in the woods when a series of 
events puts everything and everyone he 
loves in jeopardy in this sequel to Wizard 

for Hire (2018).
Life is never dull for Ozzy, his friend Sigi, and his mechani-

cal bird, Clark. Wizard Rin phones, saying simply that “things 
are happening.” Indeed: Ozzy sleepwalks into the ocean, guided 
by his buzzing finger, and a mysterious man delivers a zip drive 
containing a plane ticket for travel to New York City. Believ-
ing Rin is behind the subterfuge, Sigi, Ozzy, and Clark board a 
plane only to find themselves confronted by Ray Dench, an evil 
and powerful man, who is determined to use and then dispose 
of Ozzy. Even though they manage to escape Ray’s henchmen, 
Ozzy is still troubled by his buzzing finger, and Sigi continues 
to struggle to trust Rin, who is also her estranged father. It’s 
the characters that (mostly) make the book work. Clark is 
an amusing diversion with his dry humor and obsession with 
mechanical objects. While Rin’s suspicious lack of magical abil-
ity throws his wizardry into question, Ozzy’s continuing won-
der with the world is the real magic. The book adheres to the 
white default, brown-skinned Sigi a notable exception. Ozzy’s 
fascination with her skin and her devotion to Ozzy make her 
characterization troubling.

A sequel that (mostly) continues to deliver mystery, 
humor, and real-life magic. (Fantasy. 12-14) 

THE STORY OF ANTIGONE
Smith, Ali
Illus. by Paoletti, Laura
Pushkin Press (100 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-78269-089-4 
Series: Save the Story 

A literal bird’s-eye recounting of the 
Greek tragedy Antigone in the current era 
of kids and teens, such as Naomi Wadler 

and the Parkland High School shooting survivor-activists, lead-
ing the movements to speak truth to power.

Scottish author Smith (Winter, 2018, etc.) relates the clas-
sic play through the admittedly clever viewpoint of a carrion 
crow. The nameless bird, gendered as “she,” watches 12-year-old 
Antigone and her “maybe a little older,” though not age-spec-
ified, sister, Ismene, as the former defies the new king—and 
their uncle—Creon, who forbids anyone to administer funeral 
rites to Polynices, whom the king declares a traitor and who is 
Antigone and Ismene’s brother, on point of death. Of course, 

Smythe’s shimmering watercolor-and-crayon illustrations 
convey the charming subtext of the nonverbal story of the 

crane family nesting and hatching and the white human family 
for whom the house is being built.

crane and crane
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anyone familiar with Sophocles’ legendary drama knows Anti-
gone’s deadly decision to honor her brother and the unheeded 
counsel Creon receives about punishing her choice that leads to 
the tragedy’s devastating conclusion. This beat-for-beat update 
does not change that plot. Though the illustrations’ muted pink 
and gray tones give a somberly ethereal quality, the author’s 
use of the bird as a narrative device distances readers from the 
characters’ very human decisions and their heartbreaking con-
sequences—the very antithesis of tragedy’s purpose. This is one 
of three revisited classics released simultaneously; the others 
are The Story of Captain Nemo, by Dave Eggers and illustrated by 
Fabian Negrin, and The Story of Gulliver, by Jonathan Cho and 
illustrated by Sarah Oddi.

Readers are better off with the original because, as 
the British would say, this rendition is too clever by half. 
(Fiction. 10-12) (The Story of Captain Nemo: 978-1-78269-208-9; The 
Story of Gulliver: 978-1-78269-207-2)

YOU’RE MISSING IT!
Smith, Brady & Thiessen, Tiffani
Illus. by Smith, Brady
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-51442-8  

Modern-day life tethered to a cell-
phone prevents caregivers from enjoying the park’s natural 
beauty, observing the unexpected, and reacting to their chil-
dren’s discoveries.

It is a clear, bright spring day, and two children are enjoy-
ing the wonder of it all. Dogs run amok and upset their walker 
as they chase squirrels; flowers drop from a local vendor’s cart; 
there’s a newly hatched baby bird, a fluttering butterfly. A little 
boy wants his father to experience it all with him, but Dad is 
too busy, never looks up, buried in his screen. “You’re missing it!” 
shouts the boy as his frustration grows over his father’s unre-
sponsiveness. But a little girl whose mother is equally absorbed 
with her phone begins a conversation, and boy and girl share 
the park’s happenings. And then—an escaped rhino from the 
zoo galumphs through, knocking Dad’s phone from his hand 
and forcing a sudden shocked awareness that results in a loving 
hug between father and son. “ ‘See, Dad?’ ‘Oh, yes! I do. I see.’ ” 
The humorous cartoon artwork enfolds the sparse narrative in 
a vibrant atmosphere, completing a message that may be more 
pertinent for the adult sharing the story than a child reader. The 
protagonist presents white, and his new friend is a girl of color 
with afro-puff pigtails. Distressingly, her mother, a woman of 
color, never looks up, rhino or no rhino.

A timely comment on technology’s drawbacks in 
today’s society. (Picture book. 4-7)

HERE AND THERE
Smith, Tamara Ellis
Illus. by Daviddi, Evelyn
Barefoot (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $8.99 paper  |  Mar. 31, 2019
978-1-78285-741-9
978-1-78285-742-6 paper  

A child with newly separated parents 
grapples with moving back and forth 

between their homes.
Ivan doesn’t want “to go There (his dad’s new house).” At 

Mama’s house (which he thinks of as “Here”), Ivan indulges 
his love of birds by feeding them and mimicking their calls 
and songs. But when he’s There, he’s still and quiet, refusing to 
engage with Dad and remaining silent when he hears birds. But 
when Dad plays his guitar, Ivan can’t resist. “He felt the way he 
did when Mama lifted him high to pick pears from the branches 
of their tree. He moved the way he did when Dad pushed him 
on a swing as high as the sun.” Dad invites Ivan to put words to 
the song, and he does, with a mishmash of bird calls, cheers, and 
the words “Here” and “There.” The father-and-son collabora-
tion makes “There” feel more like a home, so much so that Ivan 
feels he’s lost something when he returns to Mama’s house. She 
notices he’s still and quiet and successfully draws him out. He 
hears birds, remembers the song, and sings it to Mama. Appro-
priately, this isn’t a happily-ever-after story but one that offers 
affirmation and hope for kids navigating parental separation. 
In Daviddi’s pencil, acrylic-paint, and collage illustrations Ivan 
and Mama both have brown skin and dark Afros while Dad 
presents white. There seems to be little attempt to represent 
the birds naturalistically, but there is a guide to the calls in the 
backmatter.

Needed everywhere. (Picture book. 4-8)

SOCK STORY 
Smouha, C.K.
Illus. by Marton, Eleonora
Cicada Books (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-908714-59-6  

Separation and sudden change pose 
an existential threat to a pair of socks.

Red-and-white socks Phil and Dale 
glory in the washing machine’s thrill ride, 

ignoring grumpy, repressive comments from the other laundry: 
“Woah Spin Cycle!” they shout. Then Phil suddenly disappears. 
Dale searches high and low (“There’s a load of guys like you 
over there,” offers a pair of friendly green underpants), lodg-
ing temporarily in the pocket of a red shirt and fretting over 
the prospect of a solitary life as a sock puppet or a golf cozy. 
But when, dumped into a dryer with the rest of the laundry, the 
two catch sight of each other at last, Phil holds back: “You’re...
you’re PINK!” Shouldn’t a pair of socks look exactly the same? 
Happily, once the dryer starts its tumble, Phil’s foolish doubts 

Shouldn’t a pair of socks look exactly the same? Happily, 
once the dryer starts its tumble, Phil’s foolish 

doubts are dispelled in the shared fun.
sock story
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are dispelled in the shared fun. “Who am I kidding Dale—of 
course you’re my pair!...And, anyway,” as the mismatched bud-
dies walk off on a pair of feet, “who cares if we’re a little odd.” A 
big round hole in the front cover invites readers to join the tum-
bling twosome in their exhilarating romp. In the simply drawn, 
brightly hued illustrations, Marton dabs simple faces onto the 
tumbling, rumpled laundry, presenting the all-dialogue narra-
tive and the clunks and gurgles of the washing cycles in block 
letters and adding hands and a flash of elbow, both pink, as the 
only signs of human agency.

A well-knit tale of textile togetherness. (Picture book. 5-8)

TREES
A Rooted History
Socha, Piotr & Grajkowski, Wojciech
Illus. by Socha, Piotr
Trans. by Burgess, Anna
Abrams (80 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4197-3723-7  

This large (10.75 by 17.75 inches) Pol-
ish import has equally large illustrations, 

complementing facts about generic and specific trees’ lives, 
deaths, and after-death uses—and many more tree-related 
topics.

This is a book that encourages readers to flip through its 
pages; every double-page spread is chock-full of colorful, styl-
ized, eye-catching art that takes up most of the space. The 
text, confined to one vertical margin per spread, is accessible 
if a bit prosaic (though occasionally florid)—and it covers a for-
est of categories. There are simplified explanations of how to 
distinguish a tree from other plants; photosynthesis; evolution; 
fossilization; how to fell a tree; uses by humans and animals; 
and more. Besides expected data about the world’s tallest and 
broadest trees, there is a fascinating timeline showing vari-
ous points in human history during the life of CBR26, a giant 
sequoia cut down around 1900. Facts such as the existence of 

“living bridges” in India and rot-resistant pine in Norwegian 
churches motivate readers to seek more information elsewhere. 
There are some missed opportunities for exciting art, and it is 
puzzling why most, but not all, illustrations are carefully labeled. 
The retro style of the art spills into stereotypical renderings 
of people; the text, in kind, uses B.C. and A.D. and, in its sec-
tion entitled “Trees in Religion,” describes the Quran as “the 
holy book of Islam”—but offers no description of “the Bible” 
and uses “myth” or “mythology” to describe non-Abrahamic 
cosmologies.

A good book for browsing or for starting tree-related 
research. (Informational picture book. 8-12)

THE REMARKABLE 
INVENTIONS OF WALTER 
MORTINSON
Sosna-Spear, Quinn
Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5344-2080-9  

A pair of preteen misfits escapes 
their lackluster town in pursuit of adven-
ture in this debut middle-grade novel.

As far as Walter, the widowed mor-
tician’s son, is concerned, nothing interesting ever happens 
in the dreary town of Moormouth. Covered in a smog that 
makes Moormouth as depressing as Dorothy’s Kansas before 
she escaped to Oz, the inhabitants are as gray and spiritless as 
the landscape. For Walter, who is a talented inventor, everyone 
from the schoolteacher who intentionally mis-educates her 
students to his own mother conspires to thwart his ambition 
and force him to conform to the sameness all around him. A 
mysterious invitation from Flasterborn, a magicianlike fabled 
inventor, changes everything, and before long, Walter is steal-
ing his mother’s hearse and, along with Cordelia, his friend and 
fellow misfit, heading out of town toward his destiny. Sosna-
Spear’s debut novel contains elements of Oz and Harry Potter 
with a healthy dollop of Willie Wonka thrown into the mix. The 
author’s love for the material and fondness for her characters 
are palpable, but occasionally the novel falls into the trap of 
telling rather than showing. While questions such as how Wal-
ter’s father died and the depth of his connection to Flasterborn 
will titillate readers, the principal characters are not grounded 
enough at the beginning and occasionally feel two-dimensional. 
Walter has red hair and dark skin; Cordelia is default white and 
wears an eye patch.

An earnest novel that celebrates courage and individu-
ality. (Adventure. 8-13)

BIRDIE
Spinelli, Eileen
Eerdmans (208 pp.) 
$16.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-8028-5513-8  

For at least one young girl, a small 
town is a good place to navigate early 
crushes and long-term grief.

Twelve-year-old Birdie knows every-
thing about birds. She doesn’t quite want 
to be one anymore, as she did when she 

was little, but she still drops hairs from her hairbrush onto 
the lawn because “there is something / light and feathery / in 
my heart / at the idea / that a bird / may be weaving / the hairs 
from my brush / into its nest.” Mom and Birdie came to live 
with great-grandmother Maymee in tiny Hadley Falls (too 
small for a public library) three years ago, after Birdie’s fire-
fighter father was killed in the line of duty. The grief isn’t fresh 
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but it’s ongoing—as are Maymee’s eccentricity (she interrupts 
church to identify an attractive new older worshiper), the five 
shelves of “lending library” in a neighbor’s pantry, and classmate 
Loretta’s preparation to become a therapist by “seeing” neigh-
borhood kids as clients. The adults are all good, the kids occa-
sionally grumpy but kind, and the town safe for 12-year-olds to 
roam. Even the pains of an unrequited crush or a new man in 
Mom’s life come with soft places to fall. Birdie’s free-verse nar-
ration is thoughtful and unhurried, and although it’s interior, 
it shows without telling. Birdie and her family seem white by 
default and cover art; absence of racial markers implies that 
everyone is white.

A gentle look at daily beauty and at heartache that’s not 
caused by anyone doing anything wrong. (Verse fiction. 9-12)

AUGUST ISLE
Standish, Ali
Harper/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-06-243341-1  

A family mythos spun with thread 
as fragile as tears can tangle into knots. 
Sometimes the threads break.

Miranda’s grandparents on her moth-
er’s side have always been a secret, one 
of the many mysteries that lie between 

her and her beautiful yet elusive mother. The summer before 
eighth grade, Miranda is mired in a web of fears and anxiety. 
The fabric connecting her and her mother feels threadbare. Her 
mother, a freelance photographer who travels the world, always 
appears so fearless. But she is distant, and Miranda is desperate 
to uncover what she must’ve done to make her mother always 
choose to leave her. When a great career opportunity arises 
for her mom to go to Argentina while her lawyer dad is prepar-
ing a big case, Miranda gets the chance to visit August Isle and 
stay with one of her mom’s old friends who has a daughter her 
age. Why has mom never visited the place where she grew up? 
Finally, she might be able to answer her questions. The result is 
a beautifully written story, lush as a Florida mangrove. Standish 
introduces young readers to a concept that’s foreign to many at 
their age: that grown-ups can suffer deep emotional pain same 
as young people. Miranda is white, and the book adheres to the 
white default; her mom’s friend’s husband is Indian, and their 
children are biracial and brown-skinned.

An emotional journey of family, friendship, loss, and 
healing. (Fiction. 10-14)

LIZZIE FLYING SOLO 
Steveson, Nanci Turner
Harper/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-06-267318-3  

When her dad is arrested for 
embezzlement, life changes abruptly for 
12-year-old Lizzie and her mother.

Their home repossessed, they are 
forced into a shelter for homeless fami-
lies. Lizzie’s mother quickly finds work, 

while Lizzie spends most of the summer silently watching, 
sketching, and writing poems about the ponies at a teaching 
stable near the shelter. When a frightened, unbroken young 
pony arrives, Lizzie feels an instant connection and vows to 
do whatever it takes to make him hers. At this point, readers 
might think they know where the story’s going, but they don’t. 
Lizzie begins working at the barn in exchange for lessons and 
gradually comes out of her self-imposed isolation, emerging as 
strong, determined, and empathetic, but the horses are not the 
solution: Lizzie is. She relates the story of her rough transition 
from innocence to experience in an emotional yet measured 
first-person. Steveson’s nuanced portrayals of the many ways 
families can be in crisis and her unflinching honesty toward her 
characters elevate this book into something unexpectedly full 
of grace. They are always people who exist independently of 
their problems, and that’s a rare and beautiful thing. Lizzie and 
her family are white, while some important secondary charac-
ters are black and Latinx.

Well done. (Fiction. 8-14)

BADIR AND 
THE BEAVER 
Stewart, Shannon
Illus. by Gendron, Sabrina
Orca (104 pp.) 
$6.95 paper  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-4598-1727-2 
Series: Orca Echoes 

Badir, a newly arrived Tunisian immi-
grant to Canada, rallies along with his 
classmates to save a beaver’s natural hab-

itat from destruction by local residents annoyed by the animal’s 
constant damage to surrounding trees.

Badir is captivated by what he initially thinks is a huge, swim-
ming rat, an animal he briefly spotted in a pond on his way back 
from school. With the help of the internet, his teacher, classmates, 
and also forthcoming strangers eager to share what they know, 
Badir soon learns that the little creature he spied in darkness is in 
fact a beaver, Canada’s national symbol. He also finds out that local 
residents, worried by how the beaver might harm the trees around 
its habitat, are starting a petition to have what they regard as a pest 
removed from the park. Unfazed by the task ahead, Badir, along 
with his classmates, organizes a countercampaign—brainstorming 
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sessions, banners, and all. Who will ultimately get the upper hand? 
Will the beaver saga have a happy ending? With her gentle tale, 
Stewart does an excellent job at promoting cultural understanding, 
not only by foregrounding a young Muslim character and his fam-
ily, but also by setting the story during the holy Muslim month of 
Ramadan, introducing the reader to many of its facets and doing 
so with effortless grace. Gendron’s black-and-white illustrations 
depict a multiracial urban setting.

A beautifully written page-turner about belonging. 
(Fiction. 6-8)

OUR CASTLE BY THE SEA
Strange, Lucy
Chicken House/Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-338-35385-3  

An English girl whose mother is Ger-
man is ensnared by her neighbors’ big-
otry and by apparent treason at the onset 
of World War II.

Twelve-year-old Petra lives in a light-
house on the coast of England, so close 

to Europe that she can see right across to France on a clear day. 
When the war begins, some of the villagers—her neighbors for 
her entire life—behave abominably to Petra’s family. Her Ger-
man-born mother is accused of treason and sent to an intern-
ment camp, and though Petra is confident of Mutti’s innocence, 
someone has been sending state secrets to the Nazis. Could it be 
that Petra’s nearest and dearest aren’t what they seem? No one in 
her family is acting normally. The stakes seem to rise slowly, com-
ing to a breaking point as Petra’s personal tragedies intertwine 
with the grim reality of the Dunkirk evacuation. The (historically 
accurate) increasing maltreatment of the town’s German-British 
and Italian-British families increases Petra’s sense of dislocation 
in her previously cozy village setting (characters are all white). 
Strange’s deft hand with the had-I-but-known flavor of foreshad-
owing maintains a beautifully eerie, slightly gothic tone (occa-
sionally at the expense of a believable 12-year-old voice).

The slow dismantling of Petra’s faith in her loved ones 
adds a delicious instability to the growing unease of this 
WWII thriller. (Historical fiction. 11-14)

THE CYCLOPS WITCH AND 
THE HEEBIE-JEEBIES
Sullivan, Kyle
Illus. by Sullivan, Derek
Hazy Dell Press (52 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-948931-00-7  

A witch confronts her greatest fear: helpful human children 
in perky uniforms.

Green-skinned and with a big pointy hat cocked stylishly 
over her one huge eye, the Cyclops Witch fearlessly takes on 

winged monkeys and other creatures—but when a diverse 
quartet of smiling young scouts appears on her porch one night, 
she “blitzed out her back window, running like mad. / ‘Gah! 
Children!’ she shrieked. ‘This is so very bad!’ ” Undeterred by 
her efforts to leave them in the clutches of a mothman, a vam-
pire, or even a sea monster (“What a world!” she moans), her 
pursuers at last catch up and introduce themselves as Heebie-
Jeebies Maria, Germaine, Hector, and Latasha: “We travel the 
world, over mountain, sea and prairie, / to help others over-
come the things they find scary.” Instantly cured, the witch 
helps the winged monkeys get over their fear of water and other 
good deeds, thus earning a sash and tiara of her very own. The 
meter and rhyme may be, to say the least, undisciplined (“Maria 
helped the hobgoblin be cool around fire, / and with Germaine’s 
help, exercising’s fun for Vampire”), but, cribbing freely from a 
certain classic movie, the Sullivan twins dish up a yarn replete 
with cute monsters, cuter children, an unusually memorable 
protagonist, and buckets of fluffy uplift.

Readers will melt. (Picture book. 6-8)

SOLVING FOR M
Swender, Jennifer
Illus. by Swender, Jennifer
Crown (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-101-93290-2
978-1-101-93291-9 PLB  

It’s a hard year for Mika.
Mika, an artist, isn’t keen on starting 

her new fifth-grade math class. However, 
her quirky new math teacher, Mr. Vann, 

assigns each student to keep a math journal in which Mika can 
draw her assignments. (Most chapters are introduced by Mr. 
Vann’s latest math assignment, highlighted by illustrations that 
depict Mika’s math journal entries.) While Mika is getting used 
to being in a class separate from her fourth-grade best friend, 
her single mother discovers a spot that turns out to be a mela-
noma. As Mika engages more with her math journal, she begins 
to use the math to process her mother’s illness, which is more 
serious than initially expected. She also makes two new friends, 
whom she leans on for support. The book starts slowly, concen-
trating on math and school and failing to build the relationship 
between Mika and her mother such that readers get a sense of 
contrast with the time prior to her mother’s illness. It isn’t until 
the third act that the author spends more time and attention 
to fully fleshing out other characters in their lives, such as her 
grandmother and her mother’s best friend, her mom’s main sup-
port system through the chemotherapy. Mika and her family 
present white, but her friends and classmates are diverse, and 
her mom’s best friend is a woman of color.

A sensitive book that starts so slowly its readers may 
put it down before the real story begins. (Fiction. 8-12)

Strange’s deft hand with the had-I-but-known flavor of 
foreshadowing maintains a beautifully eerie, slightly gothic tone.

our castle by the sea
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A MONSTER LIKE ME
Swore, Wendy S.
Shadow Mountain (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-62972-555-0  

Sophie, a 10-year-old with a facial 
birthmark, sees monsters everywhere 
she looks—including in the mirror.

Sophie has a hemangioma, a textured 
birthmark across her face. A frequent 
victim of bullying, Sophie hides from the 

world behind sunglasses or her hair. Her mother moves them 
both from the Portland, Oregon, suburbs to the city, where 
she hopes specialists will be able to surgically remove Sophie’s 
birthmark and Sophie can get a fresh start at a new school. The 
fresh start works, a little. Sophie makes her first friend, a bub-
bly girl named Autumn. But Sophie’s demons are all too real. 
Constantly reading her Big Book of Monsters (which mixes mon-
sters and figures from various world cosmologies), Sophie sees 
creatures everywhere. Most are dangerous but not all: Autumn 
is obviously a fairy, while Autumn’s Irish herbalist grandmother 
is a kindly witch. Sophie decides to remove the curse she’s sure 
has afflicted her, finding ingredients for a magical cure all over 
Portland while identifying “the ghost of a Native American 
princess” and “an old Native American man” in passers-by and 
deciding they’re her magical helpers. The message—that true 
beauty comes from the inside—is worthy but unremarkable 
and is ultimately undermined by tired disability tropes. The 
mishmash of monstrosity and magic with world religions is as 
unfortunate as the placement of generic Native characters in 
the service of this white girl; that she has a Latina doctor would 
be nice except that the highly atypical spelling of her doctor’s 
surname (“Escabar”) will likely throw Latinx readers.

Skip. (Fiction. 9-11)

FOLLOW YOUR STUFF 
Who Makes It, Where 
Does It Come From, 
How Does It Get to You?
Sylvester, Kevin
Illus. by Hlinka, Michael
Annick Press (100 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $12.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-77321-254-8
978-1-77321-253-1 paper  

Where does your stuff come from? That question is 
answered for five items in this chatty book.

The creative duo behind Follow Your Money (2013) team up 
again to create a book that takes common items in the West-
ern world—a T-shirt, an asthma inhaler, a cellphone, eyeglasses, 
and, cleverly, this book itself—and follows each from raw mate-
rial to finished product. Beginning with the seed planted in 
China to grow the cotton for the cloth woven in Guatemala, 
through the cutter and seamstress in India as well as the printer 

in Mexico and finally to the store at the North American mall 
where the T-shirt is bought, Sylvester and Hlinka demonstrate 
how globally and humanly intertwined it is. Aspiring authors 
will be particularly fascinated at what it took to make the book 
they are reading. Each item’s economic and physical journey 
is presented in a fact-based format with a lively design of dia-
logue bubbles, text, and illustrations (showing racially diverse 
kid consumers as well as workers from around the globe). Side-
bars prod readers to think about the real cost of goods as they 
present facts about low wages and unsafe working conditions 
in developing nations, global environmental stresses, and other 
concerns, effectively challenging readers to consider what their 
money supports.

A thought-provoking breakdown of the real cost of all 
our cheap stuff. (references, further reading, index) (Non-
fiction. 10-16)

RAISINS AND ALMONDS
A Yiddish Lullaby
Tarcov, Susan
Illus. by Sánchez, Sonia
Kar-Ben (32 pp.) 
$17.99 PLB  |  Apr. 1, 2019  
978-1-5415-2161-2

Tarcov sets a traditional Eastern 
European Yiddish folk song in the pres-

ent day, employing childlike syntax and dialogue to convey the 
special luxury of a treat of raisins and almonds.

A noise awakens young Bella, sending her running to Mama 
in fear. Mama reassures her that it’s only a little white goat that 
keeps a store under her bed. Bella imagines amazing delights 
that could be on offer, but Mama says she must see it for her-
self. So she tentatively sets out on the journey back to her room. 
She is soon joined by some magical creatures that have wishes 
of their own. Among other items, a mouse asks if the goat will 
have a miniature mezuzah for its door. A rabbit wants a kippa 
with holes for his ears, and a wolf wonders if he could have pick-
led herring or a pastrami sandwich. When they arrive at Bella’s 
room, the white goat is standing under her bed selling raisins 
and almonds. Sánchez’s colorful double-page–spread illustra-
tions are fanciful and whimsical, playing up the magical ele-
ments. It is never stated that Bella’s family (all light-skinned) is 
Jewish, but references to Jewish items and food are essential to 
the story and illustrations. Targeting young Jewish readers, the 
author assumes they will understand the meanings of the kippa 
and the mezuzah and perhaps know the original song.

Delightful and delicious. (author’s note, lyrics, QR code 
link to song) (Picture book. 3-8)

Each item’s economic and physical journey is presented 
in a fact-based format with a lively design of dialogue 

bubbles, text, and illustrations.
follow your stuff
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BORN TO RIDE
A Story About Bicycle Face
Theule, Larissa
Illus. by Garrity-Riley, Kelsey
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4197-3412-0  

In this story set in 1896 Rochester, 
New York, a young girl determines to 

ride her brother’s new bicycle, going against societal mores.
Young Louisa Belinda is determined to ride her brother’s 

new bicycle despite inappropriate clothing (she solves that 
problem by changing her skirts for her brother’s pants) and 
fears of “bicycle face.” “Bicycle face,” Theule informs readers, 
was a caution put forth at the time to dissuade females from 
bicycling. It asserted that girls weren’t “strong enough to bal-
ance” and that their eyes would bulge and their jaw lock with 
the effort—“maybe FOREVER.” Oh dear. Louisa Belinda, 
however, is undeterred as she tries, falls, and tries again. Her 
perseverance is adroitly captured by Garrity-Riley’s naïve-style 
artwork. The illustrator also enhances the story by adding a 
visual parallel thread. Several illustrations show gatherings of 
adult women (both white, like Louisa Belinda and her family, 
and black) making posters for women’s suffrage. Meanwhile, 
Louisa Belinda succeeds in riding and discovers a very different 
bicycle face: one of joy. The story wraps up with Louisa Belin-
da’s suffragist mother sewing herself a pair of bloomers as the 
mother and daughter head off with their bicycles. Three pages 
of backmatter deliver more detail about the historical struggles 
of females for more freedoms, whether it be riding a bicycle or 
getting the vote.

An important part of history engagingly told. (Picture 
book. 5-10)

ONE IS A PIÑATA
A Book of Numbers
Thong, Roseanne Greenfield
Illus. by Parra, John
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4521-5584-5  

Readers count up from one piñata to 10 friends at a fiesta.
The numbers are introduced, in English, in erratically 

metered three- or four-line stanzas. “Two are maracas / we 
shake to the beat. / Two are zapatos / on my feet.” The Span-
ish number names appear only under the indicated numeral—
none are included in any of the verses even though there are 10 
opportunities to give the Spanish números equal billing along-
side their English equivalents, a lapse also seen in Thong’s two 
previous concept books, Round Is a Tortilla (2013) and Green Is 
a Chile Pepper (2014). It’s an odd choice, as Spanish vocabulary 
building is a principal focus of the series. There are also inci-
dences of cultural dissonance, as in the spread that counts “Six 
kinds of salsa / to pour on rice”—an extremely irregular way to 

serve Mexican rice. The glossary omits the Feast of the Three 
Kings despite a banner that reads “¡Feliz día de Reyes!” In addi-
tion, it reinforces the incorrect Anglicized pronunciation of 
basic words, indicating, for instance, “NOO-bays” instead of 

“NOO-behs” (nubes—clouds) and “peen-YAH-tah” instead of 
the correct “pee-NYAH-tah” (piñata). Diphthongs are ignored 
altogether: The three-syllable “fee-EHST-ah” is used instead of 
the correct, two-syllable “FYEHS-tah” (fiesta). Parra’s simple 
matte characters introduced in the previous titles in this series 
provide continuity and familiarity.

Despite its flaws, this uneven offering still serves to 
introduce numbers bilingually. (Picture book. 4-6)

GUITAR GENIUS
How Les Paul Engineered the 
Solid-Body Electric Guitar 
and Rocked the World
Tomsic, Kim
Illus. by Helquist, Brett
Chronicle (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4521-5919-5  

Young Lester Polsfuss’ piano teacher sent a note home to 
Lester’s mother saying, “Your boy, Lester, will never learn music, 
so save your money. Please don’t send him for any more lessons.” 
Lester proved her wrong and grew up to become Les Paul, “gui-
tar genius.”

“You can do anything you put your mind to,” Lester’s mother 
told him. So Lester put his mind to creating things: a radio, a 
recording device, a mic and a speaker, and a solid-body elec-
tric guitar that forever changed popular music. Along the way, 
Lester also created personae—Red Hot Red, Rhubarb Red, 
the Wizard of Waukesha. As Les Paul, the white man played 
to diverse crowds with some of the greatest musicians of the 
era: Louis Armstrong, Art Tatum, Nat King Cole, Coleman 
Hawkins, and Charlie Christian—all sharing a page in Helquist’s 
illustration as they sometimes shared a stage. The illustrations 
evoke the musicians’ energy with wild flames of sound erupting 
from speakers and a frequently repeated, sometimes-overdone 
multicolored circle motif reminiscent of Bryan Collier’s circles 
in John’s Secret Dreams (2004). Tomsic effectively explains Les 
Paul’s complex technical achievements, focusing on just a few 
that make sense for her audience. Her author’s note goes into 
more depth.

An exuberant introduction to a musician and creative 
genius that young readers probably have not heard of 
before. (Picture book/biography. 6-10)
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THE PANDA PROBLEM
Underwood, Deborah
Illus. by Marks, Hannah
Dial (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7352-2850-4  

What if the main character took over the storytelling from 
the narrator?

The (presumably adult) narrator begins the story of a panda 
who has a “BIG problem,” but the panda protagonist (repre-
sented opposite the narration) loudly disagrees. Panda goes on 
to explain that they have no problems: Their view from atop the 
bamboo tree is great, there’s plenty to eat, and the day is sunny. 
When the narrator explains to the panda that they are the main 
character and that they need to overcome a problem, because 

“that’s how stories work,” the panda suggests that they become 
the problem instead! The panda then begins a series of activities 
to frustrate the narrator, ranging from the merely obnoxious 
(playing the banjo really badly) to downright outrageous (intro-
ducing a second, equally problematic panda into the story). This 
metafictive picture book’s success lies in the creation of two 
distinct voices, which makes the exchange of dialogue possible. 
The voices can be told apart by the difference in type: The nar-
ritorial text is set in formal black typeface that denotes a sense 
of authority, and the panda responds through hand-lettered 
speech bubbles. Master of meta Underwood’s (Here Comes the 
Easter Cat, 2014, etc.) witty narrative and Marks’ cute, colored-
pencil illustrations come together to create a comical struggle 
for control between a narrator and their rebellious creation.

Highly entertaining and laugh-out-loud funny. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

LITTLE TACO TRUCK
Valentine, Tanya
Illus. by Martin, Jorge
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5247-6585-9
978-1-5247-6586-6 PLB  

A little orange food truck parks in the same place every day, 
bringing tacos to hungry construction workers—till one morn-
ing, a falafel truck takes his spot.

Miss Falafel then brings by more of her friends, crowding 
out the taco truck. Little Taco Truck whines and cries, but after 
four days of being shut out by the bigger trucks, he finally takes 
the initiative. He spends the night in his former parking space, 
defending his territory when the other trucks arrive. The rest 
immediately apologize, and after some creative maneuvering, 
everyone fits—even the newly arrived noodle truck. Valentine’s 
naïve call for cooperation glosses over the very real problem 
of urban gentrification represented by the flood of bigger and 
better-equipped trucks taking over the neighborhood. When 
the taco truck is the only game in town, the food line consists 
of hard-hatted construction workers. Then, as falafel, arepa, 

gelato, hot dog, and gumbo trucks set up shop, professionals 
and hipsters start showing up. (All the customers are depicted 
as animals.) The author also inadvertently equates tacos with a 
lack of sophistication. “ ‘Hola, Miss Fal...Fal...’ Little Taco Truck 
tried to sound out the words on the side of the other truck.” 
Sadly, the truck sells Americanized crisp-shelled tacos. Even 
the glossary ignores the culinary versatility and cultural authen-
ticity of the soft taco with this oversimplified and inaccurate 
definition: “A crispy Mexican corn pancake folded or rolled 
around a filling of meat, beans, and cheese.”

Slight and contrived. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE MOST TERRIBLE OF ALL
Văn, Muon Thį
Illus. by Myers, Matt
McElderry (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-5344-1716-8  

A monster discovers that another 
creature’s horribleness just might out-
shine his.

Smugg, a horned, furry, purple mon-
ster, consults his magic mirror each day to confirm that he is 
the “most terrible one of all.” True to his name, he revels in his 
status and is troubled when one morning the mirror confides 
that a new arrival next door is “a million times more terrible.” 
Charging into the neighbors’ house, he confronts the beasts he 
finds there, but each denies being the most terrible. Then sib-
lings Jaws and Claws point him in the right direction: upstairs 
to see their new sister. What follows is a takedown of mammoth 
proportions as the big-eyed, blue-spotted baby misbehaves 
mightily. The over-the-top actions pictured are made all the 
more humorous by the deadpan delivery of the text. Rhyming 
couplets and internal rhymes are interspersed throughout, and 
a few nonsense words appear, but much of the narrative unfolds 
in simple declarative sentences. The illustrations, created in 
acrylic and oil, emphasize the ooey, gooey textures of slime and 
drool and the sharp, shiny claws, fangs, and horns, but visual 
jokes, bright colors, and vaguely retro details keep things more 
amusing than alarming.

This monster mashup of a new-baby story and a creepy-
creature competition doesn’t necessarily break new 
ground, but it’s likely to scare up a few giggles all the same. 
(Picture book. 5-8)
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THE MULTIPLYING MYSTERIES 
OF MOUNT TEN
Van Dolzer, Krista
Bloomsbury (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-68119-770-8  

When bad weather and a wrong turn 
accidentally send an art-loving 12-year-
old girl to Camp Archimedes, a math 
camp, instead of her intended destina-
tion, Camp Vermeer, things get a bit 

weird.
Once fate brings Esther Lambert to a brainy camp where she 

feels like “an alien from the planet Creativity,” she finds herself 
unwittingly drawn in by compelling algebraic puzzles and logic 
challenges. Being the first to solve the inaugural brainteaser of 
the summer with an original solution gives her confidence. But 
then mysterious notes, camp history, and a spooky legend about 
the man who gave the land to the camp collide to lead her on a 
wacky hunt for what appears to be a serial murderer. Eventually 
her transition to newly minted math nerd is complete. Esther 
herself is solid and earnest, the math aspect is engaging, and the 
exuberant energy of the story is contagious. However, the pac-
ing feels uneven, character development is limited, and it’s not 
always clear where and why the plotline goes where it does or 
what is at stake. The effort to encourage girls to transition from 
single-minded focus on the arts to also believing in their math 
abilities feels sincere if a bit heavy-handed. Esther is depicted as 
white on the cover, and diversity among secondary characters is 
indicated through naming convention and description.

A well-intentioned premise with a few potentially 
thought-provoking puzzles thrown in for good measure. 
(Mystery. 8-12)

RUBY’S SWORD
Véissid, Jacqueline
Illus. by Zakimi, Paola
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4521-6391-8  

A quiet picture book explores sibling 
squabbles and the powers of imagination 
and, ultimately, reconciliation.

Spunky Ruby finds three “swords”—
long sticks in a clearing—and offers two of them to her older 
brothers, who have raced ahead of her. When they engage 
in play between themselves and leave Ruby out again, she 

“storm[s] off in a cloud of dust and disappointment.” With her 
sword, she spears apples (“a royal feast”) and helps a colony of 
ants traverse a puddle (“loyal subjects saved”). As a storm gath-
ers overhead, Ruby raises her “trusty sword” while “wild winds 
[whip].” When a mighty gust blows a sheet off a clothesline, 
Ruby catches it with her stick and uses it to build a “magnificent 
castle”—with the help of her brothers, who return to her with 

peace offerings (twigs, rocks, dandelions). Zakimi’s beautifully 
illustrated double-page spreads capture Ruby’s bouncy bob, the 
anger in her eyes, and the windy, leaf-strewing storm. She adds 
delightful, whimsical grace notes in the form of two rabbits and 
a squirrel who engage in playful shenanigans on almost every 
page. Their anthropomorphic behaviors further enhance the 
theme of make-believe. Ruby and her brothers both have very 
light brown skin and straight, dark hair.

A charmer. (Picture book. 3-5)

MAKE A WISH, HENRY BEAR
Walsh, Liam Francis
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Roaring Brook (45 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-62672-332-0  

Henry Bear’s parents have been 
entirely too much “fun” since he wished 
them so on his last birthday; on this 
birthday, he knows exactly what to wish 

for.
Mama and Papa Bear beg him to stay up past bedtime. “Just 

ten more minutes?...Pleeeeease?” Yawning, Henry Bear gets 
out of bed to play with his parents. They want to climb trees 
(“Higher!”), play on the swings, and ride bikes—but tomorrow 
is a school day, Henry Bear reminds them, and he puts himself 
to bed. Mama Bear serves chocolate cake for breakfast, and his 
parents suggest they all stay home and watch TV. Mama says 
school is boring, but Henry rushes off. At school he meets a 
new girl named Marjani, who appears to be dressed in a shal-
war kameez with hijab. They become friends, and Henry Bear 
invites her over for his birthday. It’s a good thing she comes, 
because Mama Bear serves a big bowl of candy—no cake, since 
they “always” have that!—but thank goodness, Marjani brings 
him a cupcake with a candle on top. Henry Bear is lovable, and 
his humorous dilemma will resonate with any child who has 
ever wished their parents were more fun. The illustrations are 
simple yet sophisticated, with a distinct mustard-slate-brick 
color palette and multiple patterns. Henry Bear’s European-
inspired town of cobblestone and tile roofs is the perfect setting 
for this funny, playful tale.

Readers will hope to see more of Henry Bear. (Picture 
book. 5-8)

Henry Bear is lovable, and his humorous dilemma will resonate 
with any child who has ever wished their parents were more fun.

make a wish, henry bear
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MOST MARSHMALLOWS
Watkins, Rowboat
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-4521-5959-1  

A confection of marshmallows har-
bors quixotic dreams of greatness.

“Most marshmallows don’t grow on trees,” starts this under-
stated story. With quiet humor, the text informs children that, 
like them, “Most marshmallows are mostly born to one sweet 
parent or two,” and that “They go to school most mornings / 
and learn to be squishy and how to stand in rows.” Most marsh-
mallows seem to navigate with equanimity the realities and 
dramas of domestic life, like a bursting backpack or a dinner 
tantrum. “But some marshmallows somehow secretly know / 
that all marshmallows / can do anything / or be anything / they 
dare to imagine.” The inventive, sly, mixed-media illustrations 
provide wit and delight only hinted at by the spare, idiosyn-
cratic prose. A mixture of paper collage, photographs of objects 
(like a cardboard dinner table loaded with plastic carrots), and 
hilariously expressive line drawings on real marshmallows pack 
beauty, tension, and drama into each page. An unnecessary 
throughline involving dragons slightly mars the overall feel of 
the story, especially the jarring ending in which a marshmallow 
knight breathes fire at one; the humor and kid appeal work per-
fectly without that bit of pandering.

An amusing, subdued story with exemplary illustra-
tions, this sweet flight of fancy will find a young audience 
eager to devour it. (Picture book. 3-7)

EXTREME ABILITIES
Amazing Human Feats and 
the Simple Science Behind 
Them
Watson, Galadriel
Illus. by Li, Cornelia
Annick Press (88 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $12.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-77321-250-0
978-1-77321-249-4 paper  

Imagine being able to walk across Niagara Falls on a wire or 
to lift a wooden platform that’s holding 18 large men.

Extreme human abilities appear to come from a combina-
tion of innate body differences and sheer determination and 
training. Watson discusses nine different types of extreme 
abilities: strength, flexibility, memory, endurance, medita-
tion, underwater breath-holding, speed, mental math, and 
balance. Each chapter introduces one or more highly talented 
people, describes their backgrounds, and offers sidebar expla-
nations with some basic anatomy and physiology, a “Hazard 
Alert!” that warns against children undertaking some of these 
feats, and then an “Over to You” that offers some tricks of 
the trade—not to achieve remarkable results but to improve 

personal skills. Most of the accompanying color artwork con-
sists of cartoonlike illustrations; a few photographs are also 
included. Some of the extreme abilities push credibility: The 
platform with 18 men on it that Louis Cyr apparently lifted 
in 1895 weighed an astonishing 4,336 pounds. Prahlad Jani, an 
82-year-old practitioner of meditation, claims not to have 
had anything to eat or drink since he was a child. Although 
few readers will have the necessary talent to replicate these 
remarkable accomplishments, who doesn’t love a fantastic 
(but mostly true!) story?

Brief and entertaining. (sources, further reading, glos-
sary, index) (Nonfiction. 9-12)

LIZZY MCTIZZY AND THE BUSY 
DIZZY DAY
Weeks, Sarah
Illus. by Wildish, Lee
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-06-244205-5  

Will a lost shoe keep Lizzy McTizzy 
from a birthday party?

Not for want of effort on her part, that’s for sure. In rol-
licking, rhyming verse that scans well, Weeks tells the tale of 
the girl’s epic search: “One blue shoe is one too few. / To go to 
the party she has to have two.” Under a chair, beneath the sofa, 
among some underwear, up on a shelf, in the bathtub, on the 
chandelier, in the dusty attic and the empty mailbox—these are 
just a few of the places Lizzy, accompanied by her black-and-
white cat, searches. “She looks in the crooks, in the crannies 
and nooks, / but there isn’t a shoe in the places she looks.” In the 
end, Lizzy’s solution is not only good problem-solving, but it 
suits the redhead’s personal style to a T, and she makes it to the 
party in time for cake. Wildish’s digital illustrations are bright 
and cheerful and change perspective based on where Lizzy is 
searching. Plenty of humorous details will keep readers in 
stitches. The characters sport small torsos, superskinny limbs, 
and oversized heads with tiny, dot eyes. Lizzy and her family are 
white; the partygoers are racially diverse.

Readers will have a ready solution next time they are 
missing a shoe of their own...and some ideas as to where to 
search for it. (Picture book. 4-8)

The inventive, sly, mixed-media illustrations provide wit and 
delight only hinted at by the spare, idiosyncratic prose.

most marshmallows
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FINDING THE SPEED 
OF LIGHT 
The 1676 Discovery 
That Dazzled the World
Weston, Mark
Illus. by Evans, Rebecca
Tilbury House (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-88448-545-2  

How the observation of a small anomaly in a distant moon’s 
orbit led to a discovery of, literally, astronomical significance.

Weston spins thin historical records into an account of 
the career of 17th-century Danish astronomer Ole Romer 
from schoolboy days through nights spent watching the skies 
through a self-built telescope at the court of Louis XIV to final 
years as a renowned scientist (and police chief). Noticing that 
Jupiter’s moon Io seemed to speed up and slow down on a regu-
lar schedule as it passed behind its planet, Romer not only con-
cluded that light did not propagate instantaneously (a radical 
notion then), but, using the relatively crude clocks and other 
instruments of the time, came up with a wrong but close esti-
mate of its speed. Along with retracing Romer’s line of reason-
ing, the author explains how other researchers of the time and 
later roughed out the distances between major members of the 
solar system and refined those measurements over time, then 
closes with nods to Einstein, astronomical distances, and light’s 
truly mind-bending pace. Evans tucks diagrams and mathemat-
ical calculations as well as banter and fanciful details into her 
lighthearted cartoon illustrations, wedging single and sequen-
tial panels of Romer and others at work into views of starscapes 
and planetary surfaces. Human figures in the art are white and 
predominantly male.

A significant, unjustly obscure highlight from modern 
science’s early days. (timeline) (Informational picture book. 8-12)

DIGGERSAURS
Whaite, Michael
Illus. by the author
Random House (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-9848-4779-9  

Less ambitious than Chris Gall’s 
widely known Dinotrux (2009) and sequels, this British import 
systematically relegates each dinosaur/construction-equipment 
hybrid to its most logical job.

The title figures are introduced as bigger than both diggers 
and dinosaurs, and rhyming text and two construction-hel-
meted kids show just what these creatures are capable of. Each 
diggersaur has a specific job to do and a distinct sound effect. 
The dozersaurus moves rocks with a “SCRAAAAPE!!!” while 
the rollersaurus flattens lumps with a cheery “TOOT TOOT!!” 
Each diggersaur is numbered, with 12 in all, allowing this to be 
a counting book on the sly. As the diggersaurs (not all of which 
dig) perform jobs that regular construction equipment can do, 

albeit on a larger scale, there is no particular reason why any 
of them should have dinosaurlike looks other than just ’cause. 
Peppy computer art tries valiantly to attract attention away 
from the singularly unoriginal text. “Diggersaurs dig with bites 
so BIG, / each SCOOP creates a crater. // They’re TOUGH 
and STRONG / with necks so long— / they’re super EXCAVA-
TORS!” Far more interesting are the two human characters, a 
white girl and a black boy, that flit about the pictures offering 
commentary and action. Much of the fun of the book can be 
found in trying to spot them on every two-page spread.

Count on construction die-hards falling in love, but 
discerning readers would be wise to look elsewhere for 
their dino/construction kicks. (Picture book. 3-6)

RIVERLAND
Wilde, Fran
Amulet/Abrams (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4197-3372-7  

Two sisters who use stories and spells 
to cope with family dysfunction discover 
a river-dominated dream world.

Twelve-year-old narrator Eleanor 
reveals that Poppa is a batterer. Momma, 
his enabler and most frequent victim, 

replaces what Poppa breaks and rigidly disciplines the girls. 
Wilde perceptively etches Eleanor’s attempts to insulate Mike, 
7, within their violent, secretive home, where “house magic” 
prevails if the girls obey the rules. When a mysterious river infil-
trates their under-the-bed hideout, the girls enter a world with 
a caretaker Heron, nightmare horses, leak-patching crabs, and 
more. Anassa, a snake-headed monster working to breach the 
boundary between worlds with the ’mares, exploits Eleanor’s 
anxieties. Leaks appear in the sisters’ and neighbors’ homes, 
mirroring Anassa’s fractious progress. The sisters’ back-and-
forth questing to reconcile both worlds by replacing Momma’s 
old glass fishing float—a “witch ball” broken by Poppa—vividly 
culminates during a storm, in which netherworld birds help 
the girls fight back invading Anassa. The real-world plotting—
including a tentative new relationship with their mother’s 
mother and Eleanor’s growing friendship with neighbor Pen-
dra—is finely wrought. The allegorical fantasy elements, while 
propulsive, lack a strong controlling logic and require consider-
able credulity from readers, as Eleanor uncannily navigates the 
river world’s inchoate dangers. The sisters are assumed white, 
while Pendra is described as brown and is probably of South 
Asian descent.

The important topic of physical and emotional abuse in 
families is sensitively portrayed; the intertwined fantasy is 
at times a distraction. (Fantasy. 10-14)
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GIANT TESS
Yaccarino, Dan
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-06-267027-4  

A baby grows to be a giant on the 
fabled isle of Myth-hattan.

Tess, a tiny swaddled bundle of joy, is 
adopted by two fairy parents with unfurled wings and swaying 
antennae. The family could not be happier. But Tess grows to 
epic proportions. She can’t walk through Myth-hattan without 
causing mayhem, and she’s still only a young tot. She acciden-
tally crushes street-vendor carts with a single step and bumps 
her head on the Myth-hattan blimp flying by in the sky. She feels 
entirely out of place and lonely. When she tries to help with the 
big parade (never explicitly named, but the one with large bal-
loon characters), everything ends in a tangled mess. She rushes 
to Centaur Park in despair. But when she finds a friend who is 
her size and their stature actually helps to save the day, her self-
confidence grows to match her giant heart. The book is filled 
with insider Manhattan jokes (endpapers show a map including 
the Lower Beast Side and Monster Square Garden) and myriad 
mythical creatures strolling casually by; readers will delight in 
spotting them all. Tess and her parents all have pale skin; other, 
background humanoid characters feature brown, tan, and green 
skin. The inked lines are classic Yaccarino, curved and flowing; 
the color palette is muted, and many details are not filled in.

Hidden humorous notes enhance a fanciful story of 
empowerment. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE NIGHT LIBRARY
Zeltser, David
Illus. by Colón, Raúl
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5247-1798-8
978-1-5247-1799-5 PLB  

A nighttime adventure and memo-
ries of reading with a grandfather remind 

a child of the pleasures to be found in books.
On the night before turning 8, a child is given a book by 

their parents—a great disappointment. Surely they know their 
offspring prefers “toys, games, and movies.” Then, in the mid-
dle of the night, an enormous lion out on the lawn beckons. 
Introductions are made as the child climbs on the lion’s back. 
The lion’s name is Fortitude, and they are on their way to meet 
Patience. Yes! The iconic lions that stand guard in front of the 
New York Public Library. At the library the books arrange them-
selves into all sorts of shapes that remind the child of books 
that Grandpa read aloud before he passed away. The child also 
finds books that are not familiar. With a reawakened interest in 
reading, that spurned birthday gift is now welcome. More than 
the story, the charm here is in Colón’s always-beautiful artwork. 

The olive-skinned family is so real and the little child’s face so 
full of expression. The amusing rearrangement of the books at 
the library is whimsical and captivating.

After reading the book, follow up with a visit to the New 
York Public Library if possible—your local if not. (author’s 
note) (Picture book. 4-8)

e a s t e r  &  pa s s o v e r 
p i c t u r e  b o o k s

THE BEST FOUR QUESTIONS
Burk, Rachelle
Illus. by Florian, Mélanie
Kar-Ben (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-2166-7  

It’s time to ask the four questions at 
the Passover Seder—but which four questions will a little girl 
ask?

As the youngest in the family, pigtailed Marcy will be the 
one asking the traditional four questions that lead to the story 
of the Passover Exodus. She is very excited about this because 
she just loves to ask questions. Picking out her outfit and watch-
ing as her grandmother assembles the foods for the Seder plate, 
Marcy then joins her family at the table and proceeds. Alas, her 
four questions are somewhat related to Passover but they are 
not the ones written down in the Haggadah. Her family goes 
with her flow, though, and thoughtfully answers her inquiries 
about how many matzah balls are in the soup, what horse-
radish is made of, if worms are kosher, and why elderly Uncle 
Benjy falls asleep at the table. Finally, with the help of her older 
brother, she reads the four questions as written. Readers can 
share in the reading, and the Seder can proceed. Burk then pro-
vides the answers in a follow-up. Florian’s illustrations are color-
fully cartoonish and depict a white family.

A cheerful explanation of one aspect of the Jewish cel-
ebration of freedom. (Picture book. 3-6)
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THE EASTER SURPRISE
Churchman, Jennifer
Illus. by Churchman, John
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 12, 2019
978-0-316-41166-0 
Series: Sweet Pea & Friends 

A rabbit named Fern solves a mystery 
as she follows clues in the shape of decorated eggs painted with 
the faces of her farm-animal friends.

A dramatic cover photograph of a huge rabbit in a basket 
of intricately decorated Easter eggs draws readers into this 
story, the fifth in the Sweet Pea & Friends series. The story is 
illustrated with photographs of the animals that live on the 
author-photographer team’s farm in Vermont, with a large 
cast of characters who have appeared in previous books in 
the series. The production values of these digitally composed 
photographic illustrations are outstanding, with an oversized 
format, high-quality paper, and brilliant colors that showcase 
the beautifully painted eggs hidden throughout. Many of the 
eggs are painted in Ukrainian folk-art style, with one large egg 
on each spread decorated with an animal character’s face, pre-
dicting the appearance of that animal on the next spread. The 
actual story is a little too wordy for the intended audience, with 
a rather confusing total of 17 named characters to keep straight 
as the simple mystery of who planted the eggs unfolds. The 
solution to the mystery of the face-bedecked eggs is, of course, 
revealed with the appearance of the Easter Bunny, who has been 
glimpsed throughout the previous illustrations. A concluding 
note provides more information about the farm animals and the 
artist who painted the eggs.

The magical quality of the photographic illustrations 
and the enchanting eggs give this Easter-themed story 
extra appeal. (Picture book. 3-7)

EASTER ELF
Groskreutz, Rochelle Ann
Illus. by DiPasquale, Leah
KWiL Publishing (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-0-9991437-7-3  

One of Santa’s elves joins the Eas-
ter Bunny’s elves, who are busy at their 
spring-training camp perfecting tech-

niques for assisting the Easter Bunny.
Narrator Easter Elf is one of many who are practicing weav-

ing baskets and shredding grass when one of Santa’s elves on 
a reindeer-training flight crash-lands at the camp. Easter Elf 
shows Christmas Elf around the camp, where she succeeds at 
the Easter-prep activities with the sort of annoying, stereotypi-
cal showoff behavior often seen in strong fictional female char-
acters. However, she finds she can’t stand the smell or taste of 
eggs and appears to vomit in a patch of purple grass. The story 
is told through speech balloons and commands from the camp 

loudspeaker that include lots of puns, many of which are likely 
over the heads of the intended audience. Digitally created illus-
trations in candy-bright colors use multiple spot illustrations 
layered with speech balloons for an overall frenetic visual effect 
that is rather dizzying. The elves have the look of cartoon char-
acters, and the narrative has the sort of fast-paced, exclamatory 
dialogue and quickly shifting settings seen in animated televi-
sion series. Easter Elf has glasses, light skin, and turquoise hair. 
The other Easter elves have hair in different pastel shades, and 
two have brown skin. Christmas Elf has intriguing candy-cane–
striped hair in a long braid and brown skin.

The overall effect of this story is similar to eating too 
much Easter candy—sweet at the moment but not nourish-
ing. (Picture book. 4-7)

PIPPA’S PASSOVER PLATE
Kirkfield, Vivian
Illus. by Weber, Jill
Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 12, 2019
978-0-8234-4162-4  

A mouse searches for and finally finds 
her missing Seder plate.

Pippa is an industrious house-cleaning mouse. And no won-
der—Passover is starting this very evening. Dusting and sweep-
ing finished, she turns her attention to setting the table as a pot 
of chicken stew bubbles away on the stovetop. But there is one 
very important object that is missing: the “special Seder plate.” 
Frantically, the mouse searches through boxes and cupboards 
and finally ventures into the yard. First she encounters a very 
large cat and asks if it has seen the plate. “No,” answers the cat 
and points her to a snake, who sends her to an owl, who directs 
her to Golda Fish, prettily swimming in the water. Success! 
Kirkfield’s little tale is written in rhyming couplets with much 
repetition of “QUIVER! QUAVER! SHIVER! SHAKE!” for 
emphasis with each interaction with a predator, so readers will 
be mightily puzzled when the formerly frightful critters join 
Pippa at the holiday table. Weber’s gouache, crayon, and collage 
illustrations are sweetly pretty. The final illustration features a 
Seder plate with transliterated Hebrew and an English transla-
tion of the components. Readers familiar with the holiday may 
find this mildly enjoyable, but others will likely want and need 
more information.

In the end too much is left unanswered, making this 
book pleasant but only passable. (Picture book. 3-5)

The production values of these digitally composed photographic 
illustrations are outstanding, with brilliant colors that showcase

the beautifully painted eggs hidden throughout.
the easter surprise
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MATZAH BELOWSTAIRS
Meyer, Susan Lynn
Illus. by Engell, Mette
Kar-Ben (28 pp.) 
$17.99 PLB  |  Feb. 1, 2019  
978-1-5415-2168-1

It’s not a proper holiday dinner without all the ingredients, 
and a Passover Seder needs matzah.

Passover is about to start, and there is consternation in 
one apartment. Well, not for the human family but for the 
mouse family who lives in their Belowstairs home. There is 
no matzah, not even a crumb for the mouse-sized celebra-
tion. Grandpa Mouse blames it on the human family’s new 
tin box. The humans proceed with the Seder Abovestairs, and 
the father hides the afikoman. When the youngest child, Eli, 
goes in search of the hidden board of matzah, Miriam Mouse 
watches with great interest. The two meet, and Miriam comes 
up with the perfect solution—an even split. Passover can 
proceed for the rodents, and the Seder can conclude for the 
humans. The human family is depicted as observant, with the 
men wearing kippot. The mice also wear them. The story is 
slight, and even with a very brief author’s note, those who do 
not celebrate Passover will not gain any understanding of this 
very important and meaningful holiday. Meanwhile, those 
who do may find themselves feeling insulted by its rudimen-
tary nature. The digitized illustrations are colorfully comic in 
style, but they do not make the most of the difference in sizes 
between the humans and the rodents. The humans present 
white, and Eli wears glasses.

Not a necessary or even additional purchase. (author’s 
note) (Picture book/religion. 3-5)

AROUND THE 
PASSOVER TABLE
Newman, Tracy
Illus. by Santos, Adriana
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-0446-8  

It’s a festive Passover Seder for two 
families.

“With fresh springtime flowers and once-a-year dishes, / Two 
candles stand straight / See our grand seder plate / At our table 
for this seder night.” A white father, black mother, and their 
two children join an all-white multigenerational family for the 
spring Jewish festival of Passover. The narrator, the young son 
of the hosting family, describes the cushions on the chairs, the 
wine/grape-juice glasses, the special foods, the water for wash-
ing hands and the water for dipping greens, the afikomen for 
hiding, and Elijah’s and Miriam’s cups for two very special guests. 
All this is related with the cheerful refrain: “At our table for this 
seder night.” Those who observe and those who are unfamiliar 
with the many steps of the Seder will enjoy the details tailored 
to a young audience—the family pets join in as the celebrants 

sing “Dayenu,” among other side business. Readers hoping for 
more background information on Elijah’s and Miriam’s cups 
will be disappointed, however. The digital illustrations are lively 
and spirited, featuring many smiling faces and kippot on the 
men and boys.

Young children will enjoy this very basic introduction 
to a Jewish holiday celebration. (author’s note, glossary) 
(Picture book. 3-5)

HAPPY EASTER, LITTLE HOO!
Ponnay, Brenda
Illus. by the author
Xist (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 21, 2019
978-1-5324-1104-5 
Series: Little Hoo 

A little owl goes on a first Easter egg hunt at home with 
mother owl.

The mother owl, wearing a pink apron, narrates the story 
as she encourages her chick to look for eggs she has hidden 
around their cozy, well-appointed home. Their house has 
brown, wooden walls and floors as if it might be inside a tree, 
but the owls enjoy all the features of a human home, such as 
lamps, a fireplace, and a kitchen. The mother owl gives Little 
Hoo specific hints on the location of each egg, with encourag-
ing comments and praise at each step. The simple text is set in 
large white type against the brown backgrounds, with lots of 
exclamation marks to underscore the mother’s cheerleading 
tone. Digitally produced illustrations use simple, bold shapes 
and feature brightly decorated eggs, each in a different pat-
tern, and the two owls with their huge eyes exude a simple 
charm. Two glaring errors detract from the book. A recap of 
eggs found in the living room indicates one egg found behind 
a picture frame, but that frame is missing in the previous 
illustration of the living room. Another illustration issue is a 
spread with all the eggs lined up for counting, but the num-
ber of eggs shown does not correspond with the collected eggs 
shown in the previous spread; little counters will notice. In 
companion title Little Hoo Has the Flu, the mother owl nurses 
her chick through a little fever.

As consistent picture-to-text matching is a para-
mount value in picture books, these errors mar an other-
wise pleasant story. (Picture book. 2-5) (Little Hoo Has the Flu: 
978-1-5324-1105-2)

Those who observe and those who are unfamiliar 
with the many steps of the Seder will enjoy the details 

tailored to a young audience.
around the passover table
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TURKEY’S EGGCELLENT 
EASTER
Silvano, Wendi
Illus. by Harper, Lee
Two Lions (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 8, 2019
978-1-5420-4037-2 
Series: Turkey Trouble 

The fourth entry in the Turkey Trouble series finds Turkey 
and his animal friends attending a children’s Easter egg hunt at 
a park next to Turkey’s farm.

Turkey and his pals want to win an “eggstraspecial” prize at 
the egg hunt, but the event is only for children—not animals. 
So the group of animal friends decides to attend the egg hunt 
in disguise and treat their adventure as a “secret mission.” Their 
disguises include dark glasses and costumes suggesting a rabbit, 
a bee, and a bunch of daffodils, but each attempt to participate 
in the egg hunt is rebuffed by the human attendees. The animals 
work together to create a large, egg-shaped costume for Turkey 
from a wicker basket, and Turkey and the boy who finds him in 
egg mode both win special prizes. Turkey shares his prize of a 
huge, jelly-bean–topped pizza with all his animal buddies. The 
mildly humorous story has funny animal characters, inventive 
action, and lots of puns incorporating “egg” into other words. 
Cartoon-style watercolor-and-pencil illustrations add to the 
humor with amusing animal expressions and the ongoing series 
theme of silly costumes. Several of the children at the egg hunt 
are children of color; the other human characters present white.

Not the most eggceptional tale on the Easter story shelf 
but still a fun-enough outing for fans of Turkey’s holiday-
themed series. (Picture book. 4-8)
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young 
adult

BRIEF CHRONICLE OF 
ANOTHER STUPID 
HEARTBREAK
Alsaid, Adi
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-335-01255-5  

Lu Charles, the love and dating 
columnist for the popular online teen 
magazine Misnomer, struggles to write 
her next piece.

And losing her writing gig would mean losing her scholar-
ship to attend New York University in the fall. But since being 
dumped three weeks earlier, Lu has been suffering from a severe 
case of writer’s block. So, like every clichéd aspiring writer, Lu 
turns to eavesdropping on people’s conversations for inspira-
tion. Her efforts lead her to the charming, hipster glasses–wear-
ing Cal and his soon-to-be ex-girlfriend, Iris, who is practically 
perfect in Lu’s eyes. Fascinated by the couple’s joint decision 
to break up before heading off to college, Lu becomes the ulti-
mate third-wheel-by-choice, planning to follow them around 
and document their final moments together for her column. 
But as she grows closer to Cal and Iris, she continually fails to 
meet her editor’s deadlines, wastes time she could be spend-
ing with her best friend, Pete, before summer ends, and avoids 
confronting the pain she clearly still harbors from her recent 
breakup. There is a valuable and John Green–esque lesson 
on love in here, but readers are forced to wade through Lu’s 
denial and self-centeredness until she understands it herself. Lu, 
though fed Italian food daily by her mother, is Filipina, as is her 
ex-boyfriend, Leo. Iris is Latinx, and other major characters are 
white.

The just-right ending despite the monotonous plot 
makes this one skimworthy at best. (Fiction. 14-18)

MANUELITO
Amado, Elisa
Illus. by Urias, Abraham
Annick Press (104 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-77321-266-1  

Fleeing from violence at home, 
13-year-old Manuelito braves the journey 
through Mexico to the United States.

As the repercussions of war fade away, 
Manuelito’s Guatemalan village returns to normality. School 

SUPERMAN by Matt de la Peña .......................................................169

COLD WHITE SUN by Sue Farrell Holler ........................................ 172

BARELY MISSING EVERYTHING by Matt Mendez ........................179

THE WAKING FOREST by Alyssa Wees ............................................182

WHITE ROSE by Kip Wilson ............................................................. 183

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

BARELY MISSING
EVERYTHING
Mendez, Matt
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum 
(320 pp.)
$17.99 | Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-5344-0445-8
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resumes (even though Manuelito finds it tedious), and he finds 
plenty of time to play with friends, including Coco Loco. Sud-
denly, a new kind of war commences. Menacing, armed groups 
begin to disrupt village life: the PACs (Armed Civil Patrol); 
the maras, gangs of tattooed men; and government soldiers. To 
avoid gang recruitment or death, Manuelito’s parents send him 
off to Tía Adela, who resides in the U.S. Joined by Coco Loco, 
Manuelito arrives in Mexico following a river crossing only to 
fall prey to the Coyote. Setbacks bombard the young boy, but 
he eventually crosses the Río Bravo into the U.S., where he 
surrenders himself to Border Patrol as an asylum seeker. Just 
as Manuelito begins anew in the U.S., the arrival of U.S. Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement derails his life yet again. An 
undercurrent of tragic inevitability in the text lends urgency to 
Manuelito’s narration, which delineates the circumstances of 
his escape without wallowing in sentimentality. The author’s 
preference for universal appeal posits Manuelito as a symbol of 
child refugees; as a result, the novel loses that extra spark that 
would make this story more memorable. Meanwhile, the stark, 
colorless illustrations hint at grueling ordeals.

A blunt, effective record of the refugee crisis that’s 
wounding the Americas. (afterword) (Graphic novel. 12-15)

TO SEE THE STARS
Andrews, Jan
Illus. by Bryan, Tara Tidwell
Running the Goat (160 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Feb. 28, 2019
978-1-927917-17-6  

Readers follow Edie Murphy from 
the age of 14 in rural Newfoundland, 
Canada, as she moves to New York City, 
where she witnesses the Triangle Shirt-
waist Fire of 1911.

Edie’s first-person perspective paints a picture of life in her 
small hometown as the eldest daughter in a large, poor family. 
She jumps at the opportunity of a domestic position in a wealthy 
St. John’s home but later moves to New York City, working at the 
Global Shirtwaist Company. There she befriends girls who speak 
Yiddish, Italian, and other languages—some of whom express 
themselves in distractingly broken English. The young women 
begin attending secret union meetings, joining the historic 1909 
Uprising of the 20,000 to demand better working conditions. 
The Triangle Shirtwaist Fire of 1911 changes everything, and Edie 
wrestles with the decision of whether to return home. The book 
touches on the oppressive sweatshop conditions, police brutality, 
and entrenched socio-economic divisions, evoking sympathy for 
the young women’s cause. Information about the garment indus-
try unions, agitation by Jewish workers, and the work of activist 
Clara Lemlich adds depth and interest. Patient readers will be 
rewarded as they learn about details of daily life, fashion, and the 
technology of the time. All characters are presumed white.

Those who appreciate character-driven stories will 
enjoy the feeling of watching history in action. (Historical 
fiction. 13-17)

SUPERMAN 
Dawnbreaker
de la Peña, Matt
Random House (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-0-399-54965-6 
Series: DC Icons 

Something foul’s afoot in Smallville, 
Kansas.

Thanks to hefty investment from the 
formidable Mankins Corporation, the 

town’s economy is booming. While Mankins’ technology has 
an impact on local farms, another shadowy company is buying 
them up for more nefarious reasons. Partnering with his best 
friend and hotshot student paper editor, Lana Lang, Clark Kent 
seeks to uncover the truth behind the mysterious develop-
ments in Smallville. Various threads come satisfyingly together 
in de la Peña’s (Carmela Full of Wishes, 2018, etc.) tribute to the 
young Man of Steel, but the author aims for more fertile ground 
with an immigration subplot. Woven throughout the novel are 
discussions of a stop-and-search initiative in Smallville. The 
proposed law ostensibly targets the town’s minority migrant 
community; meanwhile, migrant workers are disappearing at 
an alarming rate. As always, Smallville functions as a fictional 
microcosm of the U.S., but here there’s a blunt effort to examine 
the bigotry and discord lurking beneath the optimistic Ameri-
can facade. On a personal level, Clark struggles to manage his 
burgeoning powers as he ponders his place in Smallville High 
and beyond. The existential angst that torments the young hero 
elicits sympathy. Familiar characters make appearances—hello, 
Lex Luthor—but a few Mexican characters appear in minor 
roles, including Clark’s love interest Gloria Alvarez, a promis-
ing Dreamer.

A wonderful, bold interpretation of a DC icon that 
aspires to embrace all readers, new and old. (Superhero adven-
ture. 12-18)

IN THE KEY OF NIRA GHANI
Deen, Natasha
Running Press Kids (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-7624-6547-7  

Nira Ghani is the only brown girl 
in her Canadian school yet she feels 
invisible.

She stands out for the wrong reasons 
and longs to feel a sense of belonging. 
She’s a Guyanese child of immigrant par-

ents who have traditional values and dream for her to become 
a doctor, but her passion is music. The only people Nira feels 
truly see her are her grandmother and her best friend, Emily. 
Nira decides to audition for the jazz band at school, knowing 
that getting her parents to consent will be a battle. She never-
theless makes a plan, which includes getting a job to cover the 
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We were living in Austra-
lia—first Sydney, then Thurs-
day Island in the Torres Strait—
when I learned to read, and my 
earliest memories are of A.A. 
Milne and Enid Blyton, stories 
set in an England that seemed 
exotic compared to my sur-
roundings. After moving to Ha-
waii, I developed a passion for 

Marguerite Henry, whose books took me around 
the world to places I longed to visit—Morocco, Aus-
tria, Chincoteague Island. As a teen in the 1980s—
by now living in Virginia and Wales—there was very 
little YA literature, and I delved into the letters and 
journals of Lord Byron, taken with his Balkan travels 
and openness to foreign cultures.

My daughter, Pippa, grew up grounded in one 
place, an upbringing I feared might give her a pa-
rochial outlook. Fortunately, by the time she was 
born there were more books available that explored 
other cultures and, critically, were not mediated by 

the views of outside, usual-
ly white, observers. Between 
Shades of Gray (2011), Ruta 
Sepetys’ YA novel inspired 
by her Lithuanian family’s 
suffering under Stalin, par-
ticularly gripped her, spark-
ing an interest in the Baltics 
that continues to this day. 
Now a college senior, Pippa is 
eager to travel, and her plea-
sure reading is broad—lots of 
Harry Potter (and why not?!) 

but also, recently, Jhumpa Lahiri, Tove Jansson (who 
wrote about more than Moomins), and Nathalie Sar-
raute.

Entire generations of Western readers of color 
like myself grew up without access to books that 
expressed the voices of our communities and those 
of other marginalized people. Of course, white 
children and teens are done a grave disservice too 
if they are cut off from books that relate experi-

ences different from their own. Authors who write 
for young people are reaching out across a gener-
ational divide, shaped themselves by the attitudes 
of another time and creating stories for those who 
know a world that is profoundly different. I have 
heard many writers of color say that they are writ-
ing the books they did not have when they were 
young, creating for today’s youth the mirror books 
they wish they’d had access to. 

As a school librarian, I certainly did collection de-
velopment with my younger self in mind—watched 
by the shadow of a girl thirsting for knowledge of 
the wide world who hunted 
through library shelves, often 
in vain, for glimpses of some-
thing different. The thrill on 
my students’ faces when they 
found a book that reflected 
their heritage or had a cov-
er image of someone who 
looked like them and the cu-
riosity that was sparked and 
the connections that were 
made across cultures never 
failed to bring a lump to my 
throat. When an Iranian-American student told 
me how much a Chinese-American story, The Great 
Wall of Lucy Wu by Wendy Wan-Long Shang, reso-
nated with her, with connections to her own multi-
generational family, I knew I was on the right track. 
When a kindergarten boy from an Indian family ran 
up to me hugging a book about Ganesh and shouted, 

“Thank you so much for having this book in the li-
brary!” I wished that every person who doubted the 
importance of diverse books could have witnessed 
his spontaneous joy.

There is still much work to be done, but we’ve ac-
tually come a fairly long way when measured against 
the span of one generation. I look forward to seeing 
how much we can do in another. —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

reading through the ages
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cost of a trumpet—something else her parents will oppose. But 
these are not her only challenges. Nira finds that life doesn’t 
unfold the way you picture it or even how you want it to, and 
she learns the value in unexpected blessings and lessons. She 
navigates changes in her relationships with friends, family, and 
even a potential new love. Deen (Lark Takes a Bow, 2018, etc.) 
infuses her family’s Guyanese immigrant history into this novel 
about the exploration and discovery of self and the world. Men-
tions of everyday cultural traditions are welcome additions to 
this tale of a teen finding the courage to stand up for her indi-
viduality while honoring the people she comes from.

A charming, honest, and heartwarming story that will 
leave readers satiated and happy. (Fiction. 12-adult)

LOYALTY
DeVos, Megan
Orion/Trafalgar (384 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4091-8386-0 
Series: Anarchy, 2 

Grace and Hayden face separation 
and war between the camps.

The tale launches where Anarchy 
(2019) left off, with Grace suffering a 
broken rib from the latest supply raid. 

As their relationship deepens, Hayden comes to realize that the 
greatest act of love he can give Grace is forcefully returning her 
to her family at camp Greystone, that of his greatest enemies. 
Upon his so doing, Grace is heartbroken by what she perceives 
as Hayden’s lack of love for her. She quickly discerns that her 
family is about to launch an all-out war, a complete takeover of 
Hayden’s Blackwing, because the raid-and-be-raided construct 
is no longer sustainable. What few resources were left after 
the War for Life are now all but depleted, so the fewer people 
the better. In this sequel, DeVos includes far fewer descrip-
tive sex frolics and instead engages in plot development and 
tension building. Particularly vivid is the scene when they raid 
the Armoury that holds—hidden and guarded—the last of the 
destroyed city’s supplies. Here, as they try to get in and out as 
quickly as possible, they come across a gruesome warning to 
potential thieves. The bonus chapter provides emotive context 
that the first installment lacked and the sad vision that, given 
the scarcity of resources, history might be doomed to repeat 
itself. All characters appear to be white.

A brisk portrayal of a frightening dystopian future. 
(Dystopian romance. 15-18)

WICKED SAINTS
Duncan, Emily A.
Wednesday Books (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-19566-1 
Series: Something Dark and Holy, 1 

Once it was sparkly vampires; now 
it’s brooding bad boys, dark magic, and 
colliding kingdoms.

Dual perspective narration cuts 
between Nadya, a Kalyazi cleric raised in 

a remote monastery who speaks with gods, and Serefin, Trana-
vian High Prince and blood mage from a rival kingdom first seen 
destroying the monastery and killing a boy. Nadya soon con-
nects with Malachiasz, also the enemy but strangely attractive, 
and his two token brown companions, Rashid and Parijahan, all 
of whom are good with weapons and have their own revenge 
agenda (that never really comes to the fore; perhaps a later 
volume will tie up the many loose ends). Each teen has a goal: 
Nadya wants to bring the gods back to Tranavia; Serefin wants 
to get drunk (but maybe also stop his power-mad father); and 
magically altered Malachiasz wants to stop the war but may also 
have some other plans up his sleeve. Violence—spells are cast 
by literal bloodshed—and provocative questions (What are the 
gods? What is divinity? What rights does power confer?) swirl 
together, but the limited character development and mediocre 
writing diminish the high concept into paint-by-numbers YA 
fantasy. Other than the two mentioned above, almost all char-
acters follow a white default.

All the right elements are present without amounting 
to much—and yet, when something is so on-trend there 
will doubtless be fans. (Fantasy. 14-18)

THEY SAW TOO MUCH
Gibbons, Alan
Orion/Trafalgar (240 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-78062-248-4  

Two English teens undoubtedly see 
too much when they witness a murder 
and become the targets of ruthless hit 
men.

Classmates John and Ceri are on Liv-
erpool’s Mersey shore, home to sculptor 

Antony Gormley’s eerie Another Place installation, working on 
a school photography project, when they see three men behav-
ing strangely. Acting on instinct, John takes their picture. Soon, 
John and Ceri are running for their lives, but whom can they 
trust when the bad guys have an apparently preternatural ability 
to locate them just when they think they’re safe? How are the 
dead man and the killers linked to John’s father and his past? 
What is John hiding from Ceri—and readers? Ceri isn’t exactly 
an open book herself. What prior trauma causes her to lash out 
for no reason John can see? The questions and tension mount, 
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leading to an exciting denouement. John narrates beginning a 
year after the events with an “if I knew then what I know now” 
attitude, keeping readers glued to the page. Retention of Brit-
ish spellings and idioms and detailed descriptions of real locales 
lend authenticity to the setting. The narrative is linear and easy 
to follow. John and the murder victim are black, and Ceri is 
white. Assume whiteness for everyone else.

A fast and furious thriller for readers looking for a 
quick, engaging mystery. (Fiction. 12-17)

HOW TO MAKE FRIENDS WITH 
THE DARK
Glasgow, Kathleen
Delacorte (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-101-93475-3  

Sixteen-year-old Tiger Tolliver’s strug-
gles are relatively minor—she’s stuck in 
secondhand threads and lusts after her 
biology partner—until her overprotective 
but loving mother unexpectedly dies.

For more than 200 pages, readers endure with Tiger the two 
weeks that follow her mother’s death. A minor with no known 
living relatives, Tiger becomes a ward of the state of Arizona, 
sharing foster homes with kids who have been abused and aban-
doned. She finds herself responsible for the logistics of death, 
such as the funeral planning and ordering death certificates. 
Tiger obsesses over the last words she screamed to her mom, 

“Why can’t you ever just fucking leave me alone?” and refuses to 
take off the outmoded dress that was the last thing her mother 
ever bought her. The onslaught of grief and regret is so intimate 
that at times the novel feels claustrophobic, as if there is no 
escape. Which, of course, for Tiger, there isn’t. There’s only sur-
render to her new normal. A few glimmers of hope appear in the 
form of friendships and kindnesses, but this narrative is chiefly 
a first-person experience of the void left behind when the most 
important person in a young woman’s life is suddenly gone. It’s 
visceral and traumatic, pulsing with ache. Tiger is white, and 
many secondary characters are black and Latinx.

A gritty, raw account of surviving tragedy one minute 
at a time. (Fiction. 14-18)

YOU’D BE MINE
Hahn, Erin
Wednesday Books (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-19288-2  

Teen music stars get romantically 
involved.

Clay Coolidge is the flashy heart-
throb of the Nashville country music 
scene, content to make songs people 
drink and hook up to but never saying 

anything meaningful with his music. Annie Mathers is country 
music royalty about to embark on her own career five years after 
her legendary parents tragically died. The teens tour together in 
an effort to boost Clay’s sales and launch Annie’s career. Manag-
ers and record producers push them together as a fake couple, 
but it doesn’t take long for the artists to spark and spread fire. 
Annie and Clay bring out the best in each other, building each 
other up as musicians and people. Their romance is well-plotted 
and sweetly drawn: Readers (particularly those listening to the 
recent A Star Is Born soundtrack on repeat) will delight in the 
story’s rhythm and musical backdrop. The author makes sly 
observations here and there about the recording industry, but 
there’s affection here for the uniquely American style of music 
and the stories that come out of country music culture. The 
palpable endearment for its setting and characters makes for a 
warm read. While not thuddingly original, this is still a good 
ol’ fashioned love story, and there’s something to be said for a 
song we all know being sung with tenderness and care. All main 
characters are white and there is some diversity in background 
characters.

A solid romance buoyed by engaging protagonists and a 
charming backdrop. (Romance. 14-17)

COLD WHITE SUN 
Holler, Sue Farrell
Groundwood (288 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-77306-081-1  

Based on interviews with a man who 
started life as the son of a powerful Addis 
Ababa businessman, this novel traces the 
story of one refugee in Canada.

“Tesfaye” (names were changed to 
protect relatives back in Ethiopia) spent 

his early years caring only about doing well in school to please 
his father, playing with his brothers, and trying to eat before 
his sisters shooed him away. Born around the time of the Great 
Famine, Tesfaye recalls the early 1990s, when he had to be inside 
before dark because the world was dangerous after nightfall. 
When rebel soldiers forced their way into the family compound, 
Tesfaye found his life changed irrevocably. Later, after his father 
was arrested for anti-government activities and Tesfaye’s name 
was added to a wanted list for helping him distribute pamphlets, 
he began a long, taxing journey first to Kenya and, eventually, 
to Canada. Holler (Lacey and the African Grandmothers, 2009, 
etc.) transforms his story into an emotionally gripping work of 
fiction. The details of his difficult and harrowing life will wrap 
readers up in Tesfaye’s emotions—his joys, fears, and anxieties—
showing them the world through his senses. The care taken 
with this narrative is apparent on every page; readers cannot 
help but feel for Tesfaye and others like him who must sacrifice 
so much for survival and safety.

A profound, heartbreaking narrative filled with loss, 
confusion, displacement, and longing. (map, author’s note, 
information about Ethiopia) (Fiction. 14-adult)
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STAR WARS 
Queen’s Shadow
Johnston, E.K.
Disney Lucasfilm (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-368-02425-9  

A former queen plays politics to 
guide the galaxy’s future in this Star Wars 
novel.

After four years as Naboo’s Queen 
Amidala, Padmé Amidala Naberrie retires...

to become a senator of the galactic Republic. Accompanied by 
new handmaidens—bodyguards/body doubles—to Coruscant, 
she tries to fight slavery (and find young Anakin Skywalker), avoid 
assassination, restore her public image, and retain her idealism. 
Tasked with reviving a main character from the often critically 
and popularly reviled prequels, Johnston (That Inevitable Victo-
rian Thing, 2017, etc.) explores the diverse settings, delights in 
the alien cultures, and even expands the romantic possibilities 
to include same-sex relationships. Padmé and her handmaidens 
are assumed white; other humanoids’ races are only noted when 
not white. The various species of Star Wars appear here but only 
as background characters. Readers without encyclopedic Star 
Wars knowledge receive name-dropping and cross-referencing 
rather than character development, while critics of Episodes I 
through III may still reject this interlude’s earnest explanations 
for the cinematic sources’ flaws, which are reproduced here—
too much politicking, not enough passion. Padmé is a potent 
symbol but remains a flat character, restricted by her political 
role, her ornate, excessively described costuming, and her cir-
cumscribed cinematic fate. Sabé, her former but steadfast hand-
maid, has more depth but regrettably fewer chapters.

Less a bold rebellion, more a boring bureaucracy, albeit 
with a strong, doomed female protagonist. (Science fiction. 
12-18)

DREAMING DARKLY
Kittredge, Caitlin
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-06-266562-1  

After her mother’s suicide, 16-year-
old Ivy Bloodgood is packed off to the 
foreboding New England island of Dark-
haven, where secrets and skeletons over-
flow the closets of her new home.

Ivy’s long-lost uncle Simon is welcoming even if house-
keeper Mrs. MacLeod is anything but. After a hand-to-mouth 
life with her grifter mother, Ivy just wants to graduate and head 
to California. However, waking up the first night in a rambling, 
decaying mansion covered in what she hopes is animal blood 
is horrific, especially when she finds out that someone called 
Neil Ramsey was killed in the woods. The Bloodgoods and the 

less upstanding Ramseys—the only two families on the island—
have a Hatfield and McCoy thing going on, so fraternizing with 
the youngest Ramsey, Doyle, is a no-no, which doesn’t stop Ivy. 
Ivy’s nightmares get bloodier, and she’s afraid she’s inherited the 
mental illness or rumored curse that seems to plague her fam-
ily, but as she tries to unravel their fraught history, with Doyle’s 
help, she realizes something darker may be at work. Kittredge’s 
(Grim Tidings, 2016, etc.) dread-soaked tale invokes the best of 
Victorian gothics, and the brash, street-smart, and resilient Ivy 
ably keeps her wits about her even when the you-know-what 
hits the fan. All main characters are presumably white.

A twisty, haunting, and satisfying contemporary gothic 
that will enthrall readers. (Thriller. 14-18)

Kittredge’s dread-soaked tale invokes the best of Victorian gothics.
dreaming darkly
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
M.E. Kerr

THE PIONEER IN QUEER YA INSPIRED GENERATIONS OF WRITERS
By Megan Labrise

Queer YA wouldn’t be what it is today without Mari-
jane Meaker. 

In 1952, she set the publishing world aflame with 
Spring Fire, the story of a forbidden love between so-
rority sisters Mitch and Leda, written under the pseud-
onym Vin Packer. This titillating story single-handedly 
launched the bold new genre of lesbian pulp fiction.

“She was the first one to write a book in that genre 
that was purely about a relationship between two girls,” 
says Robin Talley, author of Pulp (2018), a cross-gener-
ational homage to lesbian storytelling, set in 1955 and 
2017. “It became this huge phenomenon in publishing. 
She proved for the first time there was a queer audi-
ence out there for books, which was something that 
had never occurred to anyone until then.”

Meaker originally intended it to be a high school 
romance—set in a boarding school, as her first rela-
tionship had been—but editor Dick Carroll said no. 
He also vetoed any plot points that might “make ho-
mosexuality attractive” to readers, including a happy 
ending, Meaker writes in the introduction to a 2004 
Spring Fire reissue.

“Lesbians and homosexuals, in those days, had no 
sense of entitlement,” she writes. “The majority of us 
were closeted….There were no magazines or newspa-
pers about us, no clubs for us to belong to. Books writ-
ten about us were very few with small print orders and 
not reviewed in major publications….The churches 
and synagogues called us sinner, as they still do, and 
the law called us criminals. We had no legitimacy.” 

Spring Fire sold 1.5 million copies in its first printing. 
Fan mail addressed to Packer poured into the offices 
of publisher Gold Medal Books, attesting to the sto-
ry’s profound impact on lesbian and heterosexual read-
ers alike—including a particularly moving letter from a 
young woman named Ann Bannon. 

“Marijane Meaker [wrote] back to Ann Bannon and 
said, ‘[Do] you want to come to New York and meet 
my editor and write your own book?’ ” says Talley, who 
based one of Pulp’s storylines on their relationship. 

“That’s what caused Ann Bannon to have this great 
career—she wrote a series of five lesbian novels [The 
Beebo Brinker Chronicles] that were very successful 
and are still read and reprinted—and the relationship 
between those two writers led to the evolution of the 
genre.”

In 1972, Meaker shifted to writing for young read-
ers full time as M.E. Kerr. She is the author of more 
than 20 realistic teen novels, many featuring gay and 
lesbian characters: Dinky Hocker Shoots Smack!, Is That 
You, Miss Blue?, Gentlehands, Night Kites, and Deliver Us 

Photo courtesy Zoe Kam
itses
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THROUGH THE WHITE WOOD
Leake, Jessica
HarperTeen (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-06-266629-1  

A peasant girl in 11th-century Russia 
must learn to harness her power over ice.

Katya is ostracized in her village 
because of her ability to freeze, becom-
ing ice—and when she loses her temper 
and her power kills someone she loves, 

she is arrested. Katya fears a death sentence at the hands of the 
notoriously cruel prince, but she soon learns that he wants to 
use her magic as a weapon in a coming war. Not only that, but 
the prince has a special elemental power too, an affinity with 
fire that provides a foil for Katya’s ice exactly as narrative con-
venience requires. Katya hits all the chosen-one marks that this 
genre demands—mysterious and magical parentage, the death 
of a beloved mentor, learning to accept the power within one-
self—and no avid fantasy reader will be surprised by the plot’s 
turns. All characters are assumed white except for a brief refer-
ence to a brown-skinned spring goddess, and the narration con-
flates fairness with beauty. The writing style is confident and 
plot-focused, although it veers into a strangely stilted quality 
in much of the dialogue. Vivid descriptions, especially of luxu-
rious tents and traditional dresses, offer a pleasantly rounded 
sense of detail.

A paint-by-numbers fantasy rendered in pretty winter 
colors. (author’s note, glossary) (Historical fantasy. 13-18)

RIPTIDE
Martin, R.T.
Darby Creek (108 pp.) 
$26.65 PLB  |  Apr. 2, 2019 
Series: To the Limit 
978-1-5415-4036-1 PLB

Maya and Paige head to forbidding 
Ripper’s Cove to surf after a contentious 
encounter with bully Kai at the beach.

Despite Paige’s cautionary tales of 
surfing accidents, Maya allows her anger to pull the pair to 
the dangerous spot as a storm rolls in. Martin (The Field Trip, 
2018, etc.) plainly presents another harbinger of danger with 
mentions of shark attacks, but the surfers paddle out to catch 
some coveted waves anyhow. When Paige and Maya sustain 
injuries and a shark foils the rescue plan, Maya needs to think 
quickly and find help in unlikely places. Accompanying titles 
in this series find friends in extreme sports predicaments with 
little to aid them. In Whiteout by Vanessa Lanang, Jessa and 
brother Pax navigate a remote trail on their snowboards, fac-
ing cliffs and an ominous storm. In Off Road by Raelyn Drake, 
trail biking friends Wyatt and Tanika must find their way out of 
the backcountry after a gnarly crash while fending off a moun-
tain lion. On Edge, also by Drake, features climbers Trevor and 

From Evie. For her contributions to young adult litera-
ture, Meaker received the ALA’s Margaret A. Edwards 
Award in 1993. 

“I was very much formed by books when I was 
young,” Meaker said in a 1977 interview of her deci-
sion to focus on YA. “I was a bookworm and a poetry 
lover. I think of myself and what I would have liked 
to have found in books those many years ago. I loved 
Ezra Pound, but I was confused by his bigotry, for ex-
ample. I also remember being depressed by all the 
neatly tied-up, happy-ending stories, the abundance 
of winners, the theme of winning, solving, finding—
when around me it didn’t seem that easy.

“My view of the world is loving but skeptical at 
times; optimistic but cynical; vulnerable but on guard,” 
she said. “Most of the time I’d rather create my own 
fictional world, which is the motive of many writers, I 
suppose.”

Megan Labrise is a staff writer and co-host of the Fully 
Booked podcast.
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Ngozi Ukazu

WEBCOMICS ARE FERTILE SOIL FOR YOUNGER GENERATIONS 
OF CREATORS
By Alex Heimbach

When you ask Ngozi Ukazu about her favorite fan-
doms, she says it depends: “How much time do you 
have?” she responds. It turns out her top three se-
ries are Star Trek, Avatar: The Last Airbender, and 
Patrick O’Brian’s Master and Commander books. 
However, her own comic is about something total-
ly different: hockey. Check, Please!: Book 1: #Hockey 
(2018) is the story of Bitty, a gay kid from Georgia 
who is beginning his first year on Samwell Univer-
sity’s hockey team. 

The comic evolved from a screenplay Ukazu 
wrote her senior year of college, which was also about 
a gay hockey player but from a darker perspective: 

The characters got addicted to pain killers and grap-
pled with self-hatred instead of baking pies and call-
ing each other silly nicknames. “I was like, OK, I’m 
going to try to make some very serious art—push 
out my tendency to do comedy—and it came rushing 
back in,” she says.

Despite her abiding enthusiasm, the sport seems 
like an unexpected subject for Ukazu. “I’m a first-gen-
eration Nigerian woman who is from Texas, which is 
not what you think of when you think about hockey,” 
she says. Before writing Check, Please! she did exten-
sive research and immersed herself in Yale’s hockey 
scene so she could do the sport’s culture justice. She 
compares the process to going into the wild and gath-
ering ingredients—you have to get really good ones 
to create the best possible dish at home.

Ukazu is fascinated by the worldbuilding process. 
“It just makes everything feel more real,” she says. “It 
makes the jokes funnier; it makes the stakes higher.” 
In fact, worldbuilding is what initially drew her to 
fandom: When she read or watched something she 
loved, she wanted to live in those worlds for as long 
as she could.

She was determined to replicate this feeling in her 
own work. “I always liken starting Check, Please! to 
creating my own fandom,” Ukazu says. To that end, 
she created social media accounts for her characters 
and put out regular bonus content. The idea was to 
create a whole interactive world rather than a single 
narrative.

Given Ukazu’s interest in cross-platform storytell-
ing, starting Check, Please! as a webcomic was a natural 
choice for her. “My relationship with the internet is 
that it’s always been a bit of a canvas for me,” she says. 
Putting her comic online allowed her to connect di-

Photo courtesy Beverly G
uhl
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Micah stranded in a canyon with a snakebite and broken arm, 
respectively. While there are few physical descriptions of most 
characters, a couple of the titles feature diversity: In On Edge, 
Micah has a Chinese surname, Trevor dances with another boy, 
and there is a reference to a lesbian couple; the siblings in White-
out are Filipino. While formulaic and somewhat flat, the high-
action, low-romance content in these accessible books could fill 
a collection gap.

Reluctant readers who like survival stories will go 
along for each adventure. (Fiction. 12-18) (Off Road: 978-1-5415-
4035-4; On Edge: 978-1-5415-4038-5; Whiteout: 978-1-5415-4037-8)

THE GLOBAL REFUGEE CRISIS
Fleeing Conflict and Violence
McPherson, Stephanie Sammartino
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (132 pp.) 
$37.32 PLB  |  Apr. 1, 2019  
978-1-5415-2811-6 PLB

This ambitious narrative strives to 
create awareness of the plight of refu-
gees through personal vignettes, salient 
historical context, and an overview of 
current worldwide hot spots.

Now-iconic photographs of Pope Francis, Justin Trudeau, 
Malala Yousafzai, and even a Sesame Street puppet punctu-
ate the text, which is broken down into graphically inviting 
segments. The immediate launch into the subtopic of climate 
migration slows the momentum of the opening chapter. The 
wording of the brief section on Palestinian refugees opens with 
a patent falsehood—that nearly “one million Palestinians left 
their homes,” implying a voluntary evacuation. In stark con-
trast to sections on other refugee groups which contain strongly 
worded information and evocative quotes from individuals 
about the suffering and oppression leading to their refugee 
status, the book is silent on corresponding events endured by 
Palestinians (who are also excluded from the index). The irony 
of the chapter title “Welcome to the United States” becomes 
obvious in the enumeration of the vetting process for poten-
tial refugees. Frequent in-line definitions of words disrupt the 
readability; expanding the glossary would have streamlined the 
narrative. Profiles of individual refugees, particularly success 
stories such as Rep. Ilhan Omar, put a human face on the sub-
ject. A map, infographic, and sidebars provide important con-
textual information. The book concludes with suggestions for 
ways readers can help refugees in their communities.

A timely and thought-provoking discussion of an urgent 
humanitarian issue despite the caveats noted. (source 
notes, glossary, bibliography, further information, index) 
(Nonfiction. 12-18)

rectly and immediately with an audience even as she 
was developing the story and characters.

In order to make the comic financially feasible, 
Ukazu put together a Kickstarter campaign to self-
publish a graphic-novel version. It worked so well 
that she did a second one, which became the most 
funded comic campaign to ever appear on the site. 
With that milestone came the opportunity to work 
with traditional publishers rather than doing every-
thing herself. “It made sense because, while Check, 
Please! could definitely exist as an independent entity 
and fandom online, now that it’s in bookstores, now 
that it’s in libraries, it’s reaching audiences that may 
have never found it on Tumblr,” she says. What be-
gan as a very novel type of storytelling has found new 
fans through more traditional means.

Even though it feels awkward to discuss her own 
success, Ukazu wants to emphasize just how much 
financial support there has been for Check, Please! 

“It shows that there is a readership for stories about 
little gay boys who bake pie,” she says. “People want 
happy queer love stories.”

Check, Please! received a starred review in the Aug. 15, 
2018 issue. 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Gengoroh Tagame

HOW DO WE INSTILL A SENSE OF COMPASSION THROUGH
THE GENERATIONS? 
By Gordon West

At its manga core, Gengoroh Tagame’s two-volume 
graphic novel series My Brother’s Husband is a study 
in connections: ones that are broken, repaired, cultur-
al, social, and unexpected. Framed within the narrative 
is single dad Yaichi, who has always perceived himself 
as accepting of his deceased twin brother’s sexuali-
ty. When his brother Ryoji’s white Canadian husband, 
Mike, unexpectedly knocks on the door, Yaichi is cir-
cumstantially nudged into confronting and combating 
his own homophobia. In tandem with his gradual af-
finity for Mike (an affection that Yaichi’s outspoken 
young daughter, Kana, exudes immediately), Yaichi 
grapples with both his insecurities as a father and his 
frustration with Japan’s cultural wall when it comes to 
LGBTQ acceptance.

The books were born from openly gay Tagame’s de-
sire to create a series that would encourage a straight au-
dience to engage in LGBTQ material. And an all-ages 
manga could be just the digestif needed to process the 

meaty concepts of gay marriage and nontraditional fam-
ily ties—no matter the geography or language.

“I started thinking about how I could make a straight 
audience more personally invested in a story about mar-
riage equality, and I thought, Nothing could be more per-
sonal to a straight person than having a family member 
marry someone of the same gender,” Tagame told our 

“Queeries” columnist Karen Schechner last fall. “By stag-
ing a marriage with a family member of a straight char-
acter, I wanted the straight character to realize marriage 
equality doesn’t just affect gay or lesbian couples (i.e., the 
special circumstances by which marriage “equality” is de-
fined), but that it’s an issue that affects all of society, in-
cluding straight people.”

By their very nature, graphic novels enable an author 
to put into pictures what can’t easily be put into words. 

“Complicated feelings that can’t be rendered into simple 
words can be expressed as a matter of fact through visual 
imagery (provided you have the artistic skills, of course),” 
Tagame said. “For that reason, I pay particular attention 
to the details of my characters’ moods.”

Tagame has that skill, exemplified by the prestigious 
Japan Media Arts Award he’s received for the series. His 
illustrated realizations and nuanced expressions can help 
a finicky audience process the material better. They also 
give a more holistic view of a character who outwardly 
claims a semblance of neutrality while an internal war 
of conflicting feelings wages. In one virtually wordless 
spread, for example, after Mike has been welcomed into 
the home, Yaichi is crippled by the simple act of walking 
out of the bathroom post-shower. Though it’s his quotid-
ian habit, he’s irrationally afraid to be nude in the hallway 
of his home for fear that Mike will (gasp!) be attracted to 
him. Emotional seesaws like this are peppered through-
out and, if the series were text alone, could detract from 

Photo courtesy of the author
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BARELY MISSING 
EVERYTHING 
Mendez, Matt
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum
(320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-5344-0445-8  

Born on the poor side of El Paso, 
Juan and JD fight for their dreams, know-
ing the odds are stacked against them.

Mendez (Twitching Heart, 2012) tells 
the touching story of two teenage buddies, their troubled fami-
lies, and the injustices they endure as a result of being poor and 
brown. Juan wants to play college basketball. JD wants to be a 
filmmaker. But following a single bad decision at a party in a 
wealthy neighborhood, their dreams begin to fall like dominoes. 
In a setting of police profiling and violent streets, it becomes 
obvious that the pain in this community is intergenerational. 
The boys must cope with parental secrets—Juan’s mother never 
told him who his father is, and JD’s father makes him an accom-
plice in a dishonest affair. As they seek answers, readers see that 
the future is a tidal wave pushing them to the brink even as they 
act with courage and good intentions. Studying, working hard 
on the court, impressing coaches and teachers, the teens come 
to understand that the world has labeled them failures no mat-
ter how hard they try. In this novel with a deep sense of place 
and realistic dialogue, characters who are vivid and fallible add 
deep psychological meaning to a heart-wrenching story.

At once accessible and artful, this is an important book 
about Mexican teens holding onto hope and friendship in 
the midst of alcoholism, poverty, prejudice, and despair. 
(Fiction. 14-18)

THE FIRST TRUE THING
Needell, Claire
HarperTeen (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-06-236052-6  

Sixteen-year-old Marcelle is attend-
ing her support group, avoiding her user 
friends, and trying to find freedom from 
her addiction, but when her best friend 
disappears, everything starts falling 
apart.

Marcelle’s alcohol use disorder is a way for her to chase away 
the insecurity and loneliness she feels, but instead of leaving 
her happy, her binge drinking is slowly killing her. After a wild, 
drunken ride on her bicycle leaves her broken and bruised, she 
begins attending a local support group run by other teens look-
ing to get clean. But as she tries to break free from the drinking, 
she watches her best friend, Hannah, descend into a life of por-
nographic modeling and dealing cocaine. Marcelle must decide 
whether or not to tell concerned adults in their lives everything 
she knows about what Hannah is doing. While the struggles 

the organic evolution of Yaichi’s compassion and under-
standing. Additionally, in stark contrast to the popular 
image in Japan of gentle, mild-mannered “herbivore men” 
or the slender, beautiful gay boys of yaoi (manga and an-
ime featuring gay romances popular with young women, 
in particular), Yaichi is depicted as a buff, traditionally 
masculine-appearing man who is also introspective, a 
nurturing father, and close to his ex-wife.

There’s a certain two-part value to this two-volume 
narrative. Like a reluctant reader for closed minds, it en-
courages a heteronormative, straight, or culturally ho-
mophobic audience to look at homosexuality and gay 
marriage through the lens of love, family, and normalcy. 
It conversely helps encourage compassion, understand-
ing, and optimism from an LGBTQ readership who 
might otherwise not understand the misgivings of peo-
ple who are opposed to gay marriage. 

Homosexuality is an otherness as natural as skin tone, 
hair texture, and height. Mike embodies this naturalness, 
a label-free organic level of existence. He’s not a homo-
sexual Canadian widower; he’s just lovable, self-confident 
Mike. And Yaichi, over the course of conversation, inter-
nal dialogue, reflection, expressions, and the endearing 
reprimands of his daughter, realizes his own discomfort 
is, frankly, ridiculous. A graphic novel shows where it 
doesn’t tell. Can people who are ignorant of or even dis-
like homosexuality be persuaded to be more tolerant if 
they’re shown compassion in My Brother’s Husband in-
stead of told how to impart it? I’m telling you, I hope so.

Gordon West is a writer, illustrator, and shark enthusiast liv-
ing in historical and ridiculously adorable Salem, Massachusetts.
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with substance abuse are raw and complicated, the plot wan-
ders aimlessly in places, causing the narrative to lose its energy 
and drive. Further Marcelle’s continued self-absorption is at 
best claustrophobic and at worst reprehensible, as it puts her 
friend’s life at risk. The large cast is often unwieldy, causing fur-
ther confusion. The primary characters are all white, although 
some of the support group members’ names suggest diversity.

An important issue that is unfortunately unartfully 
explored. (author’s note, resources) (Fiction. 14-18)

EARTH TO CHARLIE
Olson, Justin
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5344-1952-0  

Charlie (not Charles) Dickens seeks 
UFOs and avoids life in small-town 
Montana.

Charlie’s mother disappeared two 
years ago. Prompted by her claims 
beforehand, he’s certain she was 

abducted by aliens who’ll eventually U-turn to collect him. Now 
a freshman, he has no mother, no mothership, and no friend in 
sight save for an obese, housebound neighbor, whose body is 
described in derogatory terms, and a three-legged dog named 
Tickles. Aggressively bullied (imagine what small minds do 
with the name Dickens) and openly disliked at school, Charlie 
scurries under the radar until Seth sweeps into town. Charlie 
can’t understand why charismatic Seth wants to talk to him and 
initially retreats before being lured into the fold of friendship. 
Charlie is eventually forced to look skyward and wonder what’s 
really missing—his mother or his perspective? The prospect 
of aliens appearing at any second has its own brand of fantas-
tic intrigue, but the reader’s omniscient awareness as Charlie 
grapples with navigating intimacy and self-respect is eons more 
emotionally substantive. The town appears entirely white. One 
character is gay—an important plot point treated with subtlety. 
A noncogent grandmother and alcoholic father add a layer that 
doesn’t detract from the coming-of-age perspective. One neatly 
tied plot point after another at the end feels a little crowded 
compared to the preceding pace but shouldn’t deter readers.

A slice-of-life glimpse at a boy trying to mean some-
thing in the universe. (Realistic fiction. 12-16)

THE PRINCESS AND 
THE FANGIRL
Poston, Ashley
Quirk Books (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-68369-096-2 
Series: Once Upon a Con, 2 

A celebrity wants to be somebody 
else and a fan just wants to be somebody 
in this The Prince and the Pauper–inspired 
sequel to Geekerella (2017).

Having played Princess Amara in the movie reboot of cult sci-
fi show Starfield, 19-year-old Jessica Stone is ready to move on to 
more serious roles. High schooler and self-proclaimed nobody 
Imogen Lovelace idolizes the independent space princess and 
is campaigning to #SaveAmara. When the look-alikes collide at 
the annual ExcelsiCon and switch places—a cinematic improb-
ability acknowledged, then cheerfully exploited—each gains a 
new perspective on fandom. Jess revels in normality and hesi-
tantly explores romance with Imogen’s online friend, Harper 
Hart. Imogen relishes the limelight and spars and sparks with 
Jess’ bodyguard, overly serious 17-year-old Ethan Tanaka. Inter-
racial and same-sex relationships are central—Jess and Imogen 
are white, Harper is black and female, Ethan is Japanese-Ameri-
can, and Imogen has two moms and a gay brother—all befitting 
the inclusivity and gender-bending aspects of fandom, cosplay, 
and cons. Yet Poston (Heart of Iron, 2018, etc.) also ruthlessly 
dissects the dark side of science-fiction and fantasy pop culture: 
body-shaming, trolls, social media mobs, and sexual harassment. 
Sometimes, the best tales are the ones that transport audiences, 
not serious and philosophical but fun, light, and nerdy.

Unabashedly nerdtastic. (Romance. 12-18)

THE LOST
Preston, Natasha
Sourcebooks Fire (320 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4926-5226-7  

A teen fights to survive in the midst 
of a mystery not unlike the ones she 
enjoys reading.

In the small town of Mauveton, 11 
teenagers have disappeared in the past 
six months. The police seem to be writing 

them off as runaways, but introverted 16-year-old crime enthusiast 
Piper and her friend Hazel believe there is more to the story. The 
girls decide to investigate the disappearances by following in the 
footsteps of the missing teens right before they supposedly ran 
away. While hanging out at the local lake where most of the town’s 
teens spend their free time during the summer, they run into a 
couple of wealthy local college boys. They soon discover the truth: 
Locked away in a hidden compound filled with horrific surprises, 
Piper has to find the will to survive and make it back to her parents 
alive, especially since they already lost one daughter. Preston (You 

Unabashedly nerdtastic.
the princess and the fangirl
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Will Be Mine, 2018, etc.) weaves a terrifying tale with unexpected 
friendships, romance, and surprising twists. Most characters are 
assumed white, but there is some diversity in secondary characters. 
While the unforeseen twists and unexpected ending make this an 
intriguing read, the story moves very quickly, leaving little room for 
relationships and characters to develop believably.

A fast-paced, plot-driven page-turner for fans of darker 
mysteries. (Thriller. 14-18)

THE UNIVERSAL LAWS 
OF MARCO
Rodrigues, Carmen
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-4424-8509-9  

A Cuban-American teenager from 
Florida uses a physics assignment to 
figure out what he wants when he finds 
himself stuck in a love triangle.

If Marco Suarez succeeds at becom-
ing a Ph.D. in astrophysics, he will be the first member of his 
family to earn a degree of any kind. A straight-A student who 
works a 40-hour-a-week grocery store job, Marco is prepared to 
surpass his father’s career as a custodian. But as he nears the end 
of high school and an old girlfriend returns to town, he must 
face some difficult decisions while trying not to hurt anyone’s 
feelings. Written in a fast-paced style with engaging dialogue, 
the lack of flaws in Marco’s pleasing character render him nearly 
one-dimensional. He is loyal, wise, hardworking, and willing to 
sacrifice everything for his family. He selflessly puts his friends 
ahead of himself. His teachers and elderly neighbors love him. 
The novel does pitch some interesting plot elements at the 
reader, but even as the adults in Marco’s life cause him prob-
lems, the consequences of their actions are disappointingly 
never fully explored. The love sparks, best friend group dynam-
ics, and philosophical musings are fairy tales that happen on 
the periphery of real problems. The meta-commentary of the 
novel’s story only makes the writing feel more self-conscious.

A happily-ever-after story about multicultural friends 
who are portrayed more as role models than complex char-
acters. (Fiction. 12-18)

SINCE WE LAST SPOKE
Rufener, Brenda
HarperTeen (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-06-257108-3  

It took 17 years for Aggi and Max to 
fall in love but just one night to lose each 
other.

Next-door neighbors in rural North 
Carolina, Aggi Frank and Maxwell Granger 
took years to admit that they were in love. 

Their romance felt like it could last forever—until Max’s brother, 
Cal, died in a car accident while Aggi’s sister, Kate, was driv-
ing. Kate’s role in the accident drove her to commit suicide just 
10 days after Cal passed away. The double tragedy tore the Frank 
and Granger families apart, culminating in a restraining order that 
prevented Aggi and Max from talking, let alone dating. For a year, 
Aggi and Max followed the rules and avoided each other until the 
night their best friends, Umé and Henry, plotted to bring the two 
together to mend their broken hearts. Rufener’s (Where I Live, 
2018) treatment of grief is nuanced and deeply felt, and Aggi’s and 
Max’s complex feelings about themselves, their families, and their 
aborted romance drive the skillfully crafted narrative. Unfortu-
nately, Kate and Cal, whose deaths are the reason behind the book, 
are disappointingly two-dimensional, overly wise, almost magical 
older siblings rather than fully formed characters. Aggi, Max, and 
Henry are from working-class families, Umé is queer, and all main 
characters are white.

A compelling story about grief told through the voices 
of two expertly drawn protagonists. (Romance. 14-18)

SNOWHOOK
Storm, Jo
Dundurn (288 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Feb. 19, 2019
978-1-4597-4300-7  

Mother Nature battles a girl and her 
motley crew of sled dogs to a draw in the 
frozen landscape of eastern Ontario.

Forecasts of a winter storm send 
Hannah’s Army Reservist father to 
answer the call of duty, igniting a series 
of poor choices and near misses for his 

teenage daughter. In a fit of pique over spending school holi-
days at the family’s rural cabin, Hannah accidentally breaks her 
mother’s supply of insulin ampoules. Accompanied by a guilty 
conscience and four family dogs, Hannah sets out to save the day 
by dog sledding to the nearest neighbor for help. Unfortunately, 
the first leg of her endeavor ends with Hannah being greeted 
by a rifle-wielding woman having combat flashbacks. Hannah 
escapes with her life and Peter, a recalcitrant teenage passenger 
whose main contributions to the mission are sarcasm and his 
ability to start a fire. Anything that could go wrong does, but 
Hannah keeps moving forward in a learn-as-you-go adventure 
where only the two lead dogs have any idea what they’re doing. 
Below zero temperatures do nothing to warm us to either Han-
nah or Peter, whose snarly personalities wear as thin as the ice 
one of the dogs falls through. Hannah’s mother is Korean and 
her father is white; other characters follow a white default.

A winter adventure that should have skipped a print 
version and gone straight to TV as an after-school special. 
(Fiction. 12-14)
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5 crucial voices of 
a generation

Angie Thomas Adam Silvera

Jenny Han Tomi Adeyemi

Elizabeth Acevedo

THE CENTER OF THE 
UNIVERSE
Voros, Ria
Kids Can (512 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5253-0038-7  

In the wake of her TV news anchor 
mom’s disappearance, a Canadian teen 
revisits their fraught relationship.

Her heart set on a career in astro-
physics, Grace, 17, couldn’t be more 

different from her mom, GG Carter, and grandma Patricia, a 
film and TV star. She’s closer to her ecologist dad and younger 
brother, Charlie. Seeking clues to GG’s disappearance from 
Charlie’s soccer game, the police interview Grace’s family. 
Grace, gifted at recognizing patterns, describes recent changes 
in GG but is reluctant to tell the police about the fight they 
had after GG took a call and missed her daughter’s astropho-
tography presentation. GG’s celebrity puts her family under 
the spotlight; Grace and Charlie stop attending school. The 
new normal includes police updates, neighbors’ gifts of lasa-
gna, and sleepless nights. Supporting Grace are her best friend, 
Iris, and their attractive, half-Korean/half-white classmate, 
Mylo McLean (Grace and her family and Iris are white). Due 
to events in his own life, Mylo has also experienced the stress 
of being in limbo, like Grace’s family, and desperate for news. 
While the novel’s first two-thirds are stellar—vivid, suspense-
ful, and tautly plotted—in the final third air leaks out of the 
narrative balloon; only then do readers feel its exceptional, 
500-plus–page, length. That’s not to downplay the strengths on 
display—compelling characters, wry humor, masterful and sus-
penseful plotting—rather, the contrast raises expectations that 
aren’t entirely fulfilled.

Fans of edgy suspense won’t be disappointed. (astro-
physicist interview) (Fiction. 14-18)

THE WAKING FOREST 
Wees, Alyssa
Delacorte (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-0-525-58116-1  

An older teen’s uncanny dreams spill 
into reality—or perhaps it’s the other 
way around.

Rhea Ravenna, eldest of four white 
sisters, has been having visions and the 
same dream full of winding stairs and 

forbidden doors since she was young. Now 18 and with a decade 
of therapy for anxiety under her belt, she finally opens the door 
in her dream to find a dark presence behind it—and he is still 
there when she wakes up. Elsewhere in a vast woods—the same 
woods that Rhea sees in waking visions—a witch contentedly 
grants wishes to dreaming children, until a young man dis-
guised as a black fox enters her realm and begins to tell her an 
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enigmatic story of magic and rebellion and torn-out hearts. As 
Rhea’s home begins to unravel and her family to disappear, her 
world and the witch’s realm violently collide, and neither can 
hold back their screams. Dreams and stories—their power to 
escape reality and to restore it—are in the bones of this master-
fully woven fantasy debut. And at its heart? The power of revo-
lution in the face of coldly violent injustice. Wees has borrowed 
everything and nothing at all from fairy tales, stitching the most 
timeless and archetypal elements of dream, darkness, the for-
est, corruption, and imperfect valor into an intricate pattern 
crafted to twist, invert, and fall apart with exquisite precision.

Into the woods like never before. (Fantasy. 14-17)

WHITE ROSE 
Wilson, Kip
Versify/HMH (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-328-59443-3  

Sophie Scholl was a young German 
student who wanted to see the end of 
Hitler and the Nazi regime. She gave her 
life for that cause.

As children, Sophie and her brother 
Hans were enthusiastic members of Hit-

ler Youth organizations. But as the Nazis’ chokehold increased 
and the roundups and arrests of dissenters and Jews escalated, 
they became determined to resist. After conscription into the 
National Labor Service, Hans, Sophie, and trusted university 
friends formed the secret White Rose resistance group. Hans 
began to compose treasonable leaflets, promoting an uprising 
against Hitler. Sophie helped get the leaflets out to influen-
tial people as well as to other university students. Their work 
attracted the attention of Nazi sympathizers, who informed 
the Gestapo of suspicious activities—and they were ultimately 
caught by a university custodian. Intensive interrogation and 
imprisonment, followed by a sham trial led by a fanatical judge, 
led to the sentence of death by guillotine. Organized in repeated 
sections that move forward and backward in time, readers hear 
Sophie’s thoughts in brief, pointed, free-verse poems in direct, 
compelling language. Other poems give voice to individuals 
such as her boyfriend, Fritz, who served in the German army, 
and the Gestapo interrogator, adding to readers’ understand-
ing of the inevitability of the outcome and the tragic futility of 
their sacrifice.

Real events made deeply personal in an intense, bone-
chilling reading experience. (dramatis personae, glossary, 
author’s note, sources) (Verse historical fiction. 12-adult)
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For nearly 50 years, Manhattan’s Bank Street Bookstore has 
enraptured kids with hand-picked books as well as puppet shows, 
toys, and musical storytimes. The children’s bookstore is owned 
by Bank Street College of Education, a graduate school for pro-
gressive educators, and is a nationwide resource for teachers. “At 
Bank Street, we take pride in handselling directly to our young 
customers, and we’re not afraid to give them books that expand 
their world,” says manager Caitlyn Morrissey. “We think teachers 
are rock stars and do everything we can to support them.” 

How would you describe Bank Street Bookstore to 
the uninitiated?
Bank Street is a place with enormous respect for children and 
childhood. We proudly champion books that tackle tough subjects, 
such as immigration and racism. We are a place for kids to feel ut-
terly at home. Kids lie on the floor after school and do their home-
work. Our storytime hosts know the names of all our regulars. 

What were some of your favorite interactions with 
young readers? 
The best feeling in the world is when a kid comes back after read-
ing something you recommended and asks for another like it. Our 
individual booksellers definitely get their own fan clubs. One teen 
reader came in after reading Mackenzi Lee’s The Gentleman’s Guide 
to Vice and Virtue. I handed her the ARC for the sequel. She couldn’t 
believe it. It’s not always about the size of the sale—it’s the pure 
glee when you hand them the exact book they need. 

I love watching our staff lead storytime. The littlest kids walk 
up and put their faces right in the pages. One bookseller pretends 
to forget how the alphabet song goes, and the audience erupts in 
giggles. I read Dragons Love Tacos to some 6-year-olds, and they 
were actually rolling on the floor with laughter when the dragons 
ate the hot salsa.

In a children’s bookstore, you have to be prepared for every-
thing. I often get attacked by rubber snakes and unicorn hand pup-
pets at the register. I love when a kid comes up to me with a more 
out-of-the-box question. I was recently approached by a 7-year-old 
who adores guinea pigs and thought of the perfect recommenda-
tion. (Guinea Pig, Pet Shop Private Eye, of course.) They feel like 
you just conjured the book out of thin air just for them!

If Bank Street were a religion, what would be its 
icons and tenets?
Lucy Sprague Mitchell, Margaret Wise Brown, and Ruth Krauss 
would be our patron saints. Lucy was a founder and Margaret and 
Ruth were early members of Bank Street Writers Lab and taught 
us that children’s books should reflect the way they experience 
the world.

Our tenets: Reading breeds empathy. Books should be mir-
rors and also windows. Every kid deserves to see themselves in a 
book. And all reading is good reading even if adults don’t see the 
appeal of reading the 57th or 96th book in a series! 

How does the bookstore reflect the interests of 
your community?
Our community is fantastically diverse, and we reflect that in our 
buying and our displays. We partner with local schools to do multi-
cultural and Spanish-language book fairs. Educating for democracy, 
equity, and social justice are key components of the Bank Street 
curriculum, and we uphold that in our bookselling practices. 

What are your favorite handsells?
Julián Is a Mermaid by Jessica Love is my hands-down favorite 
from 2018. It’s gorgeous and communicates so much in the spare 
text. I am giving it to adults and kids alike. I’ve long loved Nina 
LaCour’s writing, but We Are Okay left me stunned. This Is How 
We Do It: One Day in the Lives of Seven Kids from Around the World 
by Matt Lamothe gives kids a great sense of how families around 
the world live. Fergus Crane, from the Far-Flung Adventures series 
by Paul Stewart, is perfect for kids just advancing from chapter 
books to meatier novels; it’s hilarious, and Chris Riddell’s illus-
trations are fantastic. Anything Polly Horvath but especially The 
Trolls. She understands her audience’s desire for the eerie and 
quirky! Elena’s Serenade by Campbell Geeslin and illustrated by 
Ana Juan, about a Mexican girl who won’t let anyone tell her she 
can’t be a glassblower. This Is Kind of an Epic Love Story by Kheryn 
Callender is dead-on in its depiction of how immense your feel-
ings are as a teenager.
Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

Shelf Space
By Karen Schechner
A Conversation with Caitlyn Morrissey, the Manager of Bank Street Bookstore
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CONGRESSIONAL 
PROCEDURE
A Practical Guide to the 
Legislative Process in the 
U.S. Congress
Arenberg, Richard A.
TheCapitol.Net (240 pp.) 
$37.00  |  $29.00 paper  |  $15.00 e-book 
Oct. 1, 2018
978-1-58733-299-9
978-1-58733-299-9 paper  

A thoroughly comprehensive guide to how the federal gov-
ernment works.

The latest book from Arenberg (co-author: Defending the 
Filibuster, 2014) takes on the ambitious task of providing a 
clearly written and systematic breakdown of the procedures, 
goals, and balances of the United States government. The 
author, a senior fellow in international and public affairs at 
Brown University, worked for decades in Congress for U.S. Sens. 
Paul Tsongas, D-Mass., Carl Levin, D-Mich., and Senate Major-
ity Leader George J. Mitchell, D-Maine. As a result, he has 
firsthand knowledge of the many processes that he describes 
in these pages. In clear, nontechnical prose, he takes his read-
ers through every element of the government, opening with 
an anatomy of both the Senate and the House of Representa-
tives and the workings of congressional committees and then 
moving into the mechanics of how legislation originates and 
makes its way from draft to bill to law. Arenberg smoothly and 
confidently moves past surface summaries of these concepts, 
getting into the fine-print details of how committees work; he 
even attempts to clarify the Byzantine workings of protocol 
as it unfolds on the Senate floor. In the present political envi-
ronment, many of Arenberg’s readers will no doubt pay extra 
attention to the sections on debt ceilings and government shut-
downs, not to mention those on presidential fitness and the 
viability of the 25th Amendment to remove a leader from office. 

Over the course of this book, Arenberg steadily maintains 
a tone of restrained optimism—which feels like an almost 
defiant move given the present situation inside the Beltway. 

“The founders had high hopes for Congress,” he writes. “They 
understood that a strong legislature is fundamental to a healthy 
democracy.” That hope is reflected in the author’s direct, con-
versational tone, which clarifies details without oversimplify-
ing them, always tying larger governmental concepts to small, 
personal applications: “If you spend more than you bring in, 
you must borrow the difference,” he writes. “If you spend less, 
you have a surplus and may be able to invest it or save for a 
child’s education.” Arenberg wisely concludes each chapter 
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DIFFICULT PEOPLE 
Stories
Wright, Catriona
Nightwood Editions (256 pp.)
$19.95 paper  |  $13.99 e-book | Oct. 20, 2018
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with review questions, and he finishes the book with a full glos-
sary, although his cleareyed prose largely makes aids such as 
these unnecessary. The picture that emerges from this account 
is at once daunting—how could such a top-heavy, overly com-
plicated system of government ever work?—and subtly encour-
aging, as in Arenberg’s explanations, it all does seem to make 
a kind of sense. Charts illustrate the intricate ways that the 
Founding Fathers and generations of later lawmakers created 
checks and balances at every level of the federal government, 
and this book topically underscores the importance of these. 
On this point, Arenberg quotes James Madison in The Federalist: 

“The accumulation of all powers, legislative, executive, and judi-
ciary, in the same hands, whether of one, a few, or many...may 
justly be pronounced the very definition of tyranny.”

A clear explanation of the workings of the United States 
government that should be required reading for politically 
engaged Americans.

EISENSTEIN’S 
MONSTER 
Bach, A.V. 
Tetracules Press (566 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 27, 2016
978-0-9976812-0-8  

Bach weaves a stunning debut out 
of disparate parts, melding settings and 
genres in this experimental literary novel.

This novel refuses simple description. 
It follows its lead, Krishawn, who’s contending with a series of 
progressively worsening brain tumors. But what emerges from 
his struggle is more than merely a meditation on the meaning of 
life. It’s a journey from hedonism to psychedelics to sci-fi, traf-
ficking not in fablelike metaphor but in nuanced, even esoteric, 
dialogue. The novel presents a morass of stories, covering sex, 
death, and the rest of human experience through its cast and 
multifarious settings, all of which inform each other, from a 
mystical mountain-climbing expedition to an ambulatory phal-
lus and beyond, shifting in both content and tone throughout. 
It’s fitting that Krishawn’s most concerning cancerous growths 
are pressing on Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas, brain structures 
responsible for speech and language development, respec-
tively, as many stories seem sparked by accidents of language: 

“Krishawn had always thought it funny how ontology and oncol-
ogy were separated only by a ‘c.’ ” But again, reading this novel 
is not only a matter of interpreting the disparate vignettes of 
the story as the degradations of a dying mind, drug-born hal-
lucinations, or religious experiences pointing to larger universal 
truths. Rather, they are all of these things and none of them, 
calling on the reader to find the connections among the ele-
ments of this pastiche and make of them both a whole and a 
sum of parts. Readers will find the novel challenging, but it’s 
never boring; it discards the willful obfuscation of many experi-
mental novels in favor of a feverish pace and a wildly emotional 
ride. Individual sections are readable on their own, and while 

Readers of all generations rel-
ish ghost stories. Whether it’s Henry 
James’ deeply disturbing The Turn of 
the Screw or Stephen King’s harrow-
ing The Shining, the menacing spirits 
floating through these tales remain 
indelible. And in the case of James’ 
novella, the specters spark a crucial 
question: Are they real or imagined? 
Kirkus Indie recently reviewed three 
novels with supernatural themes.

In Brian Corley’s Ghost Bully, a phantom tells Jonah 
Peterson and his roommate to leave their Texas home. 
When they refuse, Jonah ends up 
dead and must learn to navigate 
the afterlife. He eventually meets 
a team of paranormal investigators 
and attracts the attention of de-
mons. Our reviewer calls the book 

“an absurdly humorous” tale whose 
“enthusiasm and profundity make it 
truly exceptional.”

Erasmo Cruz, a recent college 
graduate, becomes a paranormal 
consultant in The Ghost Tracks by 
Celso Hurtado. Cruz’s credentials? Apparitions connect-
ed to a Texas legend supposedly saved his life. He tries to 
help three clients, including a man named Leander Cas-
tillo, who claims he’s being stalked by the spirit of a female 

murder victim. To complicate mat-
ters, police suspect that Leander 
killed her. “A downbeat but indelible 
story that slowly sinks its teeth in 
and doesn’t let go,” our critic writes.

Set in Louisiana, Forgotten Men 
focuses on the 200-year-old Asy-
lum, a former maximum security 
penitentiary and the state’s “most 
haunted building.” Bill Thompson’s 
suspense sequel stars Landry Drake, 
a deputy sheriff, who starts looking 
into the 13 unsolved murders that 
happened there in the last three de-

cades. Locals have heard voices in the Asylum. But do they 
belong to ghouls or the two prison escapees now hiding 
there? According to our reviewer, the “exceptional story…
derives its frights from both supernatural and corporeal 
aspects.” —M.F.

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

ghost stories
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the vocabulary may sometimes be obtuse, the structure and 
context keep meaning within reach, and readers ultimately feel 
more like they’re being taught this unfamiliar vernacular than 
taunted with it.

An incredible debut, as entertaining as it is outland-
ish, with at least one thing (and most likely many more) 
for everyone.

PHIGG & CLYDE 
SAVE BREAKFAST
Berkin, Jim
Self (358 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Nov. 14, 2018
978-1-72416-680-7  

This middle-grade novel sees two 
siblings time traveling after mischievous 
alterations remove morning breakfast 
from history.

One night, during a harsh New England snowstorm, 12-year-
old Iphigenia, called Phigg, decides to make hot chocolate. 
Uncle Phineas is watching her and her younger brother, Clyde, 
while their parents, who are traveling professors, are on a trip. 
Suddenly, Phineas exclaims that he’s lost his pocket watch. He 
enlists Phigg’s help in searching for it but warns, “Whatever 
you do, do not open the case and look at the dials.” But when 
she finds it, the watch case is already open. Handling the watch 
prompts an explosion of thoughts and a sensory overload. Phigg 
regains her composure in a seemingly normal kitchen. Yet her 
parents are no longer professors—they are sewage inspectors 
who plan to serve raw liver and fish heads for the family’s nightly 
breakfast. Clyde, usually tinkering with electronics, is loafing 
until Phigg hands him the watch, which returns his memories 
of how life should be. Soon, the device begins speaking to them, 
introducing itself as the Watcher and informing the kids that 
they are now apprentice Timekeepers. Phineas has been kid-
napped, so they must halt a Timebreaker and his minions who 
have damaged breakfast and nearly crippled civilization. In this 
fantasy, Berkin (Cut to Wagstaff, 2012) forges humor and intel-
lect into quite a sharp narrative. His employment of time-travel 
motifs is sometimes goofy, like the dwarfish Timegoblins, who 
eat vital artifacts and bring chaos to history. Other devices, like 
quantum linkage, help the siblings borrow their appearances 

“from alternate versions” of themselves and introduce young 
readers to a complicated scientific field. Gastronomic themes 
also prevail, as time disturbances focus on the invention of the 
microwave in 1946; the creation of hot sauce in Louisiana in 
1868; and the first baking of bread in ancient Egypt. The author 
offers young and older readers excellent wisdom: “Our world” 
is “an ongoing experiment of the dreams, ideas, successes and 
failures of billions of minds.” Timegoblin antics ensure an irre-
sistible sequel.

This fantasy delivers an energetic ode to quantum 
mechanics and the culinary arts.

SOPHISTICATION
Casamassina, Matt
Self (520 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Dec. 17, 2018
978-1-79187-080-5  

A thriller tells the story of an Amer-
ica rattled by a mysterious, technologi-
cally advanced group threatening to take 
over the country.

In the not-so-distant future—the 
Donald Trump administration is over and the video game “Half-
Life 4” is about to be released—a cloaked figure appears on the 
floor of the Senate to offer a cryptic warning: “In one month, 
your ineffective order ends. In one month, we take over....
Everything.” He then disappears in a ball of blue light, causing 
a media frenzy of speculation the likes of which has never been 
seen. As the lone member of the government’s Unexplained 
Occurrences Division—whose duties until now have mostly 
entailed cataloging internet rumors and watching pornogra-
phy—widower and drug addict Carl Brannigan is placed on the 
task force assembled to find out just what that cloaked man 
was talking about. Meanwhile, an enigmatic figure enters the 
hospital room of a quadriplegic boy named Kevin Splinter and, 
with a mere touch, cures him of his condition. In San Francisco, 
23-year-old freelance video game journalist Miyuki Mitsuraga 
spends most of her time fielding misogynistic hate mail from 
male gamers, but she’s just gotten a message from “the ones in 
the news” asking her for a meeting. After the arrival of cloaked 
figures at a stadium in San Francisco, where they reveal dam-
aging tapes of the city’s mayor, the strange organization offers 
Miyuki an interview because her “heart is pure.” The Cloaks, as 
she names them, claim to be a good government group out to 
expose corruption and injustice. But it turns out to be a little 
more complicated than that. With alternate realities, alien civi-
lizations, and city-destroying technology in the mix, this dispa-
rate band of outsiders—and a few powerful insiders—must race 
to figure out what’s coming before it gets here. 

Casamassina’s (Dead Weight, 2016) prose is voice-driven 
and inflected with numerous details of his cyberpunk-meets–
Comic-Con vision of the future. His attempts at snark often 
come across more misanthropic than perhaps he means them 
to—a viral video is described as spreading across the internet 

“like runaway Gonorrhea at a cheap motel”—but he occasionally 
reaches moments of lyricism. At one point, Miyuki’s entrance 
into a club is depicted thusly: “She’s in harmony with these 
people, all of them dressed like the mutant teenage grandchil-
dren of the industrial and anime gods. Here, she can disappear. 
The black lights cast them all in periwinkle, their teeth lumi-
nescent, their skin paints and contact lenses aglow, until they 
look alien.” The plot is well-paced and quite riveting, and once 
the storylines of the various characters begin to intersect and 
the scope of the conflict reveals itself, readers should become 
thoroughly invested. The author manages to capture the world-
views, interests, and personalities of gamers in ways both good 
and bad, but the story has enough broad sci-fi appeal to hook 
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While the narrative is bloody, profane, jocular, and angst-ridden, 
an unexpected warmth pervades the work.

sophistication
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readers who aren’t concerned with that subculture. While the 
narrative is bloody, profane, jocular, and angst-ridden, an unex-
pected warmth pervades the work that will likely keep readers 
with it until the end.

An ambitious and mostly successful sci-fi tale with a bit 
of social critique.

THE VAVASOUR MACBETH
Casey, Bart
Post Hill Press (272 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64293-131-0  

A historical novel re-creates life at 
the 16th-century court of Queen Eliza-
beth I via a 20th-century murder mys-
tery involving a cache of valuable papers 
found in a tomb.

The year is 1579, and 16-year-old 
Anne Vavasour has successfully obtained her place at the court 
of Queen Elizabeth, “the Virgin Queen.” Anne has been raised 
for this. Schooled in accordance with the precepts of Roger 
Ascham, who tutored Elizabeth, Anne is both learned and self-
confident, speaking and writing several languages and knowl-
edgeable of “philosophy, history and literature.” She records 
her thoughts in her “commonplace book.” Fast-forward to 1992. 
Vicar Hamilton of St. Mary discovers a trove of papers, books, 
and scrolls while mucking around in the 300-year-old tombs 
beneath the ancient church that has been flooded by a stopped-
up toilet. The vicar finds the papers (some of which appear to 
be a version of Macbeth penned by Shakespeare himself) in “the 
final resting place of ” Lady Anne Vavasour, “benefactor of the 
old church and an ancestor of Mrs. Hamilton...the vicar’s late 
wife.” When the vicar is murdered, two amateur sleuths start 
hunting for clues—Stephen White, headmaster of St. George’s 
prep school and a student of history, the classics, and 16th-
century English literature; and Margaret Hamilton, the vicar’s 
daughter, a BBC investigative reporter, and Stephen’s former 
fiancee. Casey (The Double Life of Laurence Oliphant, 2015) pep-
pers his imaginative novel with tidbits on the development of 
writing in the Elizabethan era. Readers are treated to intrigu-
ing historical factoids: Sir Walter Raleigh’s twitch caused his 
uneven handwriting, resulting in typesetters making numerous 
typographical errors. Each of the central protagonists—the 
vicar, Margaret, and Stephen—is a well-drawn character. And 
the author’s prose is elegant, with evocative imagery: “She low-
ered herself smoothly into the chair across, touched her elbows 
onto the tabletop, and cradled her chin in her hands, leaning 
forward.” But readers may find themselves skimming over the 
excerpts of 16th-century poems and writings, which are ardu-
ous to pore through and slow the narrative momentum. 

An engaging read with a plethora of captivating literary 
and historical details wrapped in a contemporary whodunit.

JUST AN ORDINARY 
ELEPHANT & THE BALD 
CARDINAL
Clark, Paul Sleman 
Illus. by Driver, Ray 
Ozymandias Publishing (32 pp.) 
$6.95 paper  |  Aug. 2, 2018
978-1-72323-089-9 

An elephant searches for a hat to 
make him special and a cat meets a bird 
missing his head feathers in these two 

read-aloud children’s stories.
Squirrel Hill (not the Pittsburgh neighborhood) is a farm-

house in the country. Madison, the young girl who lives there, 
has several walking, talking plush-toy animals. Other farmyard 
and wild animals also speak and behave in some human ways. In 

“Just an Ordinary Elephant,” Perfesser is a self-important goose 
who proclaims that there’s nothing special about Ellie, a stuffed 
elephant, because he’s unlike African elephants, who have ears 
that “always stick straight out....And they always wear straw 
hats.” Ellie overhears this and—his dignity wounded—decides 
he must emulate African elephants. Though Madison knows 
that Ellie is indeed special, being polite, kind, and generous, 
he’ll have to learn this for himself. In “The Bald Cardinal,” the 
cat Kitty certainly doesn’t lack confidence, knowing herself to 
be “brainy, gorgeous, and curious.” She meets a bald cardinal 
whose condition is a problem: “I cannot find anyone who will 
talk with me without staring at my head and tweeting all their 
friends.” But Kitty reassures him he’s very handsome, “and...
when he really thought about it, a cat should know.” Though 
Kitty, like Ellie, performs a kind act, she decides—catlike—to 
keep it to herself and to never do it again. Clark (Crossing Briar 
Woo, 2018, etc.) follows up his first outing in this series with 
two tales (aimed at children ages 4 to 7) that are less focused 
on Madison and more on the animal denizens of Squirrel Hill. 
Each one has something to say about self-acceptance, but nei-
ther is overly preachy. Instead, gentle humor and good charac-
terization make for amusing scenarios, as when Ellie, offered 
assistance by Esther Marie Rabbit, “did not say ‘thank you.’ He 
was trying very hard to be special and he forgot.” The second 
story is slighter, but Kitty’s zest enlivens it. Driver’s (Crossing 
Briar Woo, 2018, etc.) attractively detailed pencil-and-wash illus-
trations bring out the characters’ expressions and personalities, 
skillfully distinguishing between real and stuffed animals.

Enjoyably old-fashioned tales with charm, wit, and an 
appreciation of kindness.
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FORRESTER BRANCH
Corle, Greg 
Self (673 pp.)
$3.99 e-book  |  Jan. 2, 2019

A landowner fights to protect his 
Colorado property from soulless com-
mercial development.

Micah Forrester’s family has owned 
property in Wishbone Ridge for genera-

tions, and he loves living there. He spends the bulk of his happily 
sleepy days hunting and fishing and enjoying its pristine vistas. 
However, Willem Vossler, an entrepreneurially ambitious local, 
has plans to build a colossal ski resort and transform the area 
into a vacation destination. Micah frets about the environmen-
tal degradation such a development could cause, especially plans 
for a sewage treatment plant. Willem offers him an astronomical 
sum for his property—an offer Micah never entertains for even 
a moment—and refuses to take no for an answer. Debut author 
Corle makes sure the fictional assignment of good and evil is 
free of ambiguity. Willem’s henchmen are willing to badly beat 
a college student activist, and Micah is simply incorruptible, no 
matter the price. The backbone of the novel is Micah’s complex-
ity as a character—educated to be an architect and a former Air 
Force Ranger, he’s a rare combination of refinement and unpre-
tentious authenticity. Also, the romance between Micah and 
a local college professor unfurls with great tenderness and sen-
sitivity. Micah’s retreat into the woods is an emotional one. He 
still reels from the failure of his marriage and the deaths of his 
parents. Corle’s impressive goal is to shatter shopworn stereo-
types. Micah is an accomplished painter, and his friend Lonnie, 
a “local dude wrangler,” is a college-educated man. The plot is a 
far-too-binary lesson in morality, however, which makes it seem 
too eagerly didactic. Also, the dialogue can be a touch canned, 
reminiscent of old cop shows filled with bravado and corny one-
liners: “Follow my instructions and you’ll live to bitch another day. 
Give me any trouble and you’ll be the ugliest damned corpse our 
coroner ever saw.” Corle generously fills his tale with action and 
drama; readers looking for fast-paced excitement will find it here.

A philosophically simplistic but entertaining ecologi-
cal drama.

TWICE CHOSEN MAN
Decore, L. Leighton
FriesenPress (288 pp.) 
$35.99  |  $19.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jun. 22, 2018
978-1-5255-2507-0
978-1-5255-2508-7 paper  

Set around the War of 1812, this 
debut novel focuses on the travels of a 
British spy.

Decore (The Campfire Gourmet, 1997), 
a retired trial lawyer from Edmonton, Alberta, builds a vivid 
fictional story around the life of David Thompson (1770-1857), 

a renowned British-Canadian explorer and mapmaker who 
was part owner of the fur-trading Northwest Company. In the 
early 1800s, there was rising concern that American John Jacob 
Astor’s Pacific Fur Company intended to establish a fort in 
Oregon Territory, which would give it exclusive trading rights 
and pave the way for an American takeover. The British govern-
ment feared that American agents among Astor’s men might try 
to steal Thompson’s maps and logs—and even kill Thompson, 
if necessary; Decore’s fictional protagonist, British army Capt. 
William Ashford, is sent to ensure that this won’t happen. Sum-
moned to London in early 1810, the promising young soldier is 
tasked with accompanying Thompson on a canoe journey on 
Canada’s Columbia River. He’ll be an undercover “information 
officer,” with only Thompson aware of his true identity. The 
maps that result from the journey will be shared by the crown 
and the Northwest Company. Among the mostly French-Cana-
dian crew are two Iroquois brothers, Ignace and Charles, who 
befriend Ashford. Decore brings the voyage to life by offering 
plentiful description of such acts as making pemmican and rid-
ing toboggans. Immersive details about meals, camping, hik-
ing, and attire make it easy to picture the explorers’ day-to-day 
activities. The chapters are snappy, with extra information pro-
vided in characters’ correspondence, rendered in boldface type. 
After the War of 1812 starts, the author tends to rely on quick 
historical overviews rather than imagined scenes, which makes 
the narrative feel somewhat dry. However, a late scene at the 
Bladensburg Races battle is a highlight, as is Ashford’s hand-
to-hand combat with a person who ordered his assassination. 
There are occasional punctuation and typographical errors 
(such as the use of the word “decent” in place of “descent”) as 
well as dialogue that feels anachronistic: “How in the world did 
you pull that off?” But all in all, this is an atmospheric and con-
vincing adventure story.

An often vivid account of British-Canadian partner-
ship and espionage.

THE EMPEROR’S HARVEST
Denny, R.A. 
Self (547 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Apr. 9, 2017  

In this fantasy debut, several human-
oid societies are thrown into chaos after 
their emperor darkly interprets a prophecy.

Seventeen-year-old Amanki of the 
Tzoladian village of Arvuk has webbed 
feet, like the rest of his people, who’ve 
adapted to a life of fishing along the 

Lanaduk River. One day, his friend Baskrod, a fisherman, 
warns his family that they must flee. Emperor Zoltov of Tzo-
ladia believes that a prophecy has “confirmed his worst fears” 
about the return of his brother, whom he buried alive. The 
ruler sets in motion a genocide before a “new star glows in the 
skies,” which will signal the emergence of a threat to the throne. 
Baskrod and Amanki barely escape when horsemen, led by the 
brutal Bladar, attack Arvuk. Meanwhile, in the Mesmeringa 
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This first volume gives the protagonists lively, separate adventures, 
readying them for future installments in one another’s company.

the emperor’s harvest
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Forest village of Kalpok, 16-year-old Brina (a Glider, who can 
use flaps of skin under her arms to fly) sees a new, bright star 
in the Duck Constellation. She knows that it’s her destiny to 
meet two other “chosen” young people in Tzoladia. Moshoi, a 
youth from the rocky Hattom region who’s covered in scales, is 
the final member of this heroic team. If they can all meet up in 
Tzoladia, the artifacts that they possess—three Titilanzur “star 
prophecy” seals—will reveal “the land where the hidden trea-
sure lies.” In this debut, Denny offers well-developed concepts, 
such as the mesmeringa tree—which provides the Gliders with 
food, medicine, and their homes. The character Metlan, of the 
Samalitan Plains people, has no physical enhancements, but he 
represents the human capacity for growth; he begins the novel 
with the certainty that the Gliders only resemble people, but 
are, in fact, animals, but Brina’s passion and kindness change 
his mind. Occasional scenes of violence are quite effective, as 
when Amanki witnesses a scalping, and the emperor’s notion 
of harvesting webbed feet or Glider claws is utterly gruesome. 
This first volume gives the protagonists lively, separate adven-
tures, readying them for future installments in one another’s 
company. Amanki, however, is the breakout character whose 
fate will most engage readers.

A spirited novel that provides a deep, rich foundation 
for a planned fantasy series.

KISS OF THE ROYAL
Duga, Lindsey 
Entangled Teen (400 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Jul. 3, 2018
978-1-64063-183-0  

A princess with magical powers 
joins forces with a skeptical prince in 
a battle against a wicked army in this 
debut YA novel.

The Royal Legion of the Crown City 
of Myria has fought the Evil Queen and 

her warriors of darkness for 500 years. The queen commands an 
arsenal of creatures, including goblins, dragons, and trolls, but 
the princesses of the Legion possess magic that supplies their 
battle partner princes an advantage over the menacing hordes. 
A kiss from a princess accompanied by the right spell can heal 
a prince, give him strength in battle, or counter a curse. Prin-
cess Ivy Myriana, a direct descendent of founding Queen Myri-
ana, has the strongest kiss. Her new partner, Prince Zach, is a 
skilled swordsman who, to her chagrin, refuses her kiss. He will 
only kiss out of love, a concept she believes is a “bloody fairy 
tale.” As the sinister band strengthens, Ivy and Zach embark on 
a mission to find and destroy a rare and deadly Sable Dragon. 
Together, they face dangerous griffins and a cursed village and 
share an attraction that prompts Ivy to reassess everything 
she thought she knew about kisses and love. Duga’s fantasy 
is a rousing romantic adventure with dynamic characters and 
thrilling action sequences. The author has a knack for creat-
ing well-rounded protagonists. Ivy is smart, resourceful, and 
confident in the power of her kisses. Then she meets Zach and 

discovers what can be achieved without a kiss. Her relationship 
with the prince unfolds at a slow-burning pace as her notions 
of love are challenged. The chemistry between Ivy and Zach 
is palpable, whether they are facing perils or enjoying a quiet 
dinner together. Duga does a fine job balancing the romance at 
the heart of the story with effective action scenes, including an 
episode in which Ivy and Zach dive into a well to retrieve an 
important amulet.

An enchanting treat for fantasy fans.

ANGEL’S GLANCE
Fife, Stephen 
Cune (222 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Sep. 19, 2018
978-1-61457-246-6  

After his girlfriend discovers she is 
pregnant, a screenwriter and director 
experiences something that may be a 
miracle in this novel.

In the 1980s, David Lang captured 
the cult movie zeitgeist with the low-

budget Zombie Film School. The work’s success brought fame, 
fortune, and marriage to an actress named Rosamundo. Two 
sequels follow, but by the mid-1990s, David’s marriage ends and 
he moves to California with his girlfriend, Holly Markham, and 
works as a script doctor. A writer and singer, Holly enchants 
David with her beauty and intelligence. In late 1998, Holly 
discovers she is unexpectedly pregnant. At age 42, she figures 
this may be her last opportunity to become a mother, but she is 
ambivalent about the prospect of parenthood. One night, David 
has a vision of an ethereally beautiful young girl at the head of 
their bed. The vision is brief but profound, and he wonders if he 
has seen an angel. While they struggle to decide whether to con-
tinue with the pregnancy, David prepares to turn his film script 
The Blemish into a play. When circumstances prompt them to 
return to New York, David and Holly are faced with pivotal 
choices that will affect the future of their relationship. The lat-
est novel from Fife (The 13th Boy, 2014, etc.) is a thoughtful and 
compulsively readable portrait of a man facing intense changes 
in his career and life. Told through David’s journal entries and 
excerpts from his unfinished novel, Accident of Nature, the nar-
rative is inventive and fast-paced. The tale primarily centers on 
David and Holly and the effect of her pregnancy on their rela-
tionship. The question of whether or not to have the baby is 
complicated by Holly’s struggle with depression. Her story is 
explored with candor and nuance as her moods shift wildly on 
a daily basis. In one poignant moment, Holly tells her doctor, 

“I’m just trying not to drown.” David’s experiences as a script 
doctor and his efforts to revive his career with the play The 
Blemish provide well-timed, darkly comic moments.

A haunting and keenly observed meditation on relation-
ships, parenthood, and the vagaries of celebrity and fame.
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CAN’T HURT ME
Master Your Mind and Defy 
the Odds
Goggins, David 
Lioncrest Publishing (364 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Dec. 4, 2018
978-1-5445-1228-0
978-1-5445-1227-3 paper  

A former Navy SEAL explains his 
take-no-prisoners approach to life in this 

candid memoir/self-help book.
“I should have been a statistic,” admits debut author Gog-

gins. A childhood marked by abuse and racial prejudice seemed 
to leave him destined for a life of struggle and failure. But after 
nearly flunking out of high school, Goggins got tough on him-
self, realizing that he’d never fulfill his dream of joining the 
military if he didn’t shape up fast. And shape up he did, eventu-
ally becoming a Navy SEAL, celebrated endurance athlete, and 
one-time Guinness World Record holder for the most pull-ups 
performed in a 24-hour period. Yet as a teen, Goggins barely 
made it into the Air Force after failing the Armed Services Voca-
tional Aptitude Battery test twice. Later, he had to drop 100 
pounds in three months in order to join the SEALs. His laundry 
list of accomplishments is impressive, and he tells his remark-
able story in a direct, conversational way, though his language 
is often raw. Much of the book recounts the author’s experi-
ences in military training and competing in ultramarathons 
and endurance sports, offering a fascinating peek into those 
subcultures (expect a few graphic photos of what toes look 
like after running a 100-plus-mile race). He also speaks frankly 
about his moments of doubt and failure. Each chapter ends 
with challenges to complete. The goal is to bring readers “nose-
to-concrete with your own bullshit limits you didn’t even know 
were there.” According to Goggins, most people are operating 
at about 40 percent of their true capability, and he makes a con-
vincing case that tapping into that unused 60 percent is largely 
a matter of mental discipline. Doing so requires fortitude and 
sacrifice—Goggins admits he “lived like a monk” to achieve his 
level of success—but will eventually lead to “self-mastery.” And 
through all the tough talk, he also offers words of encourage-
ment: “Your small victories are your cookies to savor.” Some 
might find Goggins’ intensity a bit intimidating, but there’s no 
doubt his story is inspiring.

Guaranteed to galvanize more than a few couch pota-
toes into action.

SLIDEWAYS
A Brothers of the Multiverse 
Novel: Book One
Grode, Jeff 
Self (488 pp.) 
Jan. 27, 2018  

In Grode’s sci-fi debut, a teenage boy 
becomes involved in a battle for the fate 
of the universe.

It’s been two years since Jack Fuller 
was killed in a tragic accident, leaving 

his family broken with grief. Although his younger brother, Ben, 
does his best to persevere, involving himself in sports and lean-
ing on close friends, he can’t escape the feeling that he should 
have been the one to die. Everything changes when his grand-
father Patrick McDugan, a researcher for the U.S. Department 
of Defense, invents a device that can open doors to parallel 
dimensions. When Ben accidentally goes through a portal with 
his grandfather, his first contact is with a world named Terra; 
in its version of the United States, called the United American 
Commonwealth, environmentalism is paramount, but the citi-
zens are closely monitored by the government. Doppelgängers 
exist of almost everyone Ben knows, although in some cases, 
their relationships and even their personalities dramatically dif-
fer. When Terran officials capture his grandfather, Ben is tasked 
with keeping his technology out of the hands of a ruthless and 
formidable government agency. Grode’s writing is densely satu-
rated with detail, taking plenty of time to explore his rich con-
cept. The nature of technology and its capacity to shape society 
for better or worse is a recurring theme; for instance, Ben’s 
grandfather solemnly speculates that sharing his portal device 
with the world would bring about “Revolutionary change and...
chaos.” On a more playful note, the narrative introduces several 
ethical questions as characters meet doppelgängers of their 
friends, family members, and romantic interests. Although the 
story centers primarily on Ben, the close third-person perspec-
tive frequently shifts to other characters, including his parents 
and grandfather. The result is a spectrum of different outlooks 
regarding relationships, including high school romance as well 
as Patrick’s quest to reunite with the love of his life. Early on, 
the pacing is slow, but the tension eventually amps up to action-
thriller levels. The story finishes with a satisfying resolution, 
laying the groundwork for future adventures.

An eventful and immersive interdimensional romp.
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Mike Omer

PROPELLING INDIE SUCCESS INTO A TRADITIONAL BOOK DEAL
By Rhett Morgan

At just 16 years old, Mike Omer had the remarkable 
thrill of seeing his very first novel published. Despite 
that early success, the Israeli native found himself work-
ing in journalism and programming as he grew up—but 
his love for writing led him back to fiction. Omer began 
self-publishing English-language books, like the thrill-
ers in his Glenmore Park Mystery series, and building an 
international fan base. Based on readers’ responses to 
the character Zoe Bentley, an FBI profiler loosely based 
on his own wife, Omer wrote A Killer’s Mind. It wasn’t 
just his fans that loved Zoe—since the book’s release 
last fall, Omer has seen exciting new success, signing a 
deal with Amazon imprint Thomas & Mercer and top-
ping bestseller lists in 2018. 

What was it like publishing your first book at such a 
young age? 
It was a dream come true and incredibly exciting. Seeing 
my book in bookstores, especially at the age of 16, when 
my ego wasn’t exactly thriving, felt amazing. Like most 
writers, when I look at my teenage writing, I cringe and 
look around for a time machine. But at the time, it was 
the best feeling in the world. 

When did you decide to pursue writing full time
I knew that I wanted to do something else. I began read-
ing author blogs. It was the first time I ever saw a writer 
talk about living from writing as something that anyone 
can do in the world of self-publishing, with very easy-to-
grasp, step-by-step actions. I knew I was going to do this. 
My co-worker at the time said he’s never seen me so ex-
cited about anything.

What was the biggest challenge you faced 
self-publishing? 
It took me some time to understand what people wanted to 
read. I assumed that I could just write whatever sounds fun 
and readers would follow. So my first series was a horror se-
ries aimed at middle-grade readers. Talk about a niche genre. 
It was almost impossible to find readers for it. I worked 
on that for a year, sold close to nothing, and then began to 
think that maybe I should actually write in a genre that has a 
crowd. That’s when I started writing crime thrillers.

How did you get involved with Thomas & Mercer? 
I’d seen the success other writers had with T&M, and it 
seemed like a good idea to try. I sent [A Killer’s Mind] to 
my agent and asked her if she thought Thomas & Mer-
cer might be interested in it. I told her that I intended 
to self-publish the book in two months. I was over the 
moon when she told me they were interested.
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What do you think has helped A Killer’s Mind to 
stand out? 
It had a lot of eyes on it. It was on Amazon First Reads 
and was a No.1 Amazon bestseller for 12 days straight. I 
was also lucky that the Netflix series Mindhunter came 
out half a year before. A lot of people were excited about 
FBI profilers. And frankly, it’s simply the best book I ever 
wrote. Both the dynamic between Zoe and her partner, 
Tatum, and the unique antagonist in the book serve to 
make it a book I’m incredibly proud of.

What are your plans for upcoming installments in 
this series? 
The second book, In the Darkness, is in editing right now 
and will be out in June. I’m crazy excited about it; I think 
it turned out really well. I don’t want to spoil the fun, but 
it’s really gripping, and the antagonist is creepy as hell. 

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator living in Paris. 
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PROTECT YOUR PROFIT
Five Accounting Mistakes 
and How to Avoid Them
Hale, Elizabeth 
Lioncrest Publishing (376 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Dec. 11, 2018
978-1-5445-1298-3  

A certified public accountant offers 
small-business owners advice about 
common accounting mistakes.

In this excellent debut, the author proves that a CPA 
may be an entrepreneur’s best friend. Using a well-balanced 
combination of stories from her own practice and authorita-
tive counsel, Hale methodically focuses on five primary areas 
she believes are most vexing to small-business owners: taxes, 
potential embezzlement, debt, profit, and major changes, such 
as buying or selling a company. For each area, she provides rel-
evant anecdotes from a variety of small businesses, addresses 

“common misconceptions,” delivers best practices, and wraps 
up each chapter with useful tips. Portions of the material, such 
as details about business structure (corporations, partnerships, 
and sole proprietorships) and the explanation of a balance sheet, 
may be too basic for some, but there is plenty of solid advice for 
both beginners and experienced company owners. For example, 
the eye-opening chapter regarding embezzlement is particu-
larly chilling. Hale cites research that indicates the crime is 
widespread among small companies but “often goes unnoticed” 
because business owners are “blinded by their relationship with 
the embezzler.” She helpfully identifies warning signs, describes 
at-risk areas for fraud, suggests steps for preventing embezzle-
ment, and walks through “practices to fraud-proof ” a business. 
While the first part of the guide concentrates specifically on 
the five accounting areas, Part II delves into effective practices, 
covering such essential topics as financial management, inven-
tory, equity, and the collection of receivables. Every section of 
the work is delivered in a no-nonsense, straightforward man-
ner; the text is easy to comprehend, free of financial jargon, and 
written in a conversational style. The blend of storytelling and 
exposition works well throughout the manual; at one point, 
Hale even illustrates the impact of business loss by recounting 
how her own company was robbed. This tale is oddly reassur-
ing, because it demonstrates that even a CPA can fall prey to an 
unanticipated crisis. The author closes the book with six valu-
able recommendations, including “Have a future-looking plan” 
and “Become strong in forecasting.”

Artfully demystifies accounting practices; practical 
and truthful guidance in financial management for every 
small-business owner.
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THE ANGRIEST ANGEL 
Halt, Christopher
CreateSpace (443 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Sep. 20, 2018
978-1-72624-158-8  

A brilliant, reckless troublemaker 
appears to be the only person immune to 
the mind-control camouflage of benign 
aliens dwelling incognito on Earth.

An intro by the author’s psychiatrist 
explains that Halt (Pillars of Amorum, 

2018, etc.) has ADHD and channels that disability into the pro-
tagonist of this opener to a sci-fi trilogy. That foreknowledge 
sets up expectations of a disease-of-the-week TV movie (or 
something akin to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo vs. the Flying 
Saucers), which prove happily inaccurate. Caelans are not mon-
strous space invaders but a human-appearing alien race, both 
technologically and morally advanced well beyond Homo sapiens. 
Hidden in elite positions in society, they’ve studied humankind 
with fascination for more than 50 years. A vital distinction 
between Caelans and earthlings: the aliens’ mental “psy” pow-
ers that they can use for protection and persuasion. This ability 
has kept the extraterrestrials’ secret—until they meet Chase 
Madison, an unstable Chicagoan diagnosed with ADHD. Chase 
has a history of violence but is also smart and fearless when it 
counts. Avery, a beautiful (but terribly naïve) Caelan scientist, 
and Nathan, her stolid fiance, try to evaluate Chase’s resistance 
to psy. An even bigger threat, however, is that Caelans on Earth 
are falling prey to negative traits—jealousy, thirst for power, and 
especially anger—that their species seemingly overcame eons 
ago. The Caelan “Regulus,” or leader (the author cleverly sub-
stitutes high-minded Latin for a purely invented alien language), 
having lost his wife, has literally gone mad with grief and is plan-
ning the unthinkable. The author’s premise may remind genre 
readers of Zenna Henderson’s humanistic The People stories. 
Halt sets up rich, emotional character minefields and conflicts 
without letting his antihero’s pathology take the focus off the 
bigger picture. Much remains unresolved at the end (only the 
beginning of this saga). But readers of international sci-fi who 
revere (deservedly) the Arkady and Boris Strugatsky classic 
Hard to Be a God will want to check out Halt’s thoughtful take 
on what can go wrong when incredible and supremely ethical 
outsiders try to blend in with the coarse natives. If Chase is a 
protagonist as volatile as Randle Patrick McMurphy, Halt’s 
prose stylings throughout are steady, sober, and finely honed, 
refraining from dropping Hollywood FX whammies in a man-
ner more befitting Cylons than Caelans.

A sci-fi series opener with ADHD as a key component 
that deserves all the attention it can get.

BANK NOTES
2nd Edition
Hill, Frederick W. 
Lulu Publishing Services (348 pp.) 
$36.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Mar. 14, 2018
978-1-4834-7563-9
978-1-4834-7563-9 paper  

In Hill’s debut thriller, a criminal 
seeks vengeance on a Manhattan invest-
ment banker and his lawyer wife.

Ellis Hord has made a name for himself at the New York 
City–based bank Mercantile Merchant, but it’s his past career, 
as a Pennsylvania cop two decades ago, that’s made him a target 
of Russian drug lord Nicholai Sidorov. During an undercover 
operation, Ellis had been involved in a gunfight in which sev-
eral of Sidorov’s men were killed; the drug lord’s son, Peatra, 
was injured and subsequently imprisoned. Now Peatra, who 
endured abuse from other inmates and failed to receive proper 
medical care, is slowly dying. In an act of revenge, Sidorov sics 
his assassin, Konstantin, on Ellis and his former police partner, 
Michael Jackson; he also targets Ellis’ wife, Maggie, and even 
the couple’s dog. Around the same time, convicted serial rap-
ist Justin Brookings escapes Rikers Island. He plots his own 
retribution against Maggie, the assistant district attorney who 
helped to convict him. Meanwhile, Ellis gets caught up in a 
merger between two firms, as one of them, Affordable Long 
Distance, is Mercantile Merchant’s client. At the same time, 
ALD’s CEO is suspected of shady deeds, which could end up 
tarnishing the bank’s reputation. However, Ellis and his loved 
ones aren’t the only ones in mortal danger. To further compli-
cate matters, an unknown person has been brutally raping and 
murdering women, all of whom have connections to Ellis’ place 
of employment. 

As this summary makes clear, Hill’s novel is complex, but 
the narrative is never difficult to follow. The author skillfully 
manages a multitude of characters, providing succinct but 
pertinent details that clarify their roles in the plot. The many 
players include Jacques Torzinger, Jackson’s old friend who 
once worked as a Mossad analyst; and Carol, the Hords’ dog-
walker, who may be in peril just because of her association with 
the couple. One drawback, however, to such a large cast is that 
several exceptional characters have disappointingly few or brief 
appearances. Jacques, for one, could carry his own novel or 
series all by himself, and Chet Bradford, a smart and capable 
police officer who works with Maggie, is also prime protagonist 
material. The pace is consistently brisk even during the many 
discussions about investments or financial decision-making; 
the author clarifies financial terminology, such as “initial pub-
lic offerings” or “special purposes entities,” in footnotes with-
out cluttering the narrative. But Hill also makes his characters’ 
environments memorable; in one scene, for instance, Chet and 
others walk into an autopsy room, which is described as having 

“a cold feel from more than just the ambient temperature” and “a 
strange smell—medicinal mixed with Lysol and formaldehyde.” 
The book’s lengthy final act offers a hodgepodge of significant 

Halt’s prose stylings throughout are steady, sober, and finely honed, 
refraining from dropping Hollywood FX whammies.

the angriest angel
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deaths and shocking revelations. Although a few characters’ 
fates are left open and some other matters remain unresolved, 
it’s evident by the end that Hill is setting the stage for a sequel—
one that readers will surely welcome.

A gleefully intricate tale of criminals, Wall Streeters, 
and various combinations thereof.

KARMA’S ENVOY
Houser, Kevan 
Self (261 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Aug. 9, 2018
978-1-64440-961-9  

A millennial gets caught up in the rip-
ples of time travel in Houser’s complex 
sci-fi thriller.

In 2013, Todd Woodside shares a 
spacious apartment in San Francisco 
with his boyfriend, Jason. He’s not 

thrilled with his job as a medical researcher, but it helps to 
pay the bills. His comfortable life gets turned upside down, 
however, when, one morning, he wakes up in the body of an 
8-year-old boy named Peter Bremer. He quickly realizes that 
scrawny Peter lives in a trailer with his schizophrenic mother 
in rural Oregon—and that the year is 1962. Todd’s strange new 
existence goes from bad to worse when Peter’s father is killed 
in a traffic accident. Jack Quinn, a local ne’er-do-well ex-con-
vict, eventually marries Peter’s widowed mother. When Todd 
finally wakes up back in 2013, he hires a private eye to find out 
if the people he encountered in 1962 actually existed. He dis-
covers that Peter and his mother died in a fire just after Christ-
mas that same year. It turns out that Jack, who also murdered 
Peter’s best friend, Lloyd, started the fire, and when Todd ends 
up back in 1962 again, he resolves to kill Jack. However, that’s 
not as easy to accomplish as he’d hoped. Because of the but-
terfly effect of time travel, changes that Todd makes to the 
past could have unexpected consequences. In his debut novel, 
Houser creates a layered time-travel puzzle. He smartly makes 
Todd an atypical hero—one who’s spoiled, self-involved, and 
even a little lazy. As a result, the protagonist is forced to grow 
as a person when fate thrusts him into the role of Peter’s pro-
tector. Thanks to Houser’s effective past-and-present narra-
tive structure, readers will sometimes find Todd’s journeys to 
be as jarring as he does; however, the author does supply dates 
at the beginning of each chapter to help orient his audience. 
As Todd grudgingly embraces his mission to take on Peter’s 
tormentor, the author presents a bittersweet tale that wraps 
up with a satisfying conclusion.

A promising first novel featuring an unlikely hero.

TOXIC
Kang, Lydia
Entangled Teen (368 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Nov. 6, 2018
978-1-64063-424-4  

In Kang’s (The Impossible Girl, 2018, 
etc.) YA sci-fi novel, a bioengineered 
girl and a boy sent into space to die find 
each other on an abandoned, sentient 
ship—along with a lot more than they 
bargained for.

Hana, a young woman with genetic enhancements that give 
her advanced abilities, wakes after a week of chemically induced 
sleep to find herself alone. Hidden away in the private chambers 
of her “Mother,” no one knows of her existence except her cre-
ator and the sentient ship, called Cyclo. But when Hana asks 
where her mother is, Cyclo just tells her that her “mother is not 
here.” Venturing out of her room for the first time since she 
was born, Hana discovers that the rest of the ship is completely 
empty, the crew having evacuated with no plan to return. Mean-
while, a young man named Fenn is on a small ship with a small 
team, heading toward Cyclo to figure out why the ship is dying 
and what the company in charge can do to ensure that future 
sentient spacecraft live longer. There may be no return for those 
onboard when Cyclo finally fails, but if Fenn’s team manages to 
get enough information recorded, his ailing sister will receive 
enough money for necessary medical treatment. Finding Hana 
onboard is shocking enough—but then it’s revealed that some-
one on Fenn’s team may be a killer. Kang delivers a novel with 
a unique premise and solid storytelling, which makes it stand 
out in a sea of similar YA titles. Kang’s version of a sentient ship, 
for instance—one that communicates mainly through the use 
of colors on displays—is a beautifully original creation; Hana’s 
genetic enhancements, among other things, helpfully allow her 
to “see beyond the color spectrum that others can.” The over-
arching plot offers readers a compelling mix of romance and 
horror, and it puts a new spin on the idea of star-crossed lov-
ers. The pacing of the story is steady throughout, with enough 
momentum to keep readers consistently engaged.

Recommended futuristic fiction with a twist.

FUNNY THINGS HAPPENED
From Brighton To Boca
Karp, George 
Gatekeeper Press (322 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Aug. 15, 2018
978-1-64237-100-0  

A thousand comic anecdotes illumi-
nate an ordinary life in this genial memoir.

Debut author Karp, born in Brook-
lyn and now retired in Boca Raton, Flor-

ida, uses the bare bones of his upbringing, two marriages, and 
careers in the garment industry, real estate, and insurance as a 
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framework for his stories about assorted misadventures. Epi-
sodes include youthful hijinks in his family’s Brighton Beach 
apartment building (“many complaints came to my mother 
about her juvenile delinquent son flooding the basement with 
soapsuds”); pratfalls in the Army Reserve (caught tanning him-
self with a reflecting sheet, the author was accused of flashing 
signals to Russian submarines); parenting tasks (“I took my 
drunken seven-year-old daughter home and certainly never 
told her mother”); a workplace Heimlich maneuver (“A two-
pound wedge of rare roast beef came flying out of his mouth 
and bounced along the floor like a hockey puck”); and romantic 
exploits as a rare and sought-after widower on the torrid Boca 
seniors dating scene (“We certainly did not agree on political 
philosophy, and when she asked me about a second date, I told 
her that I would be vacationing in North Korea”). Famous faces 
make cameo appearances—pop singer Neil Sedaka, a boyhood 
friend; candidate Barack Obama, who shook Karp’s hand at 
a campaign rally; movie star Rex Harrison, whom Karp spied 
being carried out of a Madrid restaurant dead drunk. Most of 
the vignettes are wryly humorous, but some have darker edges 
(“When they saw me, they stopped fighting, and when I real-
ized that the man on top had a gun in his back pocket, I jumped 
back in the car”) while others, like a scene of the author cor-
ralling strolling musicians to serenade his wife, are tender and 
wistful. There’s not a lot of rumination in this album of breezy, 
cheerful, random snapshots, but together they add up to a vivid, 
warmhearted portrait of postwar Jewish-American life, full of 
hope and laughter.

An endearingly picaresque set of family memories.

KEEPER OF THE BEES
Kassel, Meg
Entangled Teen (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Sep. 4, 2018
978-1-64063-408-4  

Kassel (Blackbird of the Gallows, 2017, 
etc.) expands on the world of harbingers, 
beekeepers, and Strawmen in this para-
normal romance sequel.

A young-looking man named Dres-
den is the victim of an ancient curse. 

Hundreds of years ago, sorcerers transformed him into an 
immortal weapon. His insides crawl with bees, and their sting 
can turn the darkness in a person’s mind into full-blown psycho-
sis. His appearance ceaselessly shifts to display the faces of the 
people whom he’s killed. He’s compelled to wander the world 
in pursuit of victims, and he accomplishes this mission by fol-
lowing “harbingers of death”—shape-shifting humans who are 
attracted to the sites of impending tragedy. This dreary routine 
leads him to Essie Roane, a 17-year-old girl who struggles with 
a curse of her own. But Dresden surprises himself by sparing 
her—even though she’s someone whom the bees want him 
to target. This anomaly draws the attention of a Strawman, a 
creature of immense power and opaque motivations. Against 
his instincts, Dresden finds himself fighting to protect Essie 

from a tragic event that the harbingers sense, the attentions of 
the Strawman, and the ill will of another ominous stranger—all 
while struggling with feelings that he thought had died long ago. 
Meanwhile, Essie suffers from vivid hallucinations that doctors 
can’t diagnose; however, she finds Dresden to be uncommonly 
comforting. Kassel starts with a grim premise and isn’t afraid to 
take the story to some very dark places, requiring more morbid 
fascination from her readers than most paranormal YA stories 
do. The main characters deal with fantastic circumstances that 
set them far apart from most teenagers, creating opportuni-
ties for offbeat but realistic characterization. The supporting 
cast also provides some wonderful texture, such as Dresden’s 
begrudging friendship with a lighthearted harbinger and Essie’s 
compassionate relationship with her Aunt Bel as they navigate 
Essie’s illness together. The events of the previous book are 
eventually drawn into the fold of this narrative, but this latest 
story can easily be read as a stand-alone.

An inventive novel for readers who enjoy slightly maca-
bre and unabashedly romantic tales.

LISTEN TO THE BIRDS
Lanning, K.E.
Self (304 pp.)
$4.99 e-book  |  Apr. 4, 2019

This last installment of an eco-
fiction trilogy continues to explore the 
future history of an unfrozen Antarctica.

In the not-so-distant future, the melt-
ing of the polar ice caps has left Antarctica 
clear for human habitation. Many of the 
first-generation settlers, like President of 

Antarctica John Barrous, are hoping to build a fair, democratic, 
and environmentally conscious society free of the powerful cor-
porations that helped ruin the rest of the world. With the help 
of the United Nations, hundreds of cold-climate animal species 
have been relocated to Antarctica’s Concordia Refuge, but they 
are now being threatened by poachers from a breakaway Chris-
tian cult led by the mysterious Ivan Zoric: “The sparse informa-
tion on Zoric portrayed a man of humble beginnings morphing 
into an intelligent, charismatic fanatic. An exquisite manipulator 
to be sure, but was he the madman others rumored him to be?” 
John tussles with Zoric over a possible murder investigation, but 
the issue is brought to a head when a team of scientists working 
on the refuge, including John’s daughter, Ginnie, and his former 
girlfriend Lowry Walker, is kidnapped by the cult. The quest to 
get them back alive will take John out of the ordered streets of 
his capital, Amundsen, and into the still-wild backcountry of the 
land he supposedly governs. Lanning’s (The Sting of the Bee, 2018, 
etc.) prose perfectly summons her winter utopia—Currier & Ives 
filtered through Isaac Asimov and Arthur C. Clarke: “A late win-
ter storm had dropped a blanket of fresh snow overnight. After 
lunch, the clouds broke, and the sunlight sparkled on the snow 
as she glided across an open snowfield on her hovershoes.” The 
attention paid to the technology, economy, and environmental 
science of John’s Antarctica is far more compelling than one 
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might think and helps increase its verisimilitude. The plot unfurls 
slowly but deliberatively, and though it at times feels more like a 
Western than a sci-fi novel, readers will always be along for the 
ride. Like the best eco-fiction, Lanning’s tale will get the audi-
ence thinking seriously about the effect every human endeavor 
has on the ecosystem without sacrificing characters and story.

An imaginative, environmentally minded work of sci-fi.

CELLOPHANE MAN
Levinson, Clive 
Archway Publishing (396 pp.) 
$23.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Mar. 22, 2018
978-1-4808-6032-2  

In Levinson’s debut thriller, a drug 
dealer seeking revenge for his son’s mur-
der is caught in the middle of a standoff 
between environmentalists and a billion-
dollar logging corporation.

Soon after Canadian drug lord Felix Cecconi contem-
plates leaving his criminal life behind, someone guns down 
his 14-year-old son, Corelli. Now he wants retribution, 
which Douglas McKnight, of the multinational McKnight 
Enterprises, can provide by identifying the murderer. But  
McKnight believes Cecconi killed his daughter, Betty. Both 
she and her lover, Susan, died when Cecconi tried collecting a 
debt they owed, but their deaths were accidental. McKnight, 
however, has a compromise: He’ll name Corelli’s killer if Cec-
coni will assassinate environmentalist Sarah Medwood. Sarah 
and her associates’ blockade in the Clayoquot Sound rain-
forest (on Vancouver Island) is costing McKnight’s logging 
company money. Cecconi and his henchmen, Fan and Skeet, 
head to the island, where Cecconi surprisingly warms up to 
the beautiful forest and Sarah as well. As if occasional violence 
(or explosions) brought on by protests weren’t enough, people 
in the area soon face an outbreak of an unknown and lethal 
disease. Adding to the chaos is DS Haggerty, who, blaming 
Cecconi for his wife’s heroin addiction, is itching for a reason 
to off him. Levinson succeeds at generating sympathy for an 
initially unlikable protagonist. But the callous drug lord grad-
ually develops more appealing traits. He has a fondness (and 
the pipes) for opera and becomes a paternal figure to Sarah’s 
daughter, Claire, who’s the same age as Corelli. Concise prose 
aptly conveys Cecconi’s dilemma of falling for the woman 
he’s planning to assassinate: “Cecconi watched her polish off 
her plate and wondered how best to kill her.” Likewise, short 
scenes keep the plot moving while providing opportunities for 
supporting characters to shine, like Red, McKnight’s pregnant 
wife and his company’s lead attorney.

A robust tale with consistent momentum and a slew of 
well-rounded characters.

AHMED’S JOURNEY
A Story of Self-Discovery
Manly, Jill Apperson
Illus. by the author
JABU Books (27 pp.) 
Jan. 1, 2019
978-0-9980220-0-0  

A boy in Saudi Arabia sees a storm as a parallel to his own 
fears and becomes inspired by animals to find inner peace in 
this story from a yoga therapist.

Members of Ahmed’s family, who appear to be Bedouins, 
have traveled across the desert to race their camels in an impor-
tant gathering. Unlike his relatives, who are excited, Ahmed is 
afraid of his first race. He leaves his tent to spend time with 
his camel, Jamal. In the quiet, he notices a golden spiny mouse 
and a Saker falcon. In the distance, he sees a sandstorm, and 
he realizes that, like the chaos of the tempest, his emotions 
are causing turmoil in his body. Similar to the protagonist of 
Manly’s (Nothando’s Journey, 2016) earlier picture book, Ahmed 
explores his inner life through observing the animals around 
him. But because Ahmed’s meditation is tranquil, this work 
lacks some of the vibrant movement of the previous volume. 
Yet the importance of deep breathing and looking for positive 
emotions within any turbulence comes through clearly, and the 
subdued tone of the text skillfully encourages readers to medi-
tate. The author’s earth-toned illustrations, a mix of pen and 
paint, offer both realistic depictions of the animals and setting 
and a successful metaphoric expression of Ahmed’s inner life. 
Three meditation exercises, tied to the narrative, are provided 
in the endpapers.

For readers seeking ways to express themselves or calm 
their emotions, this introduction to meditation through 
one child’s experience delivers a solid starting point.

NO MAN OF WOMAN BORN
Mardoll, Ana 
Acacia Moon Publishing, LLC (174 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jul. 10, 2018
978-1-987412-91-8 

Cisnormative folklore conventions 
become violently upended in this collec-
tion of gender-fluid fairy tales.

Mardoll (Transcending Flesh, 2018, 
etc.) creates a fictive world of dragons, 
witches, wicked royals, swordplay, and 

sorcery—and plot contrivances that hinge on seemingly sex-
specific prophecies that get twisted into pretzels by characters’ 
gender nonconformity. Unexpected confrontations ensue. In 

“Tangled Nets,” a dragon that claims a yearly human sacrifice 
from villagers, boasting that “no man nor woman would ever 
kill it,” is challenged by a knife-wielding fisherperson who is nei-
ther man nor woman and goes by the pronouns “xie” and “xer.” 
Conversely, in “King’s Favor,” an evil Witch-Queen who fears a 
prophecy that she will be killed by a male-female duo of mages 
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Levinson succeeds at generating sympathy for 
an initially unlikable protagonist.

cellophane man
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gets flummoxed when a person claiming to be “both man and 
woman” (“nee” and “ner”) appears before her throne. That pat-
tern of trans hero(in)es turning the tables on complacent gen-
der assumptions continues throughout the winsome collection. 
In “His Father’s Son,” an orphan boy named Nocien (“he” and 

“him”), who others think is a girl, seeks vengeance on Guyon, a 
chieftain who killed the youth’s father, Cadfen. The orphan is 
pursuing a prophecy that a son of Cadfen will kill Guyon, which 
ironically lulls the chieftain into a false sense of security since 
he doesn’t imagine that Nocien is actually a boy. Likewise, in 
the Arthurian “Daughter of Kings,” Finndís (“she” and “her”), 
whom everyone takes for King Njall’s son, sets out to recover 
a magic sword stuck in a stone that, according to prophecy, can 
only be pulled out by a female descendant of the monarch. 

The plot formula descends into witting self-parody in the 
title story, which has characters who want to assassinate King 
Fearghas debate whether shifting away from masculine identi-
fication (to pronouns “kie” and “ker” or first-person “they” and 

“them”) will let them get around a prophecy that “no man of 
woman born” can kill the tyrant. At times, the author’s trans 
politics feels obtrusive—“Whether you’re a boy, or a girl, or 
both, or neither, or something else entirely, Eoghan and I will 
love you”—and readers may conclude that much trouble would 
be saved if the Soothsayers Guild warned the public that gender 
is too subjective and ambiguous a concept for reliable proph-
esying. Still, there’s much to enjoy in these imaginative stories. 
They feature lively action (“The dominant left hand...darted out 
to grab a knife from a man’s belt and stab it into the thick flesh 
of his thigh”), spooky atmospherics (“Her smile grew wider and 
the red glow of the strange flickering moss reflected off two 
rows of surprisingly numerous teeth”), and subtle observations 
(“A long pause, gentle in intent if not delivery, conveyed all the 
sighs the Queen never breathed”). Mardoll often infuses a droll 
comic sensibility into the enchantments, especially in “Early 
to Rise,” a sparkling takeoff on “Sleeping Beauty,” in which 
Prince(ss) Claude (“she,” “her,” “he,” “him,” “they,” and “them” 
as her/his/their gender veers between feminine, masculine, and 
both at once) dispenses with true love’s kiss and instigates prag-
matic negotiations with an angry fairy godmother. Readers of 
all orientations should appreciate the author’s assured storytell-
ing and supple prose.

A sometimes-didactic but often entertaining set of gen-
der-bending yarns.

THE MAKING OF A PRINCE
A Novel Based on the Life of 
Niccolò Machiavelli
Marmorstein, Maurizio 
Barbera Foundation (242 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Nov. 30, 2018
978-1-947431-17-1  

The politics, society, and culture of 
Renaissance Florence are vividly reani-
mated in Marmorstein’s historical novel 

debut based on the life of Niccolò Machiavelli.
There is little that the young Niccolò adores more than 

escaping his family home and threading his way through the 
streets of Florence to watch old men play cards in a seedy osteria. 
Here, drawing on a “premeditated charm offensive” inherited 
from his mother, he casually triggers animated debate among 
the players as a way of gleaning information about Florentine 
politics. This delightful scene is an indicator of what Niccolò 
will become: a political realist with a keen understanding of the 
human condition. The novel flits elegantly throughout Nic-
colò’s life—his ascension through the ranks to a position in 
the Second Chancery; various diplomatic missions on behalf of 
the republic and his role in deploying a citizen-staffed army in 
the war against Pisa; later years after the second Medici resto-
ration when he was arrested and tortured for conspiracy; and 
a period of exile in rural Tuscany, where he began to write his 
great political treatises. A number of the titles from the Men-
toris Project (“a series of novels and biographies about the lives 
of great Italians and Italian-Americans”) adopt a wearingly 
generic approach, making Marmorstein’s narrative deviation 
from conventional linear chronology refreshing. Marmorstein 
also succeeds in bringing Florentine society to life, particularly 
with regard to feasting, offering sumptuous descriptions of the 
local cuisine. Niccolò indulges in “a hefty portion of gran bollito 
misto, a hearty stew made with seven different cuts of boiled 
beef and veal, and seven more supplementary varieties of meat 
including capon, broiler chicken, and beef tongue.” Marmor-
stein’s descriptive eye also falls on the city’s art and architecture, 
taking in the “three-dimensional reality” of Masaccio’s fresco 
and Brunelleschi’s “massive cupola atop the Duomo.” Sadly, he 
chooses not to fully elaborate on Machiavelli’s penchant for 

“late-night escapades,” which may have proven entertaining. 
Still, Marmorstein skillfully weaves a spellbinding tale of the 
making of a political luminary set against the vibrant backdrop 
of Renaissance Florence.

Thoroughly researched, masterfully embroidered, and 
enjoyable to read.
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THE ENCHANTED FOREST
McGonigal, Taliah  
Illus. by the author
FriesenPress (28 pp.) 
$13.99  |  $8.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Oct. 24, 2018
978-1-5255-3230-6
978-1-5255-3231-3 paper  

Magical creatures guide readers through various actions in 
McGonigal’s debut interactive picture book.

Aria, a dragon, and Sapphire, a butterfly, find themselves 
lost after visiting The Forest of Sparkles. They ask readers to 
shake the book so they can get back home to the Enchanted 
Forest. There, they encounter their fish friend, Finn. Aria and 
Sapphire ask readers to clap, run, and greet Finn loudly. They 
also say that “banging on the floor with your hands, like a drum” 
will help Finn swim home quickly. Next, Sapphire urges readers 
to “spin around three times” to help her fly. Aria also requires 
assistance because her wings lost their sparkles; readers are 
requested to “jump up and down three times” and “sing the 
sparkle song,” a short chant on the following page. The book 
concludes with a rhyming goodbye. The emphasis on audience 
participation makes this book best suited as a classroom read-
aloud as opposed to a quiet bedtime story. The integrated ele-
ments that focus on motor and cognitive skills are clever, and 
the colorful, whimsically executed illustrations offer much-
needed clarification. Because there are two narrators, the first-
person perspective can become confusing, particularly as Aria 
and Sapphire use “we” statements while also referencing each 
other by name. Dialogue tags would also have been helpful.

A simple, sweet tome that will likely appeal to very 
young learners.

THE COMMON GOSPEL
The Ultimate Testament to 
Jesus the Messiah
Mebane, R.M.—Ed.
Wordsmith Associates (330 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Jan. 1, 2006
978-0-9759290-4-9  

The four Christian Gospels distilled 
into a single tale.

Mebane has edited a version of the 
New Testament Gospels which tells the 

story of Jesus as a unified whole. In a work that echoes popu-
lar chronological retellings of the Bible, this work rearranges 
the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—chrono-
logically and thematically, providing a single story of the life 
and teachings of Jesus Christ. In creating this unified gospel, 
Mebane hopes to aid readers who are troubled by the Bible’s 
traditional presentation of the life of Jesus. “To many well-
intentioned readers,” he explains, “the Gospels seem all tangled 
up, and it is a genuine struggle to unravel the threads.” The book 
begins with the birth narrative of Jesus and relies on Scripture 

to add information about his youth, followed by his baptism by 
John and his temptation in the desert. Mebane then presents 
the story of Jesus more thematically—Jesus’ teachings in Gali-
lee, his visits to Jerusalem, expressions of his divine power, etc. 
Finally, he returns to the chronological story of Jesus’ final week 
in Jerusalem, his crucifixion, and his resurrection. To further aid 
the reader, Mebane employs “a modern English update of the 
American Standard Version” of the Bible. Lengthy quotes by 
Jesus are in bold, and passages are visually divided to make the 
text more appealing and easier to follow. Many could argue that 
the nuances of each of the four Gospels are a necessary part of 
comprehending the story of Jesus in all its fullness, and indeed, 
a student of the Scriptures would want to eventually read the 
Gospels in their original forms. For readers who would like a 
simpler version of Jesus’ story, however, Mebane’s offering will 
be useful and helpful.

A unified, well-considered Jesus story for the begin-
ning student of Christianity.

THE BUDDHA SAT RIGHT HERE
A Family Odyssey Through 
India and Nepal
Moes, Dena 
She Writes Press (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-63152-561-2  

A family journeys through India and 
Nepal in this debut travelogue/memoir 
by a Northern California midwife.

With her acupuncturist husband 
and two daughters, the author decided to take a journey to 
India and Nepal. This adventure led the Moes clan to discover 
ancient wisdom as they traveled through the Indian subconti-
nent. They went to Bodh Gaya, site of Buddha’s enlightenment, 
Cochin where they embraced the hugging saint, Amma, and 
ultimately Ladakh, where they attended the Kalachakra Initia-
tion ceremony conducted by the aging Dalai Lama. The author 
includes stories from Buddhist-Hindu tradition that augment 
her own experiences. The husband, Adam, a practicing Bud-
dhist who had been to India before the family’s trip, redis-
covered some of the places that revealed their secrets to him 
previously, but the emphasis remains on the author’s discover-
ies. Prior to their travels, both the author and her husband had 
derived their spiritual sustenance from Rainbow Gatherings 
where they met and fell in love. The origins of their quest for 
identity reside in hippie theology, an American mix of Eastern 
mysticism and meditation. “Before enlightenment, cornflakes 
and coffee,” the author writes, “After enlightenment, cornflakes 
and coffee.” Sometimes the author’s observations seem a tad 
precious but most of her descriptions of teeming city streets, 
vibrant landscapes, open country, and the delightful variety of 
many types of Indians and Nepalese enliven her locations and 
her spiritual searching. A pall hangs over the narrative of the 
family’s travels, however; before they departed, the state of 
California launched an investigation into the midwife practices 
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of the author, an investigation whose dread significance mem-
oirist Moes hints at as they travel and whose significance and 
outcome she finally reveals. As they go, the author also shows 
the strife between the author and her husband, a domestic rift 
that threatens to tear the family apart even as they proceed on 
their long and precarious Eastern journey. Includes black-and-
white photos of the family and their travels.

A chatty, animated American family pilgrimage that 
effectively conveys the author’s inward search for spiri-
tual meaning.

COTTON CANDY CLOUDS
Moore, Sara D. 
Illus. by Harvey, Shirley 
Self (20 pp.) 
Oct. 1, 2018
978-1-73264-274-4  

A rabbit describes a magical journey to the clouds in this 
debut board book.

A bespectacled little gray rabbit fancies that if it could 
touch the wispy, cotton candy–colored clouds illuminating the 
morning sky, they would feel like a cuddly, fluffy teddy bear. 
They would smell like fresh-washed laundry and be bouncy like 
a trampoline. The clouds would be so yummy to eat—like fruit 

“sprinkled with sugar,” the animal thinks—that while you danced 
on them, you could scoop up a taste to share with friends. Illus-
trated by veteran author/artist Harvey (More than a Best Friend, 
2018, etc.), the tender story offers both sighted and visually 
impaired children imagination-stirring ways to use their senses 
to interpret their surroundings. Harvey’s skilled, double-page–
spread, oh-so-soft watercolor images are a cozy complement 
to Moore’s vivid use of language—“a melody coming from the 
clouds...like a happy lullaby” is created by a guitar’s “quiet vibra-
tion,” a “slow thump of the bass,” and the “twinkling” of a harp. 
The hand-lettered look of the text on the high-quality, heavy 
paperboard pages adds flair, floating and curving, dropping and 
rising with the clouds. Touchingly, Moore dedicates the book 
to her son “who cannot see the clouds” and to his brother, who 

“tirelessly” depicts the world for him. (A Braille version of the 
work is also available.)

An animal tale with heart and charm for visually 
impaired and sighted children, sensitively crafted with 
inventive illustrations and word pictures.

JELLYFISH HAVE EYES
Piatigorksy, Joram 
IPBooks (260 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  $4.00 e-book
978-0-9965481-0-6  

Piatigorsky (The Speed of Dark, 2018, 
etc.) offers a speculative novel about a 
researcher undertaking a pure-knowledge 
scientific study in an era of hostility to 
free inquiry. 

Financial collapse in the near future 
has left the United States with a huge unemployment rate, new 
diseases appearing and old scourges returning, more conser-
vatives in Congress, and a rabble-rousing Washington, D.C., 
reporter slamming taxpayer spending on any research that 
doesn’t promise immediate, practical payoff. In the 2040s, 
researcher Ricardo Sztein is an aged, respected fixture at the 
Vision Science Center who is shaken after his wife’s cancer 
death. He embraces his other great love—science experimen-
tation just for the sake of knowledge, not a dictated agenda or 
financial return. His curiosity about how jellyfish see with multi-
ple eyes (“rhopalia”) of unexpected complexity sends him to the 
swamps of Puerto Rico, supported by like-minded colleagues 
and a loan of NASA computer tech. Clues uncovered in his field 
lab hint at new revelations about animal perception and evolu-
tionary biology. But when his rambles become publicly known, 
grandstanding politicians and media condemn him, cuing a 
public tribunal that’s reminiscent of that in the film Inherit the 
Wind. Piatigorsky is a scientist and essayist, so he knows of what 
he speaks regarding the cloistered realm of modern inquiry and 
exploration, which includes people jockeying for grants with 
ambition masked by professional etiquette. He also expresses 
scientists’ angst that average citizens appreciate nothing about 
basic research and could pull the plug on it at any moment. The 
future that the author evokes in this high-minded, speculative 
drama is thinly sketched, but what readers do glean about it is 
unpleasant, indeed. The jellyfish material, meanwhile, seems 
fanciful, but it’s firmly based in fact; the author includes pho-
tographic illustrations here that shore up the science. However, 
his book never aspires to Michael Crichton–like dimensions, so 
readers expecting a mind-blower like Carl Sagan’s 1985 block-
buster Contact should dial down their expectations. Still, it’s an 
intelligent, wistful rumination on the value of scientific pursuit, 
the joy of discovery, and the loneliness of a maverick thinker.

A sensitive drama about an aged scientist in an anti-
intellectual era.

An intelligent, wistful rumination on the value of scientific pursuit, 
the joy of discovery, and the loneliness of a maverick thinker.

jellyfish have eyes
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IN THOSE GLORY DAYS 
OF ELVIS
Rascoe Keenan, Josephine
Pen-L Publishing  (254 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $14.97 paper  |  $4.97 e-book
Oct. 30, 2018
978-1-68313-173-1
978-1-68313-170-0 paper 

The times, they are a changin’ in Arkan-
sas in this third installment of a series.

This volume picks up immediately 
after Book 2, with Julie Morgan strug-

gling in the wake of her baby’s birth and her mother’s recent 
death in 1957. When Julie flees Happiness House, a home for 
unwed mothers, and heads to El Dorado, she leaves behind her 
baby and postpones any real decision about her future. Julie 
wants to reclaim her old life, but she physically and emotionally 
can’t be the same girl. She is now a young woman who not only 
lost her mother, but is also a mom herself. While she secretly 
lived in Happiness House, her half sister and look-alike, Car-
men, assumed Julie’s identity in El Dorado. Now Julie must live 
as Carmen and adapt to high school as an outsider. Early on, 
Julie muses: “This deception business will take some getting used to.” 
Most difficult of all, Julie only has 90 days to decide whether 
she wants to bring her baby home and become a social pariah 
or forfeit her parental rights and give her son up for adoption. 
In addition to Julie’s personal challenges, current events are 
front and center in the novel. El Dorado, like the entire nation, 
is riveted by the forced integration of Little Rock Central 
High School, and racially charged discussions are unavoidable 
in the conservative Southern town. Rascoe Keenan’s (In Those 
Dazzling Days of Elvis, 2017, etc.) decision to include two Afri-
can-American characters, women whom the white protagonist 
counts as friends, provides a desperately needed perspective for 
Julie and readers. This is the strongest book in The Days of Elvis 
series so far, as the characters are well-developed and the focus 
on national events gives added weight to the small-town story. 
The underlying thread running through the engrossing narra-
tive is power and the struggle against judgment and oppression. 
When Elvis, a wise fairy godfather at this point, tells Julie, “It’s 
too bad the woman has to pay for the consequences of a natural 
thing between two people who love each other,” he gets right to 
the heart of this tale.

A coming-of-age story that deftly demonstrates the 
potency of standing up for one’s beliefs.

CRAFT BEER COUNTRY
In Search of the Best 
Breweries from the South 
Pacific to the Pacific Coast
Richardson, Kirk 
Mascot Books (272 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Oct. 23, 2018
978-1-64307-167-1  

A beer aficionado takes readers on a 
tour of some of the West Coast’s most 
notable breweries.

Craft beer is more popular than ever, which ensures a built-
in audience for this debut, which profiles more than two dozen 
of the best breweries in Hawaii, California, Oregon, Washing-
ton, Idaho, Nevada, Alaska, and British Columbia. It’s clear 
from the opening pages that Richardson, a freelance food and 
beverage writer, is no casual quaffer. In the first entry, he pays 
a visit to Hawaii-based Maui Brewing and offers a behind-the-
scenes peek at what really goes into producing their quality 
brew. This sets the template for the rest of the book, as Rich-
ardson hops around the West, visiting well-known breweries 
with national distribution, such as San Diego’s Stone Brewing, 
as well as smaller outfits, such as Reno, Nevada’s Brasserie St. 
James—whose owner, Richardson says, aims to elevate beer cul-
ture in his hometown—and community-supported Boise Brew-
ing in Idaho. The author succeeds in his goal of producing more 
than just “Another craft beer bible,” instead offering “a travel-
ogue that includes many of craft beer’s most interesting char-
acters.” He takes the time to sit down with brewers and find 
out how they got started in the industry, and he learns not only 
their brewing techniques, but also their opinions on the state 
of craft beer in America and even suggested food-beer pairings. 
The experience is a bit like tagging along on a tasting tour with 
an informed friend who’s able to translate the unique charac-
teristics of any given brew into words. Those with a working 
knowledge of the subtleties of craft beer will get the most out 
of this book, although members of what Richardson dubs “the 
mainstream beer crowd” may be inspired to step out of their 
comfort zones after reading about the “velvety, lactose-laden 
head...[and] hints of vanilla and oatmeal and a dash of choco-
late” that characterize Paso Robles, California–based Firestone 
Walker Brewing’s Nitro Merlin Milk Stout or the “subtle orange 
hints” of Boonville, California–based Anderson Valley Brew-
ing’s Blood Orange Gose.

A solid work of food journalism that will appeal to beer 
experts and novices alike.
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THE ADVENTURES OF MR. 
FUZZY EARS
Roberts, Donna Carr 
Illus. by the author
iUniverse (32 pp.) 
$15.95  |  $11.72 paper  |  Nov. 16, 2018
978-0-692-10500-9
978-0-692-14309-4 paper  

A dog seeks friends and finds family at the Humane Society 
in Roberts’ debut picture book.

Mr. Fuzzy Ears gets stuck in a cupboard while trying to 
befriend a mouse, and chipmunks and a squirrel reject his 
friendly overtures. Defeated, he asks his human “mom and dad” 
to take him to the Humane Society to find a new friend: “They 
were so good to me and helped me find my Forever Home!” 
There, he meets various animals, including a cat named Pres-
ton whose owner couldn’t afford his medical care. Finally, Mr. 
Fuzzy Ears meets dogs Izzy and Sofie and knows he’s found new 
pals. The humans adopt them, and on the way home, they find 
Teddy, a stray dog by the side of the road—whom they end up 
adopting as well. Roberts aptly weaves the important work of 
the Humane Society into a sweet, engaging story. Young read-
ers will relate to Mr. Fuzzy Ears’ quest and rejoice when he 

finally finds friends. The author’s realistic, painted illustrations 
offer lovely details, such as wispy tufts of fur and soulful, emo-
tive eyes. Some also offer additional subtext, such as an image 
of a smartphone and a “Found Puppy!!” sign amid text about a 
search for Teddy’s owners.

A beautifully illustrated, informative tale with a plucky, 
likable protagonist.

UNFORESEEN JOURNEY
Roche, John 
CreateSpace (180 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Jul. 18, 2018
978-1-72336-282-8  

A loving son explores the complexi-
ties of caring for his disabled mother 
over the course of a decade in this debut 
memoir and caregiver’s guide.

In 2005, Roche was a divorced father 
with three adolescent children when his 

76-year-old mother, Charlotte, moved in with him. She was par-
tially paralyzed by a series of strokes and needed help with most 
basic tasks of self-care. As he notes in this book, he took on the 
role of caregiver willingly. He was a physical therapist by profes-
sion, so he was the logical choice among his family members 
to provide for his disabled parent. He was also motivated by a 
strong sense of love and gratitude for his mother’s hard work 
and sacrifice throughout his childhood. She raised three chil-
dren with little help from her alcoholic husband, he writes, and 
suffered her first stroke when he was still a toddler. As an adult, 
he was thrilled to be able to offer his home when she needed his 
help. However, within a couple of years, he says, his filial devo-
tion began to be overshadowed by impatience, irritation, and a 
sense of his own life disappearing under the staggering load of 
responsibility. Then, just five years after Charlotte’s arrival, she 
was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, which made life harder 
for both mother and son. Overall, Roche’s narrative is personal 
and poignant as he describes his mother’s strength and resil-
ience as well as the disquieting milestones of her decline. Along 
the way, he presents a vivid portrait of the ravages of age and 
illness, and he’s similarly unsparing in his dissection of his own 
failings as a caregiver. Excerpts from the journal he kept at the 
end of Charlotte’s life are especially forceful in conveying the 
excruciating mix of love, sorrow, and guilt that characterized 
his last years with his mother, who died in 2015. The last sec-
tion of the work is a heartfelt guide for caregivers with advice 
that effectively draws on his own experiences as well as a list of 
additional resources.

A warm, candid examination of what it means to pro-
vide care for a loved one at the end of life.

The author’s realistic, painted illustrations offer lovely details, 
such as wispy tufts of fur and soulful, emotive eyes.

the adventures of mr. fuzzy ears
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JUBILANT JOURNEYS
Spenuzza, Connie 
Libros Publishing (200 pp.) 

Novelist Spenuzza (Lucia Zárate, 2017, 
etc.), who writes fiction under the pen 
name Cecilia Velástegui, offers a travel 
memoir unusually rich in imagery, his-
tory, and spirituality.

Spenuzza and her husband, Peter, 
seem to have been destined to traverse 
the planet. She was born in Quito, Ecua-

dor, the great-grandniece of the Roman Catholic Cardinal 
of Ecuador. She was a child of privilege—until her mother 
divorced her father, against the cardinal’s wishes. Spenuzza 
was told her mother had left the country. She herself was 
sequestered in a convent school. In 1962, at the age of 9, she, 
her brother, and her sister were put, unaccompanied, on a 
plane to California. This was her first travel adventure, and the 
excitement she felt then presaged a passion for travel that she 
and Peter have shared over the subsequent decades. Not just 
any travel. Fortified with family legends and historical details 
garnered from the author’s copious research for her histori-
cal novels, she, Peter, and their two sons, Pete and Jay-Paul, 
explored ancient sites around the globe. They searched the 
Basque region of Spain, seeking out (and finding) the ances-
tral family home of Ojer de Velastegui, “a member of minor 
nobility in Guipúzcoa, Spain,” said to be one of her ancestral 
relatives: “he was among Christopher Columbus’s crew on 
the historic Pinta sailing of 1492.” Spenuzza’s prose reflects 
her emotional connections with those who walked the Earth 
in bygone centuries. In Turkey, for example, she rummaged 
through the Grand Bazaar for the type of cloths used by the 
Ottoman sultan’s concubines to keep their skin smooth: “I 
wanted to feel more than the fibers in the world-renowned 
Turkish towels: I was hoping to touch the desperation on 
the concubines’ skin as they shed their old layer and hoped 
that their newer and softer coating would ensure their sons a 
cushier future.” At times, however, the text slips into pedagogy, 
with lengthy lessons in art and history—not as much fun as 
reading about her adventures at Peru’s Huayna Picchu.

Unique, occasionally mesmerizing; loaded with eso-
teric historical tidbits.

RUADAN
A Novel of France During 
World War II
Summers, Charles D.
CreateSpace (260 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2017
978-1-977809-97-1 

An espionage thriller dramatizes the 
risky work of the French Resistance dur-
ing World War II.

Mark Lynch, an American lawyer, 
had already undertaken some sensitive, classified missions 
on behalf of the United States when he was recruited to join 
another organizationally amorphous group that would eventu-
ally become the Office of Strategic Services. The OSS is the 
country’s principal intelligence agency, originally comprised 
solely of Ivy League grads, many of whom had very limited mili-
tary experience or none at all. Lynch is whisked away for train-
ing at Beaulieu, a finishing school in England that now teaches 
spycraft. Once prepared, he is sent back to the U.S. to recruit 
two of his own men: Ludlow Carr, a distant relative with a tal-
ent for brawling, and Marshall “Fingers” Malone, a professional 
burglar. Lynch is assigned some dangerous missions stateside 
before he’s shuttled back to Europe—he helps steal sensitive 
documents from the French Embassy and stops a philandering 
congressman from carelessly leaking classified documents to 
his mistress. Lynch travels to Europe, and he finally parachutes 
into Paris, tasked with ferreting out collaborators within the 
weak and compromised Vichy government. The Comet Line—
an escape route established to help downed British pilots safely 
make it out of Belgium—is targeted by Jean-Claude Blanchard, 
a French traitor. The OSS orders Lynch to track down and 
assassinate Blanchard, a mission that takes him to Andorra, a 
little known country in the Pyrenees. Summers (Harold’s Speak-
easy: and Other Lynch’s Corner Short Stories, 2017, etc.) once again 
displays his unimpeachable knowledge of World War II as well 
as the history of the OSS, a subject he has returned to time and 
time again. The plot marches forward with indefatigable vigor, 
brimming with action and loaded with colorful characters. And 
while the story has its lighthearted moments, Summers never 
loses sight of the historical gravity of his subject: “We’re in a 
fight to the death with the Nazis. They give no quarter. They 
kill to protect their secrets. And so must we, when we go in 
search of those secrets.”

A historical novel as edifying as it is exhilarating.
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IRAN FROM CROWN 
TO TURBANS
Thompson, Gail Rose 
XlibrisUS (390 pp.) 
$29.42  |  $19.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Sep. 14, 2018
978-1-984551-09-2
978-1-984551-10-8 paper  

Thompson (All the Shah’s Horses, 2016, 
etc.) chronicles her experience living in 

Iran in the 1970s under the rule of the last shah of Iran.
In 1972, the author moved to Iran with her husband, Don, 

an expatriate working for an Iranian aluminum company, while 
the nation was under the rule of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. She 
had expertise in horse-show jumping, and as a result, she was 
effectively compelled to take a job as a trainer for the nation’s 
Royal Horse Society—a position that she didn’t want but 
that she couldn’t comfortably turn down when officials pre-
sented her with a contract: “Sign it I did. Who could refuse?” 
The good news was that her new job placed her within Iran’s 
imperial court, giving her an extraordinarily unfiltered look at 
the inner workings of the royal family. The author forcefully 
writes of how the shah’s aggressive reforms were doomed to 
fail; they were irrationally idealistic, overpromising breakneck 
results that the nation could never achieve. Also, she notes that 
Pahlavi was arrogantly out of touch with his people and had no 
idea how widespread public discontent had become—at least 
in part because of the lavish lifestyle he enjoyed due to wide-
spread political corruption. Thompson’s incisive analysis also 
includes an account of the sexual mores of Iran in the 1970s; 
she places particular emphasis on the role of women, who 
were liberated in some ways but still subjected to a persistently 
patriarchal culture. Thompson supplements her sociological 
observations—which are sweeping but impressively sensitive, 

in the grand tradition of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in 
America—with a synoptic history of Iran, right up to the Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini’s religious revolution in 1979. Overall, 
her memoir is candidly personal, but it manages to transcend 
autobiographical details, bringing Iran’s struggle to gain entry 
into the modern world into vivid relief. Her prose is straight-
forward and lucid throughout, and although she does provide 
a helpful bibliography for further reading, she avoids unwieldy 
academic language. Overall, this work will be a valuable resource 
for readers seeking a demystification of Iran.

An enjoyable and instructive peek into Iranian culture.

TWO WEEK WINDOW
Wood-Giles, Kristy 
BalboaPress (242 pp.) 
$35.95  |  $17.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Sep. 18, 2018
978-1-982211-32-5
978-1-982211-34-9 paper  

A heartfelt memoir about the repercus-
sions of Lyme disease in one woman’s life.

Wood-Giles’ debut begins with 
surprising facts about Lyme disease, 

including the fact that it can adversely affect one’s immune 
system within just two weeks of infection. The Canadian 
author, a married mother of two, then goes on to detail her 
harrowing ordeal, which began while she was training for a 
physically demanding hike along Ontario’s Rideau Trail. She’d 
previously experienced leg-ligament injuries while playing 
hockey, so she was glad to return to intensive exercise. She also 
felt that the multiday hike would act as a salve for her grief 
over her father’s death. Due to her previous tenure as a park 
manager, she knew to get tested for Lyme infection when she 
discovered several ticks on her back, but she put it off until 
after the hike was over. Over the ensuing months, Wood-Giles 
was plagued by lethargy, labored breathing, and endless cycles 
of colds and viral infections. She also experienced chest pains 
and rapidly deteriorating cognitive function, which disturbed 
her supportive husband. She found some hope in listening to 
religious podcasts, but her feelings of powerlessness and dread 
grew as her mysterious ailments compounded. Wood-Giles 
passionately and vividly narrates this often distressing tale, 
and readers will express concern and apprehension as she nav-
igates a maze of clinical diagnoses, trial-and-error treatment 
options, and other setbacks before her eventual recovery. She 
tells of how she became inspired to help others by disseminat-
ing lesser-known information about the contraction, incuba-
tion, clinical assessment, and treatment of Lyme disease. The 
author also effectively imparts her knowledge of how sugar, 
gluten, and stress can be detrimental to the health of Lyme 
patients. Several pages of resource materials, including a sec-
tion of lyrically written self-care advice (including puppy ther-
apy!), further fortify this significant, engrossing story.

A profoundly personal and illuminating chronicle on a 
growing public health problem.

A valuable resource for readers seeking a demystification of Iran.
iran from crown to turbans
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DIFFICULT PEOPLE 
Stories
Wright, Catriona
Nightwood Editions (256 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $13.99 e-book
Oct. 20, 2018
978-0-88971-339-0  

Eclectic characters struggle with 
fluctuating careers and relationships in 
this collection of short stories.

When an unemployed English teacher 
in “Content Moderator” is desperate for work, an old high school 
friend has a job for her. But evaluating disturbing online images 
and videos that people have reported may be more than the 
unnamed narrator can handle. Seemingly innocuous individu-
als in Wright’s (Table Manners, 2017) powerful book often find 
themselves in arduous circumstances. In “Lean into the Mic,” 
for example, Amanda has been performing amateur stand-up 
comedy for two years. But the perpetually anxious woman iso-
lates herself from others, compounding her already precarious 
marriage. Similarly, Angela, the titular, self-professed “Major 
Prude,” is nonplussed when her wilder friend Carla and her 
roommate/stepbrother, Liam, hook up. But the aftermath may 
threaten her relationships with both. These profound tales typ-
ically showcase resilient characters. Chrissie, in “Uncle Harris,” 
faces off against her estranged father’s brother, who she believes 
is plotting to take away her younger siblings. In the title story, a 
mandatory work event (a “talk” on dealing with negativity) is an 
opportunity for a woman to come to terms with her brother’s 
recent fatal overdose. The author fills the pages with indelible 
prose and wry humor: Emily of “The Emilies” believes certain 
friendships are “as dutiful and potentially pointless as wash-
ing dishes before putting them in the dishwasher.” Neverthe-
less, even the more comedic tales don’t forgo character insight. 

“Love Lasts Forever but a Tattoo Lasts Longer” features a decid-
edly unromantic wedding—near a prison visitation room with 
a priest who smells of hot dogs. But the bride may prefer that 
her new husband stay in jail (“I’ll know where he is every sec-
ond”). The final work, “Them,” is the collection’s highlight. In 
it, Kate is shocked to learn that her lesbian best friend, Taylor, 
now identifies as genderqueer and goes by the pronoun they. 
The absorbing story earnestly examines both Kate and Taylor, 
as the two must decide how this change will impact their life-
long friendship.

Potent, unforgettable tales and razor-sharp writing.

HOUDINI CARINI
Zadek, Anne
Illus. by the author
L O Annie Press  (36 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-7323269-9-6  

A girl learns that practice makes 
magic in author/illustrator Zadek’s 
(Monsieur Pierre, 2017, as Anne Dana) 
picture book.

Houdini Carini, the Caucasian daughter of stage magi-
cians, can’t wait to be a magician herself. But when her parents 
give her a massive magic-trick encyclopedia, her first thought 
is, “This will take WAAAY too long.” She decides to perform 
a card trick, but instead of practicing it, she rehearses taking 
a bow; her resulting performance produces card chaos. Unde-
terred, she picks out another trick for show and tell, but lack of 
preparation results in hamsters all over the classroom; one of 
Zadek’s brightly colored ink-and-watercolor illustrations shows 
humorous expressions on the children’s faces. After another 
half-understood trick floods the streets with water (in a word-
less, two-page spread), Houdini is miserable. She then accepts 
her mother’s challenge to master a trick from the encyclope-
dia’s beginning, and she finally realizes the value of practice. 
Overall, young readers will find Houdini’s enthusiasm relatable, 
and the expressive illustrations reveal both her actions and 
her emotions; they also show an array of different skin tones 
for secondary characters. For kids who are eager to jump into 
activities with both feet, the protagonist’s struggles with start-
ing small are sure to ring true, and her hard-earned success is 
worth celebrating.

A clever, vividly illustrated book about learning 
from mistakes.
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By Megan Labrise

“I wanted a Jamaican woman in Jane 
Austen territory. I wanted to see what 
would happen to someone like Fran-
nie making her presence felt in these 
sophisticated Georgian drawing 
rooms....[A]ll we’re doing with histor-
ical fiction is imagining what people 
might have said if they’d been able to 
speak for themselves.”

—Sara Collins, whose debut novel, The 
Confession of Frannie Langton, “the story of 
a former slave from a Jamaican plantation 
accused of the murder of her master and 
mistress, in whose London home she is 
employed as a maid,” was named one of 
2019’s hottest debuts by the Guardian 

Fi e l d  No t e s

Submissions for Field Notes? 
Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.

“Being immersed in writing prose for the first time in my life, I was trying to teach 
myself how to tell a story in clear language without being distracted by the kind 
of details I’d historically put into a song. Those details don’t tend to move the 
narrative forward but paint a more vivid picture. You don’t need as much of that 
when you’re writing prose, because sometimes it’s at the expense of the overall 
story coming across clearly.”
—Jeff Tweedy, Wilco frontman and newly minted memoirist, discusses Let’s Go (So We Can 
Come Back) in Variety

“This silent generation absorbed all the hardships of the early Soviet years and 
preferred to remain silent in order to protect us. Now we want to make sense of 
all that on our own. I want to tear through this veil of silence.”
—Guzel Yakhina, whose widely acclaimed debut novel, Zuleikha, a “story of love and 
friendship on the brink of death in Josef Stalin’s camps,” will be published in English this 
March (ABC News)

“It was only when I was on the phone with the funeral director out in Los Angeles, 
asking him to dig my mother up, burn her up and send her to me, that I thought 
to myself, ‘You’re behaving weirdly now. Perhaps you should start taking notes.’ ”
—Kathryn Harrison, who recently published her fifth memoir, On Sunset, in “This Is the 
Story of My Life. And This Is the Story of My Life,” a consideration of serial memoirists by 
Henry Alford in the New York Times
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Shel Silverstein was a man of parts, some of which did not reconcile easily. 
He was, for instance, an early and frequent contributor to Playboy magazine, 
turning in cartoons and humor pieces that traded in a decidedly adult métier, 
as with one drawing of a Laocoön-like pile of naked bodies in a bathtub with 
the legend, “Well, I guess this destroys the myth about hippies never bathing.” 
He penned goofy songs, including Johnny Cash’s “A Boy Named Sue” and Dr. 
Hook’s “Cover of the Rolling Stone.” He bopped around with the cool kids, 
and he had a lot of laughs.

But Silverstein had a serious side. In 1964, following numerous rejections, he 
published a picture book called The Giving Tree. With wavering drawings that 
spoke of action and the unfettered energy of the world, and especially the kids in 
it, he delivered the story of a tree that gave and gave until it was a gnarled stump, 

unable to give any more. Those who read it at the time—I was 7, just the target audience for the story—were a 
touch perplexed and saddened, since the story was a downer on the order of The Iron Giant or Old Yeller. Older 
critics divided quickly over whether the tree was an exemplar of the selfless, self-sacrificial love of religious 
Scripture or the victim of a ceaselessly demanding humankind.

A book Silverstein published 10 years later, Where the Sidewalk Ends, is in better humor, an offbeat collection 
of poems and drawings that honor the odd logic of the pre-adolescent mind. Some of the pieces would prob-
ably not be published today, at least not without grim editorial conferences, while others celebrate things that 
give pause—hoarding, for instance, in a poem in which one man’s treasure is indeed 
another person’s trash.

But other of the oddments gathered in Where the Sidewalk Ends are themselves 
treasures worthy of Lewis Carroll. The poem “One Inch Tall” invites young readers 
to imagine themselves in a microscopic world in which they’d ride a worm instead 
of a bus to school, swing around on spider silk, and wear a thimble as a helmet. 
That’s a touch more sanitary, one imagines, than his assurance later in the book 
that it’s entirely permissible to wear a toilet plunger as a hat. A triplet implores 
someone to loan the author “two eighty-pound rats” in order to rid his home of—
yes, cats. And frightening to a certain set of kiddies is a poem in which Silverstein 
darkly promises that there’s a snail inside each human nose, one that bites off exploratory fingers.

One thing ties together the Silverstein of Playboy with the Uncle Shelby of kiddiedom, though, and that’s 
a healthy and constant sense of subversion. Let kids be kids, he proclaims, daringly positing that since God 
made mud but Mom insists on cleanliness, one or the other of them must be wrong and observing that the big 
fish eat the little ones in this world, fat and greedy. There are lessons aplenty for all ages, which explains why, 
decades later, and long after Silverstein’s death 20 years ago, his books endure. 

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: Where the Sidewalk Ends 
Hits Middle Age
B Y  G R E G O R Y  M C N A M E E
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