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Big Sky by Kate Atkinson (June 25): “Jackson Brodie is back. This is 
Atkinson’s fifth Jackson Brodie novel, but fans know that the phrase 
‘Jackson Brodie novel’ is somewhat deceptive. Yes, he is the hero 
in that he is a private investigator—former cop, military veteran—
who solves (usually) mysteries. But he is not so much the central 
character as the grumpy, anxious, largehearted gravitational field 
that attracts a motley assortment of lost souls and love interests. 
In this latest outing, Jackson is a half-duty parent to his teenage 
son while the boy’s mother, an actor, finishes her run on a detective 
series….The welcome return of an existential detective.”

Last Witnesses: An Oral History of the Children of 
World War II by Svetlana Alexievich (July 2): “The 
Nobel laureate brings her unique style of collecting 
firsthand memories to the stories of those who were 
children during World War II….One universal mem-
ory of these children was the complete lack of color: 
Everything was gray or black; spring never arrived. 
Many raged that they never had a childhood, which 
was stolen from them. As one 13-year-old recounts, ‘I 
learned to be a good shot….But I forgot my math….’ 
Strangers were all they knew, and it was strangers who 
saved them. There are some uplifting stories of parents 
finding their children after the war, but many never 
found anyone. As usual, Alexievich shines a bright light 
on those who were there; an excellent book but not for 
the faint of heart.”

Girls Like Us by Cristina Alger (July 2): “An FBI agent stumbles into a cesspool of police 
corruption and dead girls after the death of her father, a Long Island homicide detec-
tive. After scattering the ashes of her father, Martin, Nell Flynn heads to his South Fork 
home to sift through his possessions after a motorcycle crash took his life. Nell is on 
leave from her job in D.C. as a member of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit after she 
killed a member of the Russian Mafia in the line of duty and got a bullet to the shoulder 
for her trouble. Nell mourns her father but also looks forward to moving on and never 
looking back at a town that holds nothing but bad memories, including the brutal mur-
der of her mother, Marisol, when she was only 7. But getting out of town soon isn’t in the 
cards for Nell….The tension becomes nearly unbearable as Nell realizes she truly can’t 
trust anyone. Readers can expect a few genuine surprises, and the light Alger shines 
on society’s most vulnerable members is an important one. Melancholy and addictive.”
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THE OTHER’S GOLD
Ames, Elizabeth
Viking (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-9848-7849-6  

Four women have their friendship 
tested by a series of traumatic revelations.

As first-year students at the presti-
gious Quincy-Hawthorn College, four 
suitemates are thrown together and 
enter into an intensely close friendship. 

Lainey, a mixed-race adoptee, devotes herself to political activ-
ism and short-lived romances. Alice comes from an upper-crust 
white family and is on track to be a star athlete and pre-med 
student. Ji Sun, from Korea, is cocooned by her extraordinary 
wealth, and Margaret, from a lower-middle-class white Mis-
souri family, by her extraordinary beauty. Ames structures this, 
her debut novel, in four parts, each of which corresponds, like 
an ethics textbook, to a different moral quandary centered on 
one of the women. In the novel’s opening section, “The Acci-
dent,” Alice struggles to keep secret from her new roommates 
a childhood trauma that wracks her with guilt. Further into 
their time at Quincy-Hawthorn, in the second section, “The 
Accusation,” the women learn that Ji Sun plans to accuse her 
professor of sexual harassment. In the final two parts, “The 
Kiss” and “The Bite,” Margaret and then Lainey—now new 
wives and mothers—inflict trauma on children in very different 
ways. Written in a deft omniscient narration, the novel’s first 
half can sometimes blur the characters together within its slip-
pery point of view, and the crushes and drunken exploits seem 
like overly familiar snapshots from collegiate life. But the novel 
sharpens when the women come into independent adulthood, 
and though the structure emphasizes the sameness of their 
transgressions—the way all of us will cross lines for morally 
complicated reasons—the characters finally bloom into vibrant 
individuality, and the book fulfills its promise to investigate the 
question Margaret asks herself near the book’s finale: “Did lov-
ing so much mean you knew more about hatred?”

A messy, but ultimately memorable, look at the moral 
gray areas that govern our choices.
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RIGHT AFTER 
THE WEATHER 
Anshaw, Carol
Atria (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4767-4779-8  

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

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

Another treat from the great Anshaw: sharply observed, 
unsentimentally compassionate, always cognizant of life’s 
complexities.

THE CHOCOLATE 
MAKER’S WIFE
Brooks, Karen
Morrow/HarperCollins (608 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-06-268659-6  

When a nobleman unexpectedly asks 
for her hand in marriage, beautiful Rosa-
mund sees an escape from her life as a 
barmaid in her abusive stepfather’s inn. 
But what seems like a stroke of luck will 

soon spiral into a complex web of intrigue.
With a fine mind for business and the patience to listen to any 

customer tell his tale, Rosamund should be invaluable to her step-
father. But his brutal treatment encourages even his sons to man-
handle her, and it’s in fleeing their salacious advances that she 
runs right into the carriage of Sir Everard Blithman. Taken by this 
lovely woman in dirty clothes, the widowed Everard marries her, 
and Rosamund is suddenly the mistress of not only his estate, but 
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also his chocolate house, the fashionable place for gentlemen to 
be seen in Restoration London. Although her much older hus-
band releases her from her conjugal duties, Rosamund is eager 
to prove herself a good wife by learning the chocolate trade 
and aligning herself against Everard’s sworn enemy: Matthew 
Lovelace, the man whose unfortunate marriage to Everard’s 
daughter drove her to the Colonies, precipitating her death—
and the death of their child—on the high seas. Everard’s sudden 
death leaves Rosamund at loose ends, and as she navigates life 
as a wealthy widow, possible villains lurk nearby. Brooks (The 
Locksmith’s Daughter, 2018, etc.) masterfully deploys surprising 
plot twists, deftly pacing the opening of closets to reveal hid-
den diaries and family skeletons. With her bright, indefatigable 
heroine, Brooks has produced a sparkling addition to the recent 
spate of “wife” and “daughter” novels; in her hands, it’s Rosa-
mund who plucks herself out of trouble, who openly enjoys life’s 
pleasures, who even laughs in the midst of catastrophe, earning 
the admiration of men and women alike.

A charming and smart historical novel from a master 
storyteller.

THE LAST POST
Carlino, Renée
Atria (304 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5011-8964-7  

A young woman struggles to let new 
love bloom after the sudden loss of her 
husband.

After witnessing her husband’s death, 
Laya falls into depression. In an effort 
to keep Cameron’s presence alive, she 

makes frequent posts to his Facebook page, talking to him as if 
he were just away on a trip. This, of course, alarms her family and 
friends, who struggle to pull her back into reality. When Micah 
meets Laya at his office—her father owns his architecture firm—
he is smitten by her sad beauty. Although he doesn’t think of it 
as such, he begins stalking her via her Facebook posts and uses 
what he discovers to get close to her. Laya is startled by the coin-
cidences that fall into her life but is too dazed to realize Micah 
is planning them. As usual, Carlino (Blind Kiss, 2018, etc.) puts a 
unique spin on a common theme of finding love again after loss. 
But also typical for Carlino, her characters—Laya’s a surgeon and 
Micah’s an architect—seem younger than their years, responding 
to situations in ways that show a lack of insight for people with 
their career success. Questions about the characters’ naiveté may 
bring readers out of the story, as will a character’s quick, rather 
miraculous healing after a brutal accident. Characters are a bit 
exaggerated, especially Micah’s twin sister, Melissa, who bursts 
with attitude, but they are likable, they grow, lessons are learned, 
forgiveness is offered and received, and life moves on. There 
is wisdom to be found in this deceptively simple tale of inner 
wounds and how they impact the choices people make.

Social media paves the way for healing in this unique 
tale of life after loss.

It’s Pride Month, and what bet-
ter way to celebrate than with a 
couple of delightful romances, one 
about the first son of the United 
States falling in love with someone 
called HRH Prince Henry of Wales 
and the other about two women 
falling in love with astronomy, and 
each other, in Regency England.

In Red, White & Royal Blue by 
Casey McQuiston (June 4), “Alex Claremont-Diaz, son 
of the American President Ellen Claremont, knows 
one thing for sure: He hates Henry, the British prince 
to whom he is always compared,” as 
our starred review says. “He lives 
for their verbal sparring match-
es, but when one of their fights at 
a royal wedding goes a bit too far, 
they end up falling into a wedding 
cake and making tabloid headlines. 
An international scandal could ruin 
Alex’s mother’s chances for reelec-
tion, so it’s time for damage control. 
The plan? Alex and Henry must 
pretend to be best friends....But after a few photo ops 
with Henry, Alex starts to realize that the passionate 
anger he feels toward him might be a cover for regular 
old passion….A clever, romantic, sexy love story.”

The Lady’s Guide to Celestial Mechanics by Ol-
ivia Waite (June 25): “Lucy Mulcheney’s father was a 
celebrated astronomer. No one knows that she was 

responsible for much of the math 
behind his most significant work. 
Catherine St. Day, Countess of 
Mouth, traveled the world to look 
at the stars with her husband, but 
his death leaves her without a sense 
of purpose. When Catherine de-
cides to fund the translation of a 
revolutionary new text by a French 
scientist, these two women become 
accomplices—and much, much 

more.….Utterly charming and subtly subversive.” You 
can read the rest of the review in this issue. —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

new lgbtq 
reads
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THE GIRL ON THE PORCH
Chizmar, Richard
Subterranean Press (152 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Aug. 31, 2019
978-1-59606-915-2  

A late-night visitor disturbs the 
peace in this spine-chilling novella from 
horror writer Chizmar (The Long Way 
Home, 2018, etc.).

Sarah Tucker is cooking breakfast for 
her husband, Kenny, when she receives a 

text from her next-door neighbor Angie Urban: Someone rang 
the Urbans’ doorbell repeatedly at 3:30 a.m., but by the time 
Angie’s husband, Frank, dragged himself out of bed and down 
the stairs, their stoop was deserted. The Tuckers’ bell has been 
inoperative for months, but Sarah remembers hearing their 
Corgi bark, so she pulls up the footage captured by their secu-
rity camera. To her astonishment, she sees a half-dressed young 
woman with a manacle on one wrist stumble onto their porch, 

stab frantically at their broken buzzer, and then hurry back 
into the night. The Tuckers call the police, who publicize the 
video in hopes of identifying the woman and begin searching for 
suspects among the quiet Pennsylvania suburb’s residents. As 
secrets come out, paranoia sets in, prompting Sarah and Kenny 
to question how well they know their neighbors, their friends, 
and each other. Meanwhile, the couple’s 13-year-old daughter, 
Natalie, becomes convinced that somebody is following her. 
Chizmar delivers some genuinely creepy moments, cleverly 
capitalizing on readers’ domestic insecurities; the best frights 
are front-loaded, though, making the back half of the tale feel 
like a filibuster. The Tuckers and their relationship largely ring 
true, but the story’s secondary characters lack dimension.

Chizmar squanders a dynamite premise with an under-
developed plot, unexplained red herrings, and a seemingly 
arbitrary conclusion.
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WHO ARE YOU, 
CALVIN BLEDSOE?
Clarke, Brock
Algonquin (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-61620-821-9  

An innocent abroad, all but kid-
napped by an aunt he never knew he had, 
experiences his belated coming-of-age 
through a series of madcap European 
escapades.

Command of narrative tone has long been a hallmark of the 
underheralded Clarke’s (An Arsonist’s Guide to Writers’ Homes in 
New England, 2007, etc.) fiction, and here he sustains a tight-
rope balance between the matter-of-fact observations of the 
titular protagonist and the increasingly outlandish adventures 
he finds himself in. It’s a little late in the game for Calvin to 
be coming-of-age, but here he is, on the cusp of 50, divorced 
from a woman who won’t leave him alone, living in his parents’ 

home, recently orphaned with the death of his mother. She was 
the bestselling author of an inspirational book on John Calvin, 
whose aphorisms provide the novel’s thematic underpinnings. 
Her only son is one of two bloggers for the international pellet-
stove industry; his ex-wife is the other. They often communi-
cate with and about each other through their chatty blogs. His 
life changes irrevocably when a woman he has never seen before 
introduces herself at his mother’s funeral as the twin sister of 
the deceased. Without his knowledge or consent, she somehow 
procures for him a passport and a trans-Atlantic plane ticket, 
telling him, “It’s never too late to grow up, Calvin.” Then it’s off 
to the races, as the plot hurtles across Europe through various 
manners of deceit, duplicity, mutual betrayals, stolen vehicles, 
stolen identities, odd nicknames with odder backstories, and 
climactic revelations concerning Calvin, his mother, his aunt, 
and his destiny. As an oracular voice intones, “In order to see…
you must open your eyes,” the eye-opening discoveries of the 
narrator provide a mind-bending experience for the reader.

Unquestionably the funniest novel ever written about 
Calvinism.

MIDDLE ENGLAND 
Coe, Jonathan
Knopf (448 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-525-65647-0  

Benjamin Trotter, friends, and family 
return (The Closed Circle, 2005, etc.) to 
observe, mostly with dismay, the run-up 
to Brexit in a divided Britain.

In April 2010, just after the funeral 
of his mother, Benjamin listens impas-

sively for what is obviously not the first time as his father, Colin, 
rails about “political correctness” ruining everything once great 
about Britain. Ugly though usually veiled comments by others 
make it clear that those words are used to denigrate anything 
that acknowledges England is no longer an all-white, all-Chris-
tian nation; immigrants and people of color make easy scape-
goats in the anxious years after the economic meltdown. As the 
narrative moves toward the Brexit vote in 2016, Coe, with his 
usual acuity, tells the story of a collective meltdown through its 
impact on individuals. Benjamin’s journalist friend, Doug, spars 
with vacuous Tory flak Nigel as David Cameron’s government 
blunders toward the referendum it thinks it can manipulate to 
its own ends. Benjamin’s niece, Sophie, an art historian, finds 
her new marriage to sweet, totally unintellectual Ian strained 
when the promotion he’d counted on goes to a nonwhite col-
league and he starts listening to his genteelly racist mother, Hel-
ena. Helena is hardly worse than Doug’s daughter, Coriander, a 
nihilistic teen who incarnates every cliché about sanctimonious 
ultra-leftists. Coe’s marvelous humor is still in evidence, but it’s 
got a decided edge: There’s a cruise on which elderly passen-
gers keep dying, inept middle-aged sex, and a bemused friend’s 
suggestion, when confronted with Benjamin’s decades-in-the-
making mess of a novel, “Have you ever thought of taking up 
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Sharply observed, bitingly witty yet emotionally generous,
and as ominous as the times deserve.

middle england



teaching?” Actually, a very slimmed-down version gets Benja-
min longlisted for the Booker Prize, one of the semioptimistic 
touches (he loses) that include Nigel’s experiencing something 
almost like an attack of honesty post-Brexit and Benjamin’s sis-
ter Lois’ finally overcoming her PTSD from a 1974 Irish Repub-
lican Army bombing—because things are so much worse now. 
Coe’s empathy for even the most flawed people and a bedrock, 
albeit eroding, faith in human decency keep his text from being 
bitter, but it is deeply sad.

Sharply observed, bitingly witty yet emotionally gener-
ous, and as ominous as the times deserve.

STRANGERS AND COUSINS
Cohen, Leah Hager
Riverhead (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-59463-483-3  

A ramshackle manse in upstate New 
York will go up for sale as soon as its owners 
finish putting on their daughter’s wedding.

The fictional town of Rundle Junction 
has had bad luck with pageants—in 1927, 
a five-day drama of “Past, Present, and 

Future Performed Daily by its Residents” ended in a tragedy that 
recalls the real Hartford, Connecticut, circus fire some years later. 
Though there is a monument in town, the event is largely forgotten 
eight decades later except in wisps of memory drifting through the 
mind of ancient Aunt Glad, who used to have a sister named Joy 
and now has a great-grandniece called Mantha, who has named her 
dolls Fear and Sadness. Mantha’s sister, “Clementine Esther Erlend 
Blumenthal, firstborn child of Walter and Benita Blumenthal, soon 
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to become Mrs. KC Diggins...her college girlfriend’s wife,” is on 
her way home with her college friends Chana and Hannah (called 

“the Ch/Hannahs”) to put on an alternative wedding ceremony—
a pageant, it seems—that her mother, Bennie, is skeptical about. 
Bennie has plenty on her mind besides the wedding, as she and hus-
band Walter (called “Stalwart”) are not on the same page about the 
ultra-Orthodox Jews who have been moving into their area, their 
arrival having had a dire effect on property values, public schools, 
etc., in other commuter towns. Notwithstanding, as soon as this 
wedding is over, they plan to sell and flee. Cohen (No Book but the 
World, 2014, etc.) delights in her quirky characters, her melodious 
sentences, her exuberant narrative flourishes, and her peeks into 
the distant future. “Tonight, while just a few feet below them Wal-
ter and Pim pee side by side into the toilet, while more than two 
hundred thousand miles away the moon rolls across the sky like a 
lost pill, the baby mice are growing. Veering toward their respec-
tive fates.” She rolls out her winsome, multicultural, elaborately 
orchestrated plot like a magic carpet. Some readers will jump on. 
Others may feel their inner sourpuss stirring to life.

One person’s droll yet profound dramedy is another 
person’s too-sweet cup of tea.

OVERTHROW
Crain, Caleb
Viking (416 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-525-56045-6  

Another narrative of revolution from 
the author of Necessary Errors (2013).

Matthew is a graduate student in 
English. His cohort has graduated while 
he’s still fussing about with his disserta-
tion. So, he’s alone in New York and adrift 

when he says “Hi” to a cute boy on a skateboard. This cute boy 
is Leif—not a boy exactly, but younger than Matthew and com-
mitted to a worldview that Matthew struggles to take seriously. 
Leif is a barista and a poet, but his real work is with Occupy Wall 
Street. He serves food to protesters. He’s also the charismatic 
leader of a “working group” devoted to using psychic power to 
infiltrate—and overthrow—the establishment. There’s a lot 
going on in this novel. Crain borrows elements from science fic-
tion as his characters explore the use of occult weapons to dis-
rupt capitalism. Crain’s characters find themselves involved in 
something like a thriller as government agencies become inter-
ested in their activism. The idea that Leif and his comrades can 
read minds becomes entangled with contemporary concerns 
about everyday privacy and the surveillance state. These fantas-
tical and topical elements are, though, subservient to what is 
essentially a realist novel about human longing and the need for 
connection. Crain’s worldbuilding is meticulously naturalistic. 
There is hardly a detail that goes unrecorded—a scent, a ges-
ture, an architectural flourish….It’s not difficult to imagine that 
some readers will become immersed in the character-driven 
universe Crain creates. At the same time, it’s easy to wish that 
the story moved along at a faster pace.

Personal, political, and really long.

LAST ONES LEFT ALIVE
Davis-Goff, Sarah
Flatiron Books (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-250-23522-0  

In gloomy post-apocalyptic Ireland, 
a young woman wanders the landscape 
with her dog and a dead body, trying to 
avoid zombies.

Debut novelist Davis-Goff creates 
an atmospheric drama in which zom-

bies (called skrake) are both plot device and metaphor, and 
she throws in some gender exploration along the way. Orpen, 
a young woman raised on an island off the coast of Ireland by 
lesbian mothers, has never known other people. Her birth 
mother, Muireann, and Muireann’s lover, Maeve, ran away 
from Phoenix City before her birth, and together they created 
an idyllic childhood for Orpen in an abandoned village on the 
island. As Orpen grows up, her mothers begin to train her to be 
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a warrior of sorts, able to defend herself against what they say 
are the three most fearsome things: other people, skrake, and 
men. But when a series of tragedies strike and Orpen ends up 
trying to find Phoenix City alone, she meets a man, a pregnant 
woman, and a small girl on the road, and plenty of adventure 
and emotional turmoil ensue. Orpen learns to confront not 
only the harsh reality of the world in which she lives, but the 
inherent human need for connection. “I can nearly understand 
the hunger of the skrake...” she says. “The desperation of hav-
ing nothing and needing needing needing.” Davis-Goff writes 
language evocative of melancholy longing in a landscape both 
beautiful and brutal, and she’s created the distinctive voice of a 
first-person narrator who is both confident in her abilities and 
filled with fear and grief. The lone male character, however, flat-
tens the female characters and does not seem necessary.

With a bleak setting, waves of action, and immersive 
worldbuilding, Davis-Goff’s debut successfully blends hor-
ror, lyrical prose, and feminist themes.

AMERICAN MAGIC
Fehst, Zach
Emily Bestler/Atria (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5011-6861-1  

Ex–CIA ace Ben Zolstra goes after 
the forces behind a dark website that 
poses an international threat by giving 
ordinary people access to superpowers.

The threat is revealed online via a 
video clip in which Eila Mack, an Ohio 

woman, telekinetically levitates a car by uttering a strange set of 
words. Desperate to keep the spell from falling into the wrong 
hands, the CIA calls in Zolstra in spite of his checkered past 
with the agency. True to form, he defies orders and goes off on 
his own, all the way to Thailand, to track down the source of the 
so-called Merlin protocol. His backup team includes the dimin-
utive Mack, who is increasingly entertained by her new abili-
ties; Desdemona Heaton, a disgraced former Oxford scholar of 
mystical religion; and ex–military asset and computer wizard 
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Gabriel Garcia. Zolstra has to contend not only with a bunch 
of bad guys, but also CIA director Bill Harris, who has it in for 
Zolstra and his rogue behavior. You would think that a story 
that flirted with Armageddon would gather some intensity, but 
Fehst’s debut is so lightweight and frequently lighthearted, the 
killing of the Israeli prime minister—by an invisible assassin—is 
tossed off like a bad ankle sprain. Magic Goes Viral. The World 
Reels reads a news headline. But there is little reeling to this tale 
and no rocking either.

For all its depictions of strange happenings, Fehst’s 
book is lacking in storytelling magic.

CHIMES OF A LOST 
CATHEDRAL
Fitch, Janet
Little, Brown (752 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-316-51005-9

The second installment of a young 
poet’s trials in war-torn Russia, 1919-1921.

In another massive tome, Fitch 
(The Revolution of Marina M., 2017, etc.) 
picks up where she left off—her heroine, 

Marina, once a bourgeois princess in a refined intellectual family 
in Petrograd, is now 19, pregnant, and desperately seeking work, 
shelter, and proletarian papers in the outlying burg of Tikhvin. 
Not long after she gets herself situated, her lusty nature gets her 
in trouble again—and then her long-lost poet husband (not the 
father of the child, unfortunately) rolls into town on an agit-prop 
train. Rescued from rural tedium, she’s off with the actors, sailors, 
and soldiers riding the rails. Up on the roof of one of the cars, she 
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glories in a “soar of spirits I never expected to feel again.…Ah, the 
rush, the sweep of the horizon, this enormous country headed 
into its future! I felt like I was riding time itself, the sun on my 
face, the freshness of the fields, the great green expanse of Rus-
sia in the blue bowl of her heavens.” This will be one of her only 
happy moments in more than 700 pages of tumultuous plot, but 
no matter what grisly doom and miserable fate befall her, Marina 
continues to think big, in swathes of grand prose and plenty of 
quoted poetry. After she gives birth, she makes her way back to 
Petrograd, a city starving, collapsing, and writhing in agony. But 
on the plus side, she meets all the great writers of the period and 
is embraced as a promising new talent. The writer and activist 
Maxim Gorky plays a major role in the story; Blok, Mayakovsky, 
Akhmatova, Mandelstam, Gumilev, and many others are also on 
the scene. This part of the book seems a bit special interest for 
the general reader of historical fiction but will be a treat for fans 
of Russian literature. Since the first volume began with a pro-
logue set in 1932 and this one only gets us to 1921, one wonders if 
Marina’s story will end here.

An unusual and passionate re-creation of the terrible 
tragedy of the Bolshevik Revolution and the timeless liter-
ary culture it produced.

ON DIVISION
Goldbloom, Goldie
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 19, 2019
978-0-374-17531-3  

A Chasidic woman is surprised to 
find herself pregnant.

Surie Eckstein is a 57-year-old Cha-
sidic woman with 10 children. Most of 
her children are married with children 
of their own. When Surie discovers that 

she’s pregnant—with twins, no less!—she’s shocked, of course, 
but also ashamed, anticipating the responses of her friends and 
neighbors. They’ll know she’s still having relations with her 
beloved husband, Yidel. “The women of the community would 
say mazal tov, but privately, they’d blush for her, the sex-crazed 
hussy.” So Surie doesn’t tell anyone. Goldbloom (You Lose These, 
2011, etc.), who is herself Chasidic, writes with great depth of 
feeling about this close community but also with humor. Surie 
grows larger and larger, vaguely hoping that Yidel will figure out 
her secret without needing to be told. Instead, the secret of her 
pregnancy becomes twisted up with another painful secret: Surie 
and Yidel, it emerges, had a son named Lipa who died four years 
earlier and—to their shame—was gay. Unable to discuss Lipa 
with Yidel, Surie finds herself unable to discuss the pregnancy, 
either. In the meantime, time passes. Surie starts helping out at 
the clinic where she’s receiving prenatal care and, to her surprise, 
starts to feel a kind of fulfillment there. Goldbloom’s character-
ization of Surie, and of the whole cast, is wonderfully complex. 
She shows the joy of belonging to a community as well as the feel-
ings of frustration at its strictures. How can a community bind 
itself together? How can one person ever truly know another?

Goldbloom explores complicated questions about 
community and individuality with humor, wit, and great 
sensitivity.

THE RECKLESS OATH 
WE MADE 
Greenwood, Bryn
Putnam (448 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-525-54184-4  

A hot-tempered, gritty Kansas woman 
living on the edge and an autistic man 
obsessed with medieval chivalry team up 
in an unforgettable heroic quest to rescue 
her abducted sister.

Zhorzha Trego’s hardscrabble life takes a turn for the worse 
when older sister LaReigne, a volunteer at a local prison, is 
taken hostage with another woman by two escaped inmates. 
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Goldbloom shows the joy of belonging to a community as 
well as the feelings of frustration at its strictures.

on division 
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One of the most common immigrant narratives in 
America is the story of a courageous man or entire 
families that venture into the U.S., risking their lives 
in exchange for opportunity. In her new novel, Patsy 
(June 4), Nicole Dennis-Benn reinvents and flips that 
trope with a keen focus on a black woman’s immi-
grant experience. Her second novel is an engrossing 
epic that moves from 1998 to 2008 following the as-
pirations and adversities Patsy encounters in America 
after leaving her daughter, Trudy-Ann (Tru for short), 
in Jamaica to pursue the love of her life and, of course, 
the American dream.

“Being a Jamaican immigrant myself, coming to 
America, I wanted that freedom to love and that 

chance at upward mobility that Patsy wanted,” Den-
nis-Benn says. Patsy emerged as a character for Den-
nis-Benn in 2012 when she worked as an adjunct pro-
fessor who had to be at work at 6 a.m. During her 
Staten Island ferry commute, she was steeped in the 
sounds of home, as many of her fellow passengers 
were also Caribbean and they spoke to one another 
in patois. Listening to them, she also found her eye 
drawn to depictions of her native country and won-
dering about them. 

“Here were all these advertisements saying ‘Come 
to Jamaica,’ and here we were, grinding,” Dennis-
Benn says of how she conjured Patsy as the main pro-
tagonist. “My imagination started going, and I won-
dered what versions of themselves they brought to 
America.”

Patsy’s arrival in Dennis-Benn’s imagination was 
quickly followed by Patsy’s childhood friend and un-
requited love interest, Cicely—a light-skinned, blue-
eyed trophy wife to controlling husband Marcus; 
Fionna, Patsy’s fellow immigrant friend, who scrubs 
toilets alongside her in a generic Jamaican restaurant 
in Brooklyn; and, back in Jamaica, Saskia, one of the 
only classmates who sees Tru for the gender noncon-
forming person she is trying to become. 

Patsy is an anomaly in literature for a number of 
reasons, chief among them that no one likes moth-
ers who abandon their children—even mothers who 
have as good a reason as Patsy has, which is to pursue 
a life of her own and to send money back to Jamaica 
for Tru. 

“I’d never read an immigrant story where the per-
son was coming to America other than wanting a 
better life or to give back to their families,” Dennis-
Benn says. “I wanted to write about a woman com-
ing to America to find a different life.” The fact that 
Patsy is a mother upped the stakes. “In our culture, 
motherhood is the epitome of womanhood, even if 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Nicole Dennis-Benn

PATSY IS A PROFOUND BOOK ABOUT A QUEER IMMIGRANT WOMAN 
ALIVE WITH PASSION AND REGRET 
By Joshunda Sanders

Photo courtesy Jason Berger
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Patsy didn’t have the choice about whether to be-
come a mother; motherhood happened to her,” she 
adds. “Fathers can go on like they don’t have fami-
lies at home. I wanted to spin gender on its head in 
that capacity and give Patsy that complex story.”

That Tru also gets a complex story is one of the 
many gifts of the novel—we see two women defin-
ing themselves in a world that has otherwise always 
had the power to define them, Dennis-Benn says. 

“Usually, when the parent leaves to America, you’re 
told you should be grateful, and I wanted to capture 
what it’s like to be abandoned, coming-of-age to her 
identity, and her existing as a gender-nonconform-
ing teenager” alongside Patsy’s survival in spite of 
the many adversities and intricacies of the immi-
grant experience that have been largely invisible. 

Joshunda Sanders is the author of the children’s book I 
Can Write the World and an educator living in New 
York City. Patsy received a starred review in the April 
1, 2019, issue. 

She learns the news while on a late-night train heading home 
to Wichita with her 5-year-old nephew, Marcus, after making 
a weed-smuggling run to Colorado. With a father who died in 
prison and a grieving mother who has become a 600-pound 
hoarder, the burden of supporting the family has fallen on red-
headed Zee’s tall shoulders, and waitressing can’t even begin to 
cover her medical bills from a motorcycle accident that left her 
with chronic hip pain. The attention from the police and press 
causes Zee to lose her apartment, her job, and her car in short 
order. To the rescue arrives her eccentric knight, whom she had 
met at a physical therapy clinic two years earlier. Gentry Frank 
is on the spectrum; his inner voices convince him that he’s Zee’s 
champion. When he invites her and Marcus to stay with his lov-
ing, multiracial adoptive family, the unromantic Zee begins to 
connect with her odd suitor. After the second female hostage 
is found murdered, Zee realizes she must save LaReigne on her 
own. Together, she and the loyal Gentry embark on a dangerous 
journey. As in All the Ugly and Wonderful Things (2016), Green-
wood depicts an unconventional romance with honesty and 
tenderness. Her short, briskly paced chapters keep the pages 
flying, and she expertly juggles nine different narrators with 
their own distinctive voices. The Middle English that Gentry 
speaks reveals his honorable nature and leavens the suspenseful 
storyline with fresh humor.

Greenwood’s upside-down contemporary fairy tale 
captivates with its wonderfully inventive storytelling and 
its compassionately drawn, flawed characters.

GOING DUTCH
Gregor, James 
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-9821-0319-4  

A directionless grad student finds 
himself at the center of a bisexual love tri-
angle in debut novelist Gregor’s charm-
ingly melancholy Brooklyn rom-com.

At 29, Richard’s life seems to be in a 
state of suspended animation. He’s sup-

posed to be finishing a Ph.D. in medieval Italian literature, except 
that he hasn’t actually written much of anything in months. As 
a result, “all his efforts at maintaining a long-cultivated identity 
of academic competence and dependable accomplishment had 
taken on an air of pointlessness.” (Also, his funding is in dan-
ger.) His personal life isn’t faring much better. Dating, in New 
York, is an endless stream of profiles and messages and drinks 
and promises to be in touch after and very few actual relation-
ships. And it is a combination of these two factors—Richard’s 
general loneliness and specific state of acute academic crisis—
that leads him to forge an increasingly complicated relation-
ship with Anne, a fellow doctoral student. Brilliant, rich, and 
clearly attracted to Richard despite the ongoing obstacle of his 
being gay, Anne offers to help him salvage his academic career, 
and in the process, their relationship intensifies into something 
more. And then, on a dating app, Richard meets Blake, and if 
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their romance gets off to a rocky start, it quickly mellows into a 
serious relationship. On paper, at least, Blake is perfect: a kind, 
successful lawyer ready to build a future with Richard. Except 
that Richard is also involved with Anne, who is sensitive and 
hyperanalytical and—for reasons that defy rational explana-
tion but make intuitive sense—accepts him completely. Of 
course, per the rules of the genre, Richard’s double life must 
come crashing down, which it does, spectacularly, leaving him 
to begin the process of addressing the general state of his life. 
A deeply kind novel—all three characters are rich and compli-
cated and human—Gregor’s plot is less interesting than his bit-
ing observations of modern urban life. (He’s especially good on 
the complicated dynamics of money; it’s rare to find a novel that 
so accurately captures the constant, low-grade anxiety around 
who can afford what.)

A familiar plot gets a sharp millennial makeover.

TIDELANDS 
Gregory, Philippa
Atria (480 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5011-8715-5  

The inaugural volume of Gregory’s 
(Dark Tracks, 2018, etc.) new series is set 
during the English civil war.

A wise woman is at the center of this 
launch. Alinor, an herbalist and midwife, 
is reminiscent of Jacquetta (The Lady of 

the Rivers, 2011), another Gregory protagonist, foundress of the 
Woodville dynasty of beautiful and resourceful women who fig-
ure in the War of the Roses and attract accusations of witchcraft. 
In 1648, the risk of such accusations is even higher, since Alinor 
lacks Jacquetta’s noble lineage and because an army of Puritan 
Christians led by Oliver Cromwell has dethroned King Charles, 
now confined on the Isle of Wight. Extensive atmospherics 
slow the action but convey a strong sense of place—the Sussex 
tidelands, where, on Sealsea Island, Alinor earns a sparse living 
selling herbs and practicing the healing arts. She also invites 
scrutiny because her abusive husband disappeared months 
before. Detail abounds about the 17th-century economy of a 
small island: The local lord, Sir William, still holds sway thanks 
to a deal with Parliament, and his tenants each have their trade. 
Alinor’s brother Ned, a staunch anti-royalist, runs the family 
ferry business, her daughter Alys, also beautiful, works for the 
miserly Mrs. Miller, whose family controls the tide-driven mill. 
Everyone makes their own ale. When Alinor meets James, a dis-
guised Catholic priest who has been summoned by Sir William, 
her fortunes change for both good and ill. James, a spy from the 
exiled English court in France, is embroiled in a plot to rescue 
King Charles. With James’ help, Alinor’s son Rob is assured 
of a brighter future under Sir William’s patronage. Alinor and 
the handsome James are instantly drawn to one another, and 
his vow of chastity falls to the wayside, with rather unpleas-
ant results once he is called back to France. There are chilling 
descriptions of what Puritans in power are prepared to do to 

women who deviate from social norms—or merely incite envy. 
Once the jeopardy accelerates, this is Gregory par excellence.

A promising start to a family saga about ordinary 
people.

THE ARRANGEMENT
Harding, Robyn
Scout Press/Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-9821-1049-9  

A newly minted sugar baby falls for 
her sugar daddy with deadly results in 
Harding’s (Her Pretty Face, 2018, etc.) lat-
est thriller. Welcome to the sugar bowl.

Twenty-one-year-old art student Nat-
alie Murphy is happy to be in New York 

City and away from Cole, the abusive boyfriend she left behind 
in tiny Blaine, Washington. Unfortunately, Nat has trouble 
making rent and is close to getting kicked out of her apartment. 
Luckily, Nat’s impossibly stylish school friend Ava has a solution. 
Ava is a sugar baby: She dates wealthy, successful men who spon-
sor her upscale lifestyle, but Nat has a few reservations, mainly 
about sex. Ava explains that sex is only on the menu if Nat wants 
it. After Nat gets fired from her job, she posts a profile on a 
sugar daddy website and makes a date with the charming and 
handsome Angeldaddy, aka 55-year-old lawyer Gabe Turnmill. 
He tells Nat that he’s divorced, but in reality, Gabe sees himself 
as a martyr who must take care of his wife of 29 years, Celeste, a 
cancer survivor who gained weight, making her undesirable to 
poor Gabe. After a few dates, lots of self-recrimination, ignored 
red flags, and wads of cash, Nat is smitten. It’s not the money 
that has her hooked—it’s Gabe, who offers Nat an ongoing 
arrangement, including a monthly allowance, but when he even-
tually calls it off, Nat goes off the rails, and Gabe must contain 
the considerable fallout. Murder is, of course, inevitable. The 
world of sugar babies and their daddies is fascinating, but weak 
characterizations render Nat and Gabe, and their support-
ing cast, as little more than cardboard cutouts, and Nat hits 
every clichéd beat of the scorned lover rendered psychotically 
hysterical by a powerful, sociopathic man. A lot can be parsed 
about arrangements with a built-in power imbalance that allow 
for predatory manipulation, but that’s given only surface-level 
exploration. More effort is put into heightening the melodrama 
and engineering soapy twists.

A missed opportunity.
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At the Osthorne Academy for Young Mages, the elite 
private high school at the heart of debut novelist Sarah 
Gailey’s Magic for Liars (June 4), there’s offensive graffiti on 
the school lockers, secret notes encoded with spellwork...
and a beloved teacher dead in the school library. 

Ivy Gamble, a hard-drinking private eye with a chip on 
her shoulder, takes on the case. Unlike everyone else at Os-
thorne—including her estranged twin sister, Tabitha—Ivy 
possesses not a single spark of magic. 

While other fantasy series follow powerful wizards as 
they come of age, Gailey was more interested in how Ivy, 
who has no power at all, might fare in a world where she’s 
at a strategic disadvantage—and where being an outsider 
stirs up even more emotional turmoil.

“One of the most interesting things about her is that 
she’s an incredibly lonely woman, which we don’t get a ton 
of in media,” says Gailey of the novel’s narrator, a high-

functioning alcoholic who fumbles relationships with the 
men she fancies.

Ivy is “so lonely that she’s able to construct this entire 
lie about her life without anyone calling her on it,” Gailey 
continues. They note how Ivy’s privilege as a white woman 
allows her to nose-dive into alcoholism without interfer-
ence from friends or family. “There’s no one to catch her if 
she falls,” they add. 

Gailey credits Killing Eve, the BBC television series 
about an MI5 agent tracking an international assassin, as 
an influence. It’s one of the few shows that portrays com-
plicated women who make bad decisions without judging 
characters for their behavior, they say. Gailey’s background 
as a trained actor helped them better understand their 
characters in this way, too.

Still, it wasn’t always easy for Gailey to push Ivy to her 
limits. Gailey initially wanted to give Ivy a close friend for 
emotional support, a figure they liken to “Chris Hems-
worth in Ghostbusters,” but was persuaded by their editor to 
make Ivy’s story darker. “I was scared for a time of writing 
that way because I was going through a divorce and dealing 
with my own loneliness,” they add.

But Gailey also found “relief ” in the story’s emotion-
al messiness, from Ivy’s alcoholism and disastrous per-
sonal life to the teens who struggle with bullying, finals 
week, and an all-consuming “Chosen One” prophecy. 
Instead of an athletic, popular Harry Potter figure or a 
nerdy fanboy like Quentin Coldwater, Gailey offers dif-
ferent possibilities for the “Chosen One” in Magic for 
Liars: obsessive Dylan DeCambray and his domineer-
ing half sister, the ultrapopular Alexandria. The siblings, 
not coincidentally, become prime suspects in Ivy’s mur-
der investigation.

“I wanted to poke a little hole in the idea that this ar-
chetype of a boy is going to be the ‘Chosen One,’ ” Gailey 
continues. “These girls are also extremely powerful and fo-
cused in the way that you want your ‘Chosen One’ to be.”

Everything in Dylan’s culture and upbringing “tells him 
that he’s the ‘Chosen One,’ ” Gailey continues. In contrast,  

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Sarah Gailey

IN MAGIC FOR LIARS, THE DEBUT WRITER CREATES A WORLD THAT 
NORMALIZES QUEERNESS FROM THE FIRST SENTENCE
By Kristen Evans

Photo courtesyAllan Am
ato



CARI MORA
Harris, Thomas
Grand Central Publishing (320 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May. 21, 2019
978-1-5387-5014-8

Morbid mysterian Harris (Hannibal 
Rising, 2006, etc.) returns with a trade-
mark mix of murderous psychopaths and 
morally iffy good guys. 

Lesson No. 1: Don’t mess with a 
determined Colombian woman, espe-

cially not one with combat experience and no fear of dying. The 
title character is a case in point: 25, pretty, though with scars that 
speak to a terrible past. Under the watchful eye of the immigra-
tion authorities, she works several jobs, including managing a 
luxurious Miami property with a murky title, a property that 
was once owned by drug lord Pablo Escobar and under which 
he tucked away a trove of gold ingots. Enter Hans-Peter Schnei-
der, a decidedly nasty fellow in the tradition of other Harris 
villains. Hans-Peter has fangs with “silver in them that shows 
when he smiles” and is otherwise rather vampiric in aspect, and 
he has a thing for harvesting organs and selling women into 
slavery. He’s after that gold, and Cari is a mere inconvenience 
to be dealt with in due time, minus a limb or two, perhaps. So 
it is with Cari’s pool cleaner friend Antonio, anyway, who winds 
up an object of Hans-Peter’s attention: “These were Antonio’s 
legs. That was Antonio’s torso. His head was missing.” Things 
get ickier still as heads explode, bob around in liquid crema-
tion machines, and otherwise undergo assorted unpleasantries. 
Hans-Peter isn’t the only one after the gold, of course, and then 
there are the rising waters thanks to climate change, waters that 
have burrowed their way under the mansion. It’s a race against 
time—and crocodiles, and all the other ways of dying unhap-
pily in South Florida. It’s vintage Harris, with nice twists and 
elegant ways of expressing just how bad bad people can be. Suf-
fice it to say that, as the story winds to a blood-soaked close, 
some of the principals probably won’t be showing up in a sequel.

Refreshingly, entertainingly creepy and with nary a 
fava bean in sight.

THE WAREHOUSE 
Hart, Rob
Crown (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-9848-2379-3  

When does the line between utopia 
and dystopia begin to merge? When you 
owe your soul to the company store.

Hart (Take Out, 2019, etc.) is best 
known for his private eye novels about 
Ash McKenna and a novella co-written 

with James Patterson (Scott Free, 2017), but he’s tapped a real 
vein of the zeitgeist with this stand-alone thriller about the 
future of work that reads like a combination of Dave Eggers’ 
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Alexandria is more interested in things that society codes 
as feminine. “She’s interested in being pretty; she’s inter-
ested in social control. She’s extremely powerful at all of 
those things but in a way that we don’t often acknowl-
edge as powerful.” 

Gailey’s ability to portray the inner lives of teenag-
ers—their cliquish behavior, their penchant for secrets, 
and their quest for power over their lives—is part of what 
makes Magic for Liars so compelling, and they treat the 
thorny relationships between adult women in much the 
same way.

“All of them are still trying to figure out who they are 
to each other because none of the stories they’ve ever 
seen fit the people they are inside,” says Gailey of the 
novel’s female characters.

This is an internal struggle Gailey identifies with and 
one they thought about often while writing. “Though not 
all of the characters are queer on the page, that concept of 
trying on identities is a very queer concept,” they continue. 

“There’s this constant feeling of trying to find the 
thing that fits best in terms of identity,” says Gailey, who 
identifies as nonbinary. “It’s not a matter of finding a cos-
tume and deciding that’s who you are; it’s a matter of try-
ing to find something that fits. In the way that Ivy is con-
stantly trying to find something that fits and that feels 
good, she’s a huge reflection of my journey to figuring out 
what flavor of queer I am.”

Gailey wants to give their characters the space they 
need for self-discovery by creating a world that normal-
izes queerness from the first sentence. “As a queer person, 
I want to build books that have worlds where queerness is 
allowed and it’s part of people’s communities,” they say. “I 
don’t want to keep on having those conversations of, like, 
‘Why do you use they/them pronouns? What does that 
mean?’ I just want to read a world where they/them pro-
nouns exist and it’s fine.”

Kristen Evans reviews 
fiction for Kirkus and 
writes about culture for 
BuzzFeed, the Los An-
geles Times, LA Week-
ly, NYLON, and else-
where. Magic for Li-
ars was reviewed in the 

April 1, 2019, issue. 



tech nightmare, The Circle (2013), the public’s basic impression 
of an Amazon fulfillment center, and Parzival’s infiltration of 
IOI in Ready Player One (2011). In the near future, following a 
series of mass murders at retail outlets, traditional commerce 
is dead. Every need has been ported over to Cloud, a worldwide 
fulfillment facility where anyone who wants to survive works—
those who don’t either give in eventually or are a customer—in 
something of a feudal society where algorithms decide your role. 
Cloud is the brainchild of Gibson Wells, a mad genius who is 
dying of pancreatic cancer but whose role in the story is assured 
by his broadcasts to his millions of employees. Our two leads are 
Paxton, a former prison guard whose entrepreneurial invention 
was co-opted by Cloud and who has reluctantly taken a security 
job with his enemy’s empire, and Zinnia, a secretive operative 
with deadly skills whose role on the product-picking floor is 
only a means to an end. While touching on income inequality, 
drug addiction, and corporate espionage, Hart creates a com-
pelling and intriguing thriller that holds up a black mirror to 
our own frightening state of affairs. Hart dedicates the book to 
a real victim, Maria Fernandes, who worked part time at three 

different jobs and accidentally suffocated on gas fumes while 
sleeping in her car in 2014. That’s a profound inspiration, and 
Hart has written a hell of a prosecution of modern commerce 
and the nature of work, all contained in the matrix of a Cory 
Doctorow–esque postmodern thriller that might not turn out 
the way you hoped.

Part video game, part Sinclair Lewis, part Michael 
Crichton; it adds up to a terrific puzzle.

THE GOLDEN WOLF
Hartsuyker, Linnea
Harper/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-06-256374-3  

The final installment of Hartsuyker’s 
epic trilogy (The Sea Queen, 2018, etc.) 
brings together old friends and foes with 
a new generation of characters to follow, 
admire, and cheer.

When we last saw Ragnvald, he was 
the captive of Solvi, his sister Svanhild’s seafaring first husband, 
and in bad need of rescue. Years later, the venerated warrior 
feels the effects of old age and constant battle. As King Harald’s 
best friend and most trusted warrior, Ragnvald manages the 
king’s ever expanding holdings while Harald is distracted by a 
beautiful new wife. To make matters worse, Ragnvald’s visibility 
throughout the kingdom marks him as a suspected usurper of 
Harald’s power. But it’s Harald’s scheming son, Halfdan, who 
presents the real problem. Tired of waiting his turn, Halfdan 
mounts a rebellion by gathering allies from Denmark, Scotland, 
Ireland, and Sweden. Meanwhile, Svanhild has become disen-
chanted with her husband, Harald, despite having an unusual 
amount of freedom and power as his queen. So when she sud-
denly has the chance to return to Solvi, exiled in Iceland, she 
takes it. As Hartsuyker weaves the conclusion to her masterful 
epic, she artfully passes Ragnvald and Svanhild’s story on to 
a new generation of characters. How have Svanhild and Rag-
nvald’s complicated web of decisions affected their children? 
And what kind of world will they inherit once their parents are 
gone? Freydis, Svanhild and Solvi’s teenage daughter, is a com-
pelling new character, and she transforms from a scared young 
girl into a leader who wields soft power and political influence 
with a just hand. Ragnvald’s sons, Ivar, Einar, and Rolli, each 
become, in their own ways, casualties to the constraints of 
Viking masculinity, steeped in both honor and vengeance. As 
the book races toward its conclusion, Ragnvald senses the ful-
fillment of an old prophecy and must decide whether to sacri-
fice himself for those he loves—or feed his family to the wolves.

A political whirlwind with adventure galore; Hart-
suyker bows out on a high note.

2 0   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  



GODS WITH A LITTLE G 
Hassman, Tupelo
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-374-16446-1  

More misfits from the author of Girl-
child (2012).

Being a teen is tough on everyone, 
but Helen Dedleder has it particularly 
hard. She lives in Rosary, California, a 

tiny refinery town so conservative that internet access is cir-
cumscribed. What knowledge she has of the outside world 
comes via radio broadcasts from Sky, a nearby city. She lives 
with her devoutly evangelical father, but she works at the shop 
where her Aunt Bev tells fortunes and offers other, more inti-
mate, services. She is infatuated with Bird Doncaster, a clas-
sic bad boy who also happens to be her potential stepbrother. 
She is best friends with Winthrop Epsworthy, until Win falls in 

love with her. At every turn, Helen is pulled between irrecon-
cilable opposites. Sometimes this tension propels her to make 
bad decisions. Sometimes she makes bad decisions without any 
help at all. It is, perhaps, easier to appreciate this novel by not 
thinking of it as a novel. It’s written in the first person, there’s a 
lot more telling than showing, and there are vast narrative terri-
tories that are barely explored. Read as a collection of very short 
fictions, though, the book coalescences as a melancholy, trium-
phant, slightly magical coming-of-age tale. Hassman creates 
a world that seems to be defined through stark dualities, but 
the story tends toward chaos in the sense that no certainty, no 
opposition, goes unquestioned. Things fall apart. Insiders and 
outsiders trade places. The powerful become powerless. At the 
same time, the story—the collection of stories—moves toward 
unity, self-actualization, and transcendence. Helen learns who 
she is and what she wants. She lets the people who love her help 
her. And she and her loser friends become something much 
more than the sum of their parts.

Weird and uncomfortable and glorious—just like 
adolescence.
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“If you’re a poet of right mind, you never expect 
[your book] to take off,” says Ocean Vuong, the au-
thor of the critically acclaimed book of poetry Night 
Sky With Exit Wounds (2016). “I was more than happy to 
just have an ISBN and call it a day.” But when Vuong’s 
poems, which fiercely take on the big subjects of race, 
war, grief, memory, and sexuality, struck a chord with 
audiences around the world, the writer exploded into 
the literary arena the way few poets do, triggering the 
question of what he would write next. 

“I started to have this very real confrontation with 
our capitalistic anxiety of the writer’s career,” says 
Vuong, who spent eight years—practically his entire 
adulthood—writing Night Sky, which he published 

when he was 27. “You spend your whole life asking 
these inexhaustible questions and then you’re asked to 
do a whole other book within four or five years with 
a different set of questions,” he says. “I thought may-
be I can bypass this negotiation, this conundrum, by 
asking the same questions I did in Night Sky in a dif-
ferent genre. And then the question was: Would that 
new genre offer me any surprises? Would I be satisfied 
with where it was taking me? The experiment was that 
if at any given time it became redundant, or I became 
bored with it, then I would stop.”

The experiment did not fail. Vuong’s debut novel, 
On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous (June 4), is gorgeous in 
itself, and like his poetry (the title is borrowed from 
one of his poems), it takes on race, war, grief, memory, 
and sexuality. Through inhabiting an epistolary form, a 
young man nicknamed Little Dog writes to his illiter-
ate mother a series of letters exploring their conflicted 
family history rooted in Vietnam and his own abuse and 
isolation through growing up “small, poor, Asian, and 
queer” in Hartford, Connecticut. Influenced by Mari-
lynne Robinson’s Gilead and Franz Kafka’s Letter to His 
Father, Vuong’s charged, revelatory addresses break 
down the walls of storytelling by leaving behind the tra-
ditional formal constraints of the novel. Instead, the 
reader is entangled in the cathartic acts of confession, 
discovery, and creation of a survivor making peace 
with the world:

You once told me that the human eye is god’s lone-
liest creation. How so much of the world passes 
through the pupil and still it holds nothing. The 
eye, alone in its socket, doesn’t even know there’s 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Ocean Vuong

A GIFTED POET MAKES A FORAY INTO PROSE WITH A RAW AND 
INCANDESCENTLY WRITTEN NOVEL
By Bridgette Bates

Photo courtesy Tom
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another one, just like it, an inch away, just as hun-
gry, as empty. Opening the front door to the first 
snowfall of my life, you whispered, “Look.” 

The novel unfolds in a series of vignettes that move 
between scenes of war in Vietnam to American nail 
salons to the private abuse at home and then publicly 
at school and to a tobacco farm where Little Dog falls 
in love with a tortured teenager. Through all of these 
weighted moments, one of the most powerful tensions 
of the novel is the fact that the intended recipient will 
not read what is being shared. “But there’s power in 
articulating it anyway,” says Vuong. “There’s agency in 
saying it, and I think that’s what the book negotiates. 
What happens if nobody hears us—is it still worth it 
to say what we want to say? And I don’t know if I truly 
answer that even for myself, but as an artist, I wanted 
to see what it felt like to live in that architecture.”

Even within the intricate building of this novel’s 
brilliant architecture, Vuong confronts limitations of 
the form—two-thirds of the way through, the prose 
collapses into poetry. In a heightened sequence of grief 
over the loss of a first love, Little Dog’s capacity for 
language fails, and he must recalibrate how he sees the 
world:

I never wanted to build a “body of work,” but to 
preserve these, our bodies, breathing and unac-
counted for, inside the work.

Take it or leave it. The body, I mean.

Take a left on Harris St., where all that’s left of 
the house that burned down that summer during 
a thunderstorm is a chain-linked dirt lot.

The truest ruins are not written down. The girl 
Grandma knew back in Go Cong, the one whose 
sandals were cut from the tires of a burned-out 
army jeep, who was erased by an air strike three 
weeks before the war ended—she’s a ruin no one 
can point to. A ruin without location, like a lan-
guage.

Through arriving at the luminous in such brutal 
moments, Little Dog continues forward with address-
ing his mother and the past. “The biggest challenge 

in all writing—and maybe in living—is what do we 
do with joy? How do we find it? What does it mean? 
I wanted to write a book that was not a utopia of joy 
but one where joy is central, but without forsaking the 
pain it takes to arrive at such joy,” says Vuong. “Survival 
is a creative act. That to survive something regardless 
of what it is—is an art—it takes innovation—it takes 
presence—it takes mindfulness—and these characters 
attempt to—sometimes they succeed, sometimes they 
fail—to do that.”

As much as it is a privilege to be so intimately in-
side Little Dog’s interrogation of humanity, Vuong also 
confronts the impossibility of translating a unique ex-
perience, and he rejects the notion that his novel may 
be read as truth. “Often times as writers of color, queer 
writers, even women writers—when we write things, 
we could be perceived as a conduit, or merely a conduit 
of an exotic epicenter, an anthropological truth. Tell us 
about what it’s like over there—tell us the truth,” says 
Vuong. “When that happens, we lose sight of the craft. 
The person is merely a bridge or a tour guide as op-
posed to a maker. It was important for me to hold my 
agency as an artist.”

Bridgette Bates’ poetry collection, What Is Not Missing 
Is Light, is the recipient of the Black Box Poetry Prize. On 
Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous received a starred review 
in the April 1, 2019, issue. 
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LIFE AND OTHER 
INCONVENIENCES 
Higgins, Kristan
Berkley (448 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-451-48942-5  

As her teenage daughter endures 
bullying from her former best friends, 
Emma gets a call from her rich grand-
mother—who threw her out when she 
became pregnant and hasn’t spoken to 

her since—asking them to spend time with her before she dies.
Despite a complicated and painful childhood, Emma Lon-

don has clawed her way to a successful, happy life, living with 
her maternal grandfather in Chicago and raising her perfect, 
beautiful daughter, Riley. Things take an unexpected turn 
at the end of Riley’s junior year of high school, when her life-
long best friends turn on her, and Emma’s estranged paternal 
grandmother, Genevieve London—who owns a high-end fash-
ion and lifestyle brand and is considered “a style icon and an 
industry leader”—asks her to bring Riley and spend the summer 
with her in Connecticut since she’s dying of cancer. After her 
mother died when she was 8, Emma lived with Genevieve for 
10 years, until right after she graduated from high school and 
discovered she was pregnant. Genevieve hasn’t spoken to her 
since. At first Emma is determined not to head east, but once 
Riley’s former friends become abusive, she packs up and gets 
away with her daughter. The summer is full of shocking secrets, 
surprising twists, and unexpected grace. Despite their differ-
ences, Genevieve and Emma love each other fiercely, and once 
Emma understands what Genevieve is truly up against, she 
turns woman warrior on her behalf while also creating a new 
life for herself and Riley in the place she’d never expected to 
come back to. Higgins explores another set of deeply affecting 
topics using engaging characters and a full spectrum of realistic 
emotions: humor, anger, anguish, and pride, among others, but 
above all, hope.

Funny, heart-wrenching, insightful, and lovely.

SUMMERLINGS
Howorth, Lisa
Doubleday (256 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-385-54464-1  

Eight-year-old John revels in sum-
mertime hijinks with his two best friends 
while storm clouds gather all around, 
obscuring the sun.

Howorth (Flying Shoes, 2014) first 
introduces John on a tour of the verdant 
suburban street where he lives outside of 

Washington, D.C., with his sister, Liz, and their grandparents 
Brickie and Dimma. John’s parents are divorced. His dad is an 
unemployed drinker and carouser, and his mother, who may 

or may not have tuberculosis, has been in a hospital for two 
years. Tensions roil under the calm lawns of idyllic Connors 
Lane. John rides his bike, catches spiders, and hatches strate-
gies with his best buds, Ivan and Max. But there’s an undercur-
rent of unhappiness and distrust on the tree-lined streets of the 
neighborhood. It’s 1959, and just about everybody hails from a 
different country impacted by World War II. The cold war on 
Connors Lane seems especially frigid. The people who live next 
door carried their prejudices and hatreds with them when they 
crossed the Atlantic. John and his friends develop their own 
version of the Marshall Plan to bring everyone together: the 
Beaver Plan, a blowout party/fiesta organized over the course 
of a summer. The three boys idealize Ivan’s stylish young aunt, 
Elena, who helps them prepare for the big event. She smokes 
Vogues, drinks Cuba Libres, and buys them ice cream. Elena 
and her brother are Ukrainian immigrants who harbor dark 
secrets about their past. On the night of the party, a mysterious 
tragedy occurs. Was it an accident or something more sinister? 
John, Max, and Ivan will never be the same. Howorth has a gift 
for crafting memorable characters and an authentic sense of 
place. She writes with a clear understanding of the catastrophes 
seeded by intolerance while creating a rich overview of America 
on the brink of the turbulent 1960s.

An engaging coming-of-age story focused on the unrav-
eling of truths hidden just beneath the surface.

THE SWALLOWS
Lutz, Lisa
Ballantine (416 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-9848-1823-2  

High school English teacher Alex 
Witt jumps from the frying pan into the 
fire when she takes a job at Stonebridge 
Academy, a Vermont boarding school.

Alex doesn’t love teaching, but it’s a 
living, and she’s hoping for a new start at 

Stonebridge after a debacle sent her packing from her last job. 
Dean Gregory Stinson, a friend of Alex’s famous author father, 
Len Wilde, is happy to give her a place on staff, but a bait and 
switch has her teaching creative writing instead of English. Alex 
isn’t thrilled but settles into getting to know her class. Her ini-
tiation isn’t easy: Someone leaves a dead rat in her desk, and 
strange, vaguely threatening notes keep appearing at her barely 
livable cottage. Weeding out the good eggs from the trouble-
makers isn’t easy, but Alex gives it the college try and even makes 
a few (maybe) friends among the staff. When a student named 
Gemma Russo makes Alex aware of an exclusive online forum 
called the Darkroom, where Stonebridge boys post photos and 
text about their sexual exploits and girls are vigorously scored, 
Alex can’t ignore what’s happening, but she’s not eager to put 
herself out there in the face of adult enablers and vicious boys 
who will do anything to keep their toxic traditions alive. Luck-
ily, Gemma is quietly recruiting an army to take the nasty little 
cabal down, and Alex offers guidance, never guessing just how 
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far things might go. In 2009, when this is set, the term “boys 
will be boys” wasn’t yet being truly challenged as an acceptable 
explanation for entitled, misogynistic male behavior, and ques-
tions of consent weren’t at the forefront. Stonebridge is a per-
fect example of this kind of dysfunctional, entrenched culture. 
Lutz (The Passenger, 2016, etc.) draws on the droll humor and 
idiosyncratic characterizations that make her Spellman novels 
so appealing, and just about no one is quite who they seem. But 
kindness and decency do manifest in surprising places, revealed 
through the alternating narratives of Alex, Gemma, and others.

An offbeat, darkly witty pre–#MeToo revenge tale. 
The patriarchy doesn’t stand a chance.

TOM CLANCY 
ENEMY CONTACT 
Maden, Mike
Putnam (480 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-525-54169-1  

The latest in the action-filled series 
of thrillers based on characters created 
by the late Tom Clancy (Oath of Office, 
2018, etc.) and continued here by Maden.

Malign forces are trying to steal 
America’s vital secrets, which it keeps in the highly secure 
IC Cloud. Naturally, a security breach would be catastrophic. 
China is the biggest cybersecurity threat by far, and it may have 
American allies. Sen. Deborah Dixon, who wants President Jack 
Ryan’s job, says in a speech that “the future belongs to Amer-
ica and China,” and a Ryan aide speculates that she may be in 
league with the Chinese. Meanwhile, Jack Ryan Jr. is a financial 
analyst at Hendley Associates who is sent to Poland to see if 
there is a connection between China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
and Poland. In Warsaw, he is assigned a Polish assistant, Agent 
Liliana Pilecki. She’s good-looking, of course, and exceptionally 
brave. There’s an unrequited sexual tension between them that 
reflects especially well on Jack Jr. as a heck of a decent guy. Early 
on, his cancer-stricken friend, Cory, makes a deathbed request 
that Jack feels honor-bound to keep. “A man keeps his word,” he 
thinks, and he goes to heroic lengths to do so. Jack Ryan Jr. is 
definitely someone you want on your side, and not because he’s 
the president’s son. He is the quintessential good guy—tough, 
smart, honorable, unafraid. Handcuffed with his hands behind 
his back atop a Peruvian mountain and saying he needs to pee, 
he asks a captor for help. “If you’re nice, you can hold it for me,” 
he wisecracks. “Of course, you’ll have to use both hands.” Now 
that’s a red-blooded American. Author Maden’s style meshes per-
fectly with the classic Clancy yarns, with global action, struggle, 
suffering, and formidable foes who get what they deserve.

Another well-crafted and enjoyable escape from reality. 
The Ryans just keep on saving the world.

FROM THE SHADOWS
Millás, Juan José
Trans. by Bunstead, Thomas & Hahn, Daniel
Bellevue Literary Press (208 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-942658-66-5  

A nicotine- and porn-addicted Span-
ish misanthrope secretly lives in the 
closet of a family of strangers.

This novel by celebrated Spanish 
author Millás, his first to be published 

in North America, is spectacularly bizarre. The protagonist is 
Damián Lobo, age 43, and after a 25-year career as a mainte-
nance man, he’s recently been fired from his job. He’s addicted 
to cigarettes and internet porn, specifically the Asian variety, 
as we learn that his formational sexual experiences were with 
his Chinese adoptive sister. Our boy masturbates a lot, as you 
might have guessed. To balance out his other habits, it’s also 
pretty apparent that he’s mentally ill, to the point where half 
his waking day is spent in hallucinated interviews with Sergio 
O’Kane, a Spanish journalist, which are broadcast around the 
world in Lobo’s imagination. After nicking a stupid tie clip 
from an antiques market in a fit of pique and nearly getting 
caught, he takes refuge in a smelly old wardrobe that winds up 
being delivered to a family’s home. Hidden most of the time, 
he secretly insinuates himself into the lives of Federico, who 
owns an electronic-toy store, his unhappy wife, Lucía, and their 
troubled daughter, María. As he begins to clean up their home, 
Damián (also naked most of the time and occasionally mastur-
bating under the parents’ bed) reimagines his role as “Ghost 
Butler,” posting about his exploits on internet forums and 
achieving a bit of anonymous fame. There’s certainly a change 
here between Lucía’s blossoming, María’s trying to conquer her 
teenage troubles, and a troubling revelation about Federico, but 
readers will need to surmount a lot of hurdles to embrace our 
eccentric leading man despite Millás’ obviously imaginative 
style and literary weight.

A Kafkaesque story about transformation and our col-
lective human desire to connect with one another.

THE WARLOW EXPERIMENT
Nathan, Alix
Doubleday (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-385-54533-4  

An 18th-century Englishman tries to 
isolate a man in his manor’s basement for 
years in the name of science. What could 
go wrong?

Nathan’s second novel (The Flight of 
Sarah Battle, 2016, etc.) is inspired by the true story of a man 
who offered 50 pounds a year for life to a man willing to live 
underground for seven years. But it’s strongly informed by 
what we now know about solitary confinement, which is to 
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say it’s a doomed endeavor. Herbert, a bachelor landowner in 
the West Midlands, put out a call in 1793 for a man willing to 
live alone in a well-appointed but windowless basement room, 
where he’d have a comfortable bed and regular meals (served 
via dumbwaiter). He has one taker: John Warlow, a laborer 
struggling to support his wife and four children. He’s barely 
literate, so the presence of Robinson Crusoe in the library is 
mockingly absurd, and the journal Herbert requires be filled 
for research purposes is barely scrawled in. Unsurprisingly, 
in time John grows confused and feral. What’s happening 
downstairs clarifies the power lines and capacity for cruelty 
and chaos upstairs. The servants and gardeners on the estate 
see John’s confinement as further proof of the need for the 
class revolution sweeping the country, while Herbert stub-
bornly digs in, determined to use John to justify his introver-
sion. (Though Herbert’s contact with John’s wife, Hannah, 
complicates that attitude in multiple ways.) As an allegory of 
prison culture at its cruelest, Nathan’s novel forces its conclu-
sion, and one friend exists mainly to send Herbert finger-wag-
ging letters, but overall the novel is a powerful rebuke to the 

notion that withholding compassion can somehow be correc-
tive. Nathan’s main strength is her keen characterizations of 
all involved, fully inhabiting Herbert’s selfishness and John’s 
confusion and slow, crushing descent.

A sturdy historical novel about the perils of pseudosci-
ence, revealing how selfishly oblivious we can be to facts 
and emotion alike.

THE WHISPER MAN
North, Alex
Celadon Books (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-250-31799-5  

The serial killer who terrorized a 
small British town by kidnapping and 
murdering five little boys has been locked 
up for over a decade. So who could have 
taken 6-year-old Neil Spencer?
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“The first forty-eight hours following a disappearance are 
the most crucial.” And yet one of those hours has gone by the 
time Neil’s separated parents realize he never made it from his 
father’s house to his mother’s, a short walk he took alone. One 
of the main investigators of the crime is DI Pete Willis, who 
cracked a similar case years back and has never quite recov-
ered from it, especially since one of the missing boys was never 
found. Is there an accomplice still on the loose? As Willis and 
his colleagues comb the town for clues about the disappearance, 
a recently widowed novelist and his young son move into what 
they don’t yet know is called “the scary house.” Jake is a bright 
but isolated child who has relied heavily on an imaginary friend 
and a Packet of Special Things for comfort since he came home 
from school one day to find his mother’s lifeless body at the foot 
of the stairs. This move is meant to be a much-needed fresh 
start for the grieving and bewildered father and son, but from 
the start nothing goes right. On Jake’s first day at his new school, 
the other children draw him into discussion about the missing 
boy and the Whisper Man who took him. Soon enough, Jake 
hears whispering too. North’s debut pits nasty men submerged 
in evil against decent men struggling to do good; several father-
son pairs reflect the challenges and darker possibilities of this 
relationship, though plotlines involving female characters are 
a bit undeveloped.

A terrifying page-turner with the complexities of 
fatherhood at its core.

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

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

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

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

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

WHAT RED WAS
Price, Rosie
Hogarth/Crown (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-984824-41-7  

A young woman navigates the after-
math of her rape in young British novel-
ist Price’s sensitive debut.

In her first week of university, Kate 
Quaile meets Max Rippon—a rom-com–
style serendipitous encounter—and the 

two bond immediately. Theirs is a deep and blissfully uncompli-
cated friendship. The fact that Max comes from great wealth—
an aristocratic father and a famous film director mother—and 
Kate, raised by a single mom, comes from nothing of note 
hardly factors into their lives. Max “wasn’t worried about what 
he might lose,” Kate realizes early in their friendship, “because 
he’d always had more than enough.” Over the next four years, 
their friendship—which manages to avoid most common col-
legiate pitfalls, like romance, or jealousy, or conflict at all—only 
deepens, as Kate, now an aspiring filmmaker herself, becomes a 
frequent guest of Max’s family. And then, at a party at Max’s par-
ents’ house, the summer after their graduation, Kate is assaulted 
and tells no one. A rift opens: As Kate struggles to cope with 
the impact of the violence, Max is busy with his new London 
life, which mostly involves partying and half-baked ideas for 
apps. Eventually, though, Kate, wracked by silence, begins to 
share her secret—or at least, parts of it. But speaking up, too, 
has a cost. Though Price spends significant time documenting 
the repressed angst of the Rippon clan, the novel is strongest 
when Kate, whose evolving emotional state—her depression 
and panic giving way to waves of rage—is both the heart and 
spine of the book. But while the novel is thoughtful and obser-
vant about privilege and power, it is not, on the whole, espe-
cially insightful about those topics, and the result is a story that 
feels just a touch too familiar. Despite Price’s careful accounting 
of their dynamics, the characters here—even Kate, who comes 
alive in the final few pages—feel oddly nonspecific, without the 
interests or quirks or internal inconsistencies that differentiate 
individuals from well-illustrated types.

The novel doesn’t quite reach the depths of its potential, 
but Price is a novelist worth watching.

ELLIE AND THE HARPMAKER
Prior, Hazel
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-984-80378-8  

A lonely housewife in Exmoor, 
England, befriends an eccentric—yet 
supremely handsome—harp maker in 
this debut novel, told in the alternating 
voices of its two protagonists.

Ellie, a few years shy of 40, writes 
poetry no one reads and keeps house for her loutish husband, 
Clive. She aspires to more. One day, strolling about the coun-
tryside, she comes upon the isolated lair of Dan, who makes 
beautiful wooden harps in his workshop/barn. Dan is immedi-
ately taken with Ellie—he especially likes her cherry-colored 
socks—and decides to give her a harp. Complications ensue. 
Clive insists she return the instrument—too generous a gift, he 
decrees. Instead, Ellie keeps it stashed at Dan’s and steals away 
to practice there. She also takes harp lessons from Dan’s erst-
while girlfriend, the glamorous Rhoda. Before long, Ellie uncov-
ers a whopper of a secret about the two that will dramatically 
change everything. The author, a harpist herself, writes vividly 
about harp making as well as the natural world in which Dan 
thrives. And though the end of this fairy tale–like story is never 
in much doubt, there are plenty of twists and turns to keep 
the reader engaged. Yet too much of the plot is, well, prepos-
terous—particularly where Dan is concerned. He’s supposed 
to be a stubborn yet pure-hearted naif but just seems socially 
inept and clueless. Dan registers shock upon learning Rhoda 
no longer considers herself his girlfriend—though they haven’t 
been intimate for years and rarely see one another. Similarly, 
Dan remains blithely oblivious to Clive’s wrath when the latter 
shows up with Ellie at the barn after finding out what’s been 
going on behind his back.

There are moments of oddball charm here—a pheas-
ant named Phineas figures in several of them—but this is a 
trifle that tries too hard to warm the heart.

THIS IS NOT AMERICA
Puntí, Jordi
Trans. by Wark, Julie
Atria (224 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-9821-0471-9  

An assured collection of stories about 
men trying to connect with the world 
through convoluted, excessive means.

Their settings might be firmly rooted 
in the domestic, but the nine stories in 

Catalan writer Puntí’s (Lost Luggage, 2013) collection read as 
though they are arriving from another world or being broad-
cast from a chillier, dystopian future. In “Kidney,” a man named 
Gori gets letters reading “I’ll be needing a kidney” along with 

A young woman navigates the aftermath of her rape in 
young British novelist Price’s sensitive debut.

what red was
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checks for increasingly large amounts of money in the mail 
from his long-estranged brother, who perhaps feels he can buy 
Gori’s altruism—or forgiveness. When Gori’s niece shows up 
on his doorstep to make the request for her father in person, 
Gori “finally gave her the answer he’s been savoring all along.” 
Other than its preoccupation with familial dynamics, what 
the story has in common with those surrounding it is its use 
of an off-kilter premise to magnify its characters’ sense of 
aggrievement and longing. “Blinker” chronicles a hitchhiker 
who refuses to make himself vulnerable to his drivers (or his 
readers) by revealing the contents of his black briefcase, while 

“Vertical” applies a Peter Pan–like sense of arrested development 
to a relapsed alcoholic writing his dead lover’s name with his 
footsteps as he walks through the streets of Spain. Other sto-
ries parse obsessions borne out to their logical conclusions as 
characters deceive people they claim to care about for the sake 
of fulfilling their own desires. “Consolation Prize” focuses on a 
man’s unhealthy fixation on the ex-girlfriend a fellow dog owner 
casually mentions while they’re chatting at the park; he tracks 
her down and constructs an elaborate scenario to ask her out. 

“My Best Friend’s Mother” places a teenager’s lust in amber only 
to have it break out in a moment of selfishness when, as an adult, 
he randomly encounters the title character in a bar. Although 
the stories are well written and studded with wry observations, 
for the most part Puntí’s language clears out of the way to make 
space for his great gifts of imagination and plot.

Subversive stories in which the simplest interactions 
have dark preoccupations roiling underneath.
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THE VENTRILOQUISTS
Ramzipoor, E.R.
Park Row Books (544 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-7783-0815-7  

Based on an actual incident in Nazi-
occupied Belgium, Ramzipoor’s debut is 
a tragicomic account of fake news for a 
cause.

Structured like a heist movie, the 
novel follows several members of a 

conspiracy in Enghien, Belgium, who have a daring plan. The 
conspirators do not intend to survive this caper, only to bring 
some humor—and encouragement for resisters—into the 
grim existence of Belgians under Nazi rule. To this end, the 
plotters—among them Marc Aubrion, a journalist and comic; 
David Spiegelman, an expert forger; Lada Tarcovich, a smug-
gler and sex worker; and Gamin, a girl masquerading as a male 
street urchin—intend to...publish a newspaper. And only one 
issue of a newspaper, to be substituted on one night for the 
regular evening paper, Le Soir, which has become a mouth-
piece for Nazi disinformation. Le Faux Soir, as the changeling 
paper is appropriately dubbed, will feature satire, doctored 
photographs making fun of Hitler, and wry requests for a 
long-overdue Allied invasion. (Target press date: Nov. 11, 1943.) 
To avoid immediate capture, the Faux Soir staff must act as 
double agents, convincing (or maybe not) the local Nazi com-
mandant, August Wolff, that they are actually putting out an 
anti-Allies “propaganda bomb.” The challenge of fleshing out 
and differentiating so many colorful characters, combined 
with the sheer logistics of acquiring paper, ink, money, facili-
ties, etc. under the Gestapo’s nose, makes for an excruciat-
ingly slow exposé of how this sausage will be made. The banter 
here, reminiscent of the better Ocean’s Eleven sequels, keeps 
the mechanism well oiled, but it is still creaky. A few scenes 
amply illustrate the brutality of the Occupation, and sexual 
orientation works its way in: Lada is a lesbian and David, in 
addition to being a Jew, is gay—August Wolff ’s closeted desire 
may be the only reason David has, so far, escaped the camps. 
The genuine pathos at the end of this overdetermined rain-
bow may be worth the wait.

A little-known story that will have special resonance 
for today’s resisters.

POLITE SOCIETY
Rao, Mahesh
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-525-53994-0  

The New Delhi edition of Lifestyles 
of the Rich and Famous features a young 
heroine fashioned in the mold of Emma 
Woodhouse trying to swim free of the sti-
fling fishbowl that is high-society India.

Surrounded by Edward Ruscha screen prints in her bed-
room in Dad’s palatial mansion, Ania Khurana lacks for noth-
ing. Until the writing muse strikes and Ania can finish her novel, 
the 25-year-old is perfectly content playing the role of match-
maker. Convinced that it was her arrangements that had her 
aunt successfully meet the man of her dreams, Ania next trains 
her sights on her friend Dimple. Trying to scrub her work-
ing-class roots clean, Dimple is Eliza Doolittle in Ania’s able 
hands, as the young public relations professional is sculpted 
to fit seamlessly into Delhi high society. But not all goes swim-
mingly in this comedy of errors as couples meet—and con-
sciously uncouple—for all the wrong reasons. Meanwhile, the 
patriarch, Dileep Khurana, wrestles with his own demons, and 
Ania’s best matchmaking decisions frustratingly backfire. Rao’s 
lighthearted American debut will doubtless invite comparisons 
to the hit Crazy Rich Asians, but they are mostly unwarranted. 
Yes, Kevin Kwan’s Asians drip with swank, but all that excess 
serves a linear plot that chugs full steam ahead. Here, however, 
the characters seem too fascinated by the scenery, and after a 
few too many dangling plotlines, the reader might not care that 
Ania chooses to “supplement her tofu extract face-cleaning 
capsules with seaweed skin patches and an oxygenated mist in 
a sheathed canister couriered to her from a hilltop in New Zea-
land.” The slack-jawed focus on the dazzle also misses an oppor-
tunity for more nuanced commentary about class instead of the 
cautious bites the novel delivers.

Glitter might make for an appetizing amuse-bouche 
but it’s not enough for a satisfying meal.

THE MURDER LIST
Ryan, Hank Phillippi
Forge (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-250-19721-4  

The prosecutor’s new intern is mar-
ried to her greatest rival on the defense: 
a threesome built on secrets, lies, and 
corpses.

Thirty-four Emmys, 14 Edgar R. Mur-
row awards, many prizes for mystery 

novels, and other honors...certainly investigative reporter and 
author Ryan’s (Trust Me, 2018, etc.) past successes are impressive. 
Unfortunately, her latest legal procedural will not join them. At 
the center of it is an unrealistic and poorly developed character 
named Rachel North. Formerly an administrator in the office of 
a state senator she had the hots for (let’s call him Stereotypical 
Older Male Character No. 1), Rachel’s first career was destroyed 
by a scandal that took down her boss as well. “What a novice 
I’d been then. Thirty and dumb. Well, thirty and inexperienced. 
Thirty and still discovering my goals. And my skills.” Now it’s six 
years later, and she’s discovered those skills in a big way—she’s 
married a prominent defense attorney (Stereotypical Older Male 
Character No. 2), has been admitted to Harvard Law School, and, 
as the book opens, is beginning an internship in the office of the 
furiously driven, enormously powerful, ethically suspect district 
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attorney (Sleek Female Suit No. 1) who happens to be her hus-
band’s sworn enemy. Clearly somebody is using somebody to get 
to somebody. Obviously, most suspense novels rely on keeping 
the reader in the dark about something. But a big, glaring omis-
sion in what is presented as first-person interior monologue—as 
if the person is redacting their own thoughts—is one of the least 
impressive gambits. It is central here.

If you like subtlety and interesting characters in your 
crime novels, look elsewhere.

THE WORLD DOESN’T 
REQUIRE YOU 
Scott, Rion Amilcar
Liveright/Norton (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-63149-538-0  

The 21st-century surge of African 
American voices continues with these 
mischievous, relentlessly inventive stories 
whose interweaving content swerves from 
down-home grit to dreamlike grotesque.

Cross River, Maryland, rural and suburban at once, exists 
only in the imagination of its inventor. And in his debut col-
lection, Scott manages to make this region-of-the-mind at once 
familiar and mysterious, beginning with Cross River’s origins as 
a predominantly African American community established by 
leaders of the only successful slave revolt—which never really 
happened. Nor for that matter were there ever any sightings 
of God doling out jelly beans at Easter time in Cross River, as 
chronicled in the opener, “David Sherman, the Last Son of God,” 
whose main character is a guitar prodigy struggling through his 
fraught relations with local clergy and other pious folk to play 
the sounds only he can hear. (“God,” David remembers some-
body telling him, “answers all prayers and sometimes His answer 
is no.”) In another story, Tyrone, a doctoral candidate in cultural 
studies at mythical Freedman’s University, submits a thesis 
positing that the practice of knocking on strangers’ doors and 
running away is rooted in black slave insurrection; he recruits 
a friend for his thesis’s practical application with lamentable 
results. There are also a pair of science fiction stories, set in a 
futuristic Cross River, in which the customs—and abuses—of 
antebellum slavery are replicated by humans on robots and 
cyborgs, who, over time, resent their treatment enough to plot 
rebellion. And there’s a novella, Special Topics in Loneliness Studies, 
chronicling an academic year at the aforementioned Freedman’s 
University during which professors and students alike struggle 
with their deepest, darkest emotions. Even before that climac-
tic performance, you’ve figured out that Cross River is meant to 
be a fun-house mirror sending back a distorted, disquietingly 
mordant reflection of African American history, both external 
and psychic. Somehow, paraphrasing one of Scott’s characters, 
it all manages to sound made-up and authentic at the same time.

Mordantly bizarre and trenchantly observant, these 
stories stake out fresh territory in the nation’s literary 
landscape.

MACHINE 
Steinberg, Susan
Graywolf (160 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-55597-847-1  

Teenagers spend a hazy summer at 
the shore. One girl comes to terms with 
both her emerging independence and 
the mysterious death of a girl just like her.

Steinberg (Spectacle, 2013) writes in 
small, interconnected, and poetic frag-

ments. She follows one unnamed teenager through a summer 
of partying that results in the drowning death of another local 
girl under mysterious circumstances. This is “a story about sal-
vation,” she says, “but that doesn’t mean this girl was saved; 
and it doesn’t mean that we were saved; or that anyone was, or 
ever would be; it only means that something, in this moment, 
needed saving.” Through Steinberg’s poetic prose and chapters 
that braid together different timelines from the same sum-
mer, we come to learn of the girl’s feelings of guilt about her 
friend’s death. The same summer, the girl discovers her parents’ 
shortcomings and begins to fight against the stereotype of the 
drunken party girl that she sometimes embraces. Steinberg’s 
observations of the delicate workings of interpersonal relation-
ships are astute. Her protagonist says, “What I mean is, girls, 
there is no love the way you think of love.” Love is the myste-
rious promise that hangs over all the sexual encounters at the 
shore; adults and teens alike allow the promise of love to draw 
them away from sensible behavior. Through her reflections on 
the night of the drowning and her conversations with her fam-
ily following a shocking discovery about her father, the girl is 
both discovering her power and the gendered expectations that 
cage it. She begins to find her own voice, and she questions the 
culture that allowed her friend to drown—even though she is a 
complicit participant in that culture. “And that’s what happens 
when you drink,” she tells us, parroting the town’s gossip. “And 
that’s what happens when you fool around.”

Heartbreaking, eerie, and acutely observant.

TRUST ME WHEN I LIE
Stevenson, Benjamin
Sourcebooks Landmark (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4926-9115-0  

Australian stand-up comedian Steven-
son’s fiction debut is anything but funny: 
It’s the dark-hued story of a true-crime 
television producer whose miniseries is 
instrumental in freeing a wrongly con-
victed killer who might not be so innocent 

after all.
“I’m not a journalist,” Jack Quick tells anyone who’ll listen, 

and you have to admit he has a point. His TV series on the mur-
der of English backpacker Eliza Dacey, which throws serious 

Mordantly bizarre and trenchantly observant, these stories stake 
out fresh territory in the nation’s literary landscape.

the world doesn’t require you 
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doubt on the culpability of Curtis Wade, the restaurateur on 
whose property Eliza’s strangled, mutilated corpse was found, 
made him just as famous as Curtis and tied him even more ines-
capably to his notorious subject from the moment a new trial 
set Curtis free four years after his conviction. An even more 
important disqualification than Jack’s celebrity is the need he 
feels to lie to Curtis and his kid sister, Lauren, his lawyer, Alexis 
White, prosecuting attorney Theodore Piper, Sgt. Andrew 
Freeman of the New South Wales Police, and even Detective 
Ian McCarthy, the NSWP ally who keeps feeding him informa-
tion. The sad truth is that much as Jack hates lying, he’s gotten 
used to it ever since a devastating childhood accident left his 
older brother, Liam, in a persistent vegetative state. His unex-
pected discomfort with Curtis’ release is multiplied a thousand-
fold by a second murder with unmistakable echoes of the first. 
Is a copycat trying to get Curtis locked up again, or is Curtis 
celebrating his newfound freedom by acting out in fury against 
the enemies who locked him up in the first place? Although the 
threats to Jack’s life multiply, he’s actually facing psychological 
threats much worse than death.

Stevenson locks his remarkably small cast in a cage 
where they do unspeakable things to each other.

VALERIE
Stridsberg, Sara
Trans. by Bragan-Turner, Deborah
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-374-15191-1  

The English translation of a Swed-
ish novel that has been longlisted for the 
Man Booker International Prize.

Valerie Solanas is most famous for 
trying to assassinate Andy Warhol in 

1968. She is just slightly less famous for writing the SCUM Mani-
festo, a cri de coeur of outsider feminism. Solanas’ life was not an 
especially happy one. She said she was sexually assaulted by her 
father and physically abused by her grandfather. When she first 
arrived in New York, she supported herself through panhan-
dling and prostitution. While awaiting trial for attempted mur-
der, she was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. Among 
the vignettes of which this novel is composed are scenes in 
which the narrator visits Solanas in the Tenderloin hotel where 
she dies at the age of 52. Biographical fiction is not the same 
as biography—and Stridsberg is completely within her rights 
to turn Solanas into a figure of myth inhabiting a world of the 
author’s own invention—but some of the choices Stridsberg 
makes are curious. For example, in real life, Solanas was born 
in Ventnor City, New Jersey. In this novel, Valerie grows up in 
Ventor, Georgia, a city surrounded by desert. It’s as if Stridsberg 
wants to squeeze all of America into one imaginary place, and 
this makes Solanas seem generic in a way that she most defi-
nitely is not. It’s true that this Valerie Solanas is often poetic 
and eloquent whereas the historical figure was not—a play she 
had written called Up Your Ass was at the center of her conflict 

with Warhol—but making beauty out of the hardship of Sola-
nas’ life seems inimical to her own work. Solanas was and is 
regarded as a serious radical theorist by a number of important 
feminists. She doesn’t need rehabilitation as a figure of tragedy, 
nor does she need anyone to give her a voice.

For serious fans of European experimental fiction and 
Valerie Solanas completists.

DRIVE YOUR PLOW 
OVER THE BONES OF 
THE DEAD 
Tokarczuk, Olga
Trans. by Lloyd-Jones, Antonia
Riverhead (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-525-54133-2  

A series of deaths mystifies a small 
Polish village.

When her neighbor Big Foot turns 
up dead one night, Janina Duszejko and another neighbor, Odd-
ball, rush to his house to lay out the body and properly dress 
him. They’re having trouble getting hold of the police, and, as 
Oddball points out, “He’ll be stiff as a board before they get 
here.” Janina and Oddball—and Big Foot, up till now—live 
in an out-of-the-way Polish village on the Czech border. It’s 
rural, and remote, and most of the other inhabitants are part-
time city-dwellers who only show up in the summer, when the 
weather is more temperate. Janina narrates Tokarczuk’s (Flights, 
2018) latest creation to appear in English. But she wouldn’t 
like to hear herself referred to by that name, which she thinks 
is “scandalously wrong and unfair.” In fact, she explains, “I try 
my best never to use first names and surnames, but prefer epi-
thets that come to mind of their own accord the first time I 
see a Person”—hence “Oddball” and “Big Foot.” Janina spends 
much of her time studying astrology and, on Fridays, translat-
ing passages of Blake with former pupil Dizzy, who comes to 
visit. But after Big Foot dies, other bodies start turning up, and 
Janina and her neighbors are drawn further and further into the 
mystery of their deaths. Some of the newly dead were involved 
in illegal activities, but Janina is convinced that “Animals” (she 
favors a Blakean style of capitalization) are responsible. Tokarc-
zuk’s novel is a riot of quirkiness and eccentricity, and the mood 
of the book, which shifts from droll humor to melancholy to 
gentle vulnerability, is unclassifiable—and just right. Tokarc-
zuk’s mercurial prose seems capable of just about anything. Like 
the prizewinning Flights, this novel resists the easy conventions 
of the contemporary work of fiction.

In her depictions of her characters and their worlds—
both internal and external—Tokarczuk has created some-
thing entirely new.
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A DOOR IN THE EARTH 
Waldman, Amy
Little, Brown (397 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-316-45157-4  

A young Afghan American finds life 
in a remote Afghan village to be very 
different from the narrative she had 
been fed back home in this novel from 
a former New York Times Afghanistan 
correspondent.

Given that the U.S. has been keen to win the battle for 
hearts and minds in Afghanistan since 9/11, Americans will 
willingly lap up any story that sheds the U.S.–Afghanistan 
relationship in a positive light. Dr. Gideon Crane’s wildly suc-
cessful memoir, Mother Afghanistan, fits the bill. The (fictional) 
bestseller narrates the tale of Crane’s efforts to do good in a 
poverty-stricken village. Crane’s best intentions didn’t amount 
to much as he helplessly watched Fereshta, a young mother, 
die from complications in childbirth. In a sweeping gesture 
of goodwill, years later, Crane built a hospital in the village 
in her honor, a monument that drew thousands of donations 
from well-meaning Americans trying to justify their country’s 
actions. Parveen Shamsa, a newly minted college graduate, is 
drawn in by Crane’s account and travels to the same village to 
exercise her medical anthropological skills and connect with 
her Afghan roots. To her dismay, Parveen finds gaping holes 
in Crane’s narrative and slowly realizes that “the village was a 
backdrop against which Americans played out their fantasies 
of benevolence or self-transformation or, more recently, con-
trol.” Worse, Crane’s memoir also galvanizes the U.S. Army to 
deliver its own brand of feel-good medicine to the town, with 
unsurprisingly tragic consequences. Through a kaleidoscope of 
shifting perspectives—from Parveen’s host family to the village 
elderman, the gynecologist who can only visit weekly, and the 
military top brass who bring the war to town—Waldman (The 
Submission, 2011) delivers a breathtaking and achingly nuanced 
examination of the grays in a landscape where black and white 
answers have long been the only currency.

A bone-chilling takedown of America’s misguided use 
of soft power.

THE TURN OF MIDNIGHT 
Walters, Minette
Harlequin MIRA (416 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-7783-0883-6  

Survivors of the Black Death’s terror 
search for safety in this sequel to The Last 
Hours (2018).

In 1348, while pustules and agonizing 
death plague the rest of the English coun-
tryside, Lady Anne has the good sense to 

wall off Develish and surround it with a moat. So no one there 

dies from the plague, but they can’t survive indefinitely in iso-
lation. “Milady” has backup from Thaddeus Thurkell, a strong, 
intelligent, and courageous serf. Readers of the first novel will 
know many of the details already because the two books are 
one tightly woven story. For example, Sir Richard, Anne’s late 
and unlamented husband, not only impregnated their daughter, 
Eleanor, but carelessly helped spread the plague (the dirty rat!). 
Most have no clue of the plague’s cause. The official answer of 
church and royalty is that God really, really hates sinners—appar-
ently even those whose infractions are trivial or imagined—so 
He inflicts a pestilence that could “[rob] all England of its peas-
ant class.” Of course it afflicts nobles as well, because “the pes-
tilence makes equals of us all.” But Milady sees the problem as 
not wrath but rats, hence the wall and moat. She conspires with 
Thurkell for him to go away and return as My Lord of Athelstan 
so he’ll be better able to protect her people. Then he must safely 
lead everyone from the village through a countryside laid low 
by disease. They face strong opposition from enemies such as 
Master de Courtesmain, who thinks Thurkell a “harlot-hatched 
bastard” as well as a thief and murderer. Courtesmain also cor-
rectly accuses Milady and Thurkell of conspiring to let the serfs 
of Develish buy themselves out of bondage. Thurkell’s bravery 
complements Lady Anne’s use of “kindness and reason to quell 
the anger in men’s hearts.” We should be “loved and honored for 
who we are,” Lady Anne writes. Yes indeed.

Thoroughly enjoyable, if less exciting than The Last 
Hours. Read them both, and in order.

THE OYSTERVILLE 
SEWING CIRCLE
Wiggs, Susan
Morrow/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-06-242558-4  

After facing tragedy and betrayal in 
New York, an aspiring fashion designer 
escapes to her idyllic Pacific coast home-
town to raise her best friend’s two young 
children and finds inspiration, redemp-

tion, and love in the unexpected journey.
Caroline Shelby always dreamed of leaving tiny Oysterville, 

Washington, and becoming a couturier. After years of toil, she 
finally has a big break only to discover a famous designer has 
stolen her launch line. When she accuses him, he blackballs her, 
so she’s already struggling when her best friend, Angelique, a 
renowned model from Haiti whose work visa has expired, shows 
up on her doorstep with her two biracial children, running from 
an abusive partner she won’t identify. When Angelique dies of a 
drug overdose, Caroline takes custody of the kids and flees back 
to her hometown. She reconnects with her sprawling family 
and with Will and Sierra Jensen, who were once her best friends, 
though their relationships have grown more complicated since 
Will and Sierra married. Caroline feels guilty that she didn’t 
realize Angelique was abused and tries to make a difference 
when she discovers that people she knows in Oysterville are 

A bone-chilling takedown of America’s misguided use of soft power.
a door in the earth
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also victims of domestic violence. She creates a support group 
that becomes a welcome source of professional assistance when 
some designs she works on for the kids garner local interest that 
grows regional, then national. Meanwhile, restless Sierra pur-
sues her own dreams, leading to Will and Caroline’s exploring 
some unresolved feelings. Wiggs’ latest is part revenge fantasy 
and part romantic fairy tale, and while some details feel too 
smooth—how fortunate that every person in the circle has 
some helpful occupation that benefits Caroline’s business—
Caroline has a challenging road, and she rises to it with com-
passion and resilience. Timelines alternating among the present 
and past, both recent and long ago, add tension and depth to a 
complex narrative that touches on the abuse of power toward 
women and the extra-high stakes when the women involved are 
undocumented. Finally, Wiggs writes about the children’s race 
and immigration status with a soft touch that feels natural and 
easygoing but that might seem unrealistic to some readers. 

A lovely read—entertaining, poignant, and meaningful.

SUPPER CLUB 
Williams, Lara
Putnam (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-525-53958-2  

Two young women launch a supper 
club that lets its female-only members 
embrace their appetites in British writer 
Williams’ (A Selfie as Big as the Ritz, 2017) 
delicious first novel.

Before Roberta meets Stevie, she is 
disconnected, depressed, a person to whom life mostly happens, 
and not always in a good way. Having left the cozy home she 
shared with her mother for an urban university, she is disap-
pointed to find herself not joyously liberated, as she had imag-
ined she would be, but emotionally confined and isolated from 
her peers. To kill time, satisfy a hunger for comfort, and buffer 
herself from academic life and social interactions, she takes up 
cooking, spending hours in the kitchen of her shared flat con-
juring increasingly elaborate dishes and then eagerly devouring 
them. Roberta lives furtively, apologetically, in time moving on 
to a generally solitary job at a fashion website. It is there she 
first encounters Stevie, an aspiring artist who is as free-spirited 
as Roberta is inhibited, and with whom she forms an immedi-
ate bond. “I liked Stevie so much I felt embarrassed….It was 
like falling in love,” Roberta muses as their friendship deep-
ens, quickly transitioning into a roommate relationship with a 
distinctly “matrimonial dynamic,” with Roberta delighting in 
cooking for someone she cares about. Not long into their head-
over-heels friendship, the young women hatch an idea that 
combines Roberta’s knack for cooking and Stevie’s artistic sen-
sibilities and skill for forging social connections: They will form 

“Supper Club,” an initiative to intermittently bring together 
women in a bacchanalian celebration of appetite—for food, for 
connection, for breaking boundaries and occupying space and 
approaching life on their own terms, without asking permission 

or offering apology. Eventually, however, in the midst of these 
energetic enactments of emancipation, Roberta is compelled 
to confront and contend with the difficulties in her past—espe-
cially those related to men who have disappointed and degraded 
her—and decide where, for what, and with whom she stands. 
Mixing together insights about food and friendship, hunger and 
happiness, and the space women allot themselves in the world 
today, Williams writes with warmth, wit, and wisdom, serving 
up distinctive characters and a delectably unusual story.

Williams’ debut novel will satisfy your craving for ter-
rific writing and leave you hungry for more from this tal-
ented writer.

EMPTY HEARTS 
Zeh, Juli
Trans. by Cullen, John
Talese/Doubleday (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-385-54454-2  

In the near future, a German woman 
finds a way to make money from terror-
ism, but a rival may be gunning for her 
business in this darkly entertaining work.

It’s some eight years since Angela 
Merkel resigned, and Germany’s government is controlled 
by the Concerned Citizens’ Crusade, a conservative group 
that is “dismantling one hard-won democratic achievement 
after the other.” But in liberal circles like Britta’s, there is only 
dinner-party protest and numbed acceptance. “It’s been years 
since anyone has known what to think,” Britta thinks in one 
of the novel’s many cool Didion-esque apercus. Equally cool is 
the matter-of-fact reveal that Britta and her gay Iraqi partner, 
Babak, run an agency out of Braunschweig that provides candi-
dates for any sort of suicide bombing required by activists/ter-
rorists from Greenpeace to the Islamic State group. With their 
careful screening and preparation, they limit collateral damage, 
body counts, and the likelihood of cold feet. And they domi-
nate the business. So Britta is surprised when two unknown 
men wearing suicide belts are caught at the Leipzig airport. An 
attempted bombing in their backyard could be an unknown 
competitor. German novelist Zeh (Decompression, 2014, etc.), 
recipient of various European awards for her fiction, tells the 
story with partial omniscience through Britta and develops a 
fine character study while exploring the challenges and ironies 
of being a wife and mother while waterboarding at the office 
(part of the screening process). The intrigue deepens as Britta 
realizes that the man with the bad mustache who is bankrolling 
her husband’s app is also the driver of the white Toyota Hilux 
she’s been seeing too often. Spooks, codes, kidnapping, plot, 
and counterplot—it gets complicated but remains strangely low 
on violence given the grim premise.

A thoughtful political thriller with a provocative sense 
of humor.
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DOXOLOGY
Zink, Nell
Ecco/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-06-287778-9  

The author of Nicotine (2016) and 
Mislaid (2015) takes readers from CBGB 
to Washington, D.C.

In 1986, when life at home in the sub-
urbs becomes too stifling, Pam gets on a 
bus and heads for New York. She’s one-

half of a truly terrible band when she meets Joe. Her new friend 
waits tables at a diner and plays bass. Daniel is as obsessed with 
obscure music as Pam and Joe, but he’s more interested in pro-
ducing than playing. The threesome remains an odd but fully 
functional unit even after Daniel and Pam start having sex and 
fall in love, even after Pam has a baby, even after Joe becomes 
an indie darling. There is no shortage of fiction chronicling 
young people finding themselves through the punk scene on 
the Lower East Side, but Zink’s version of this coming-of-age 
tale is distinctive because her superpower as an author is craft-
ing weirdos and misfits without being excessively charmed by 
her creations. Pam and Daniel are both flawed and capable of 
recognizing their flaws. Joe is guileless and incapable of self-
analysis, which makes him both intensely lovable and totally 
eager to play the archetypal rock star. The bonds among this 
chosen family are beginning to strain when 9/11 happens. After 
this turning point, the narrative focus begins to shift to Pam 
and Daniel’s daughter and widen to take in more of the politi-
cal landscape. Flora’s passion for the environment leads her to 
a position with Jill Stein’s campaign. There’s something refresh-
ing about Zink’s willingness to name names. When she writes 
about the last presidential election, she doesn’t create a charac-
ter who looks a lot like Donald Trump; she writes about Donald 
Trump. At the same time, it’s an open question how much peo-
ple who are bombarded by news about Donald Trump all day, 
every day, want to see his name in a novel. How many people 
still angry and despondent over 2016 want to relive it through 
the eyes of a Green Party staffer? More critically, fiction set 
behind the scenes in Washington doesn’t feel all that compel-
ling when everyone in the real Washington—from politicians to 
speechwriters to low-level staffers—has an Instagram account.

A timely, ambitious, and uneven effort from an excel-
lent contemporary writer.

FLOUR IN THE ATTIC 
Archer, Winnie
Kensington (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-2439-7  

A baker turns sleuth to solve a mur-
der with overabundant clues.

Ivy Culpepper (The Walking Bread, 
2018, etc.) is bummed when her best 
friend Emmaline Davis’ beachside mar-
riage proposal to Ivy’s brother, Billy, is 
interrupted by the discovery of the body 

of Marisol Ruiz floating near the shore. But Ivy’s pique goes 
nuclear when Sheriff Emmaline reveals that Marisol had been 
strangled before being dumped in the water. Marisol had been a 
fixture at Baptista’s Cantina and Grill, where she was not only a 
beloved longtime employee, but the mother of Sergio Morales, 
the husband of Miguel Baptista’s sister, Laura. Miguel not only 
owns Baptista’s, but has a long-term lease on Ivy’s heart: The 
two were high school sweethearts before Ivy temporarily lost 
her mind, moved to Austin, and married no-good Luke Holden. 
Now divorced from Luke and working at Yeast of Eden, an arti-
sanal bakery in her hometown of Santa Sofia, Ivy wants Miguel 
back. What better way to return to her man’s good graces than 
to find the lowdown dog who killed his sister’s mother-in-law? 
Unfortunately, the path to the killer is cluttered. Marisol had 
been acting strangely since the recent death of her own father, 
turning away from her second husband, David, and writ-
ing urgent messages to her ex-husband, Johnny Morales. She 
quarreled with some of her children and changed her will. But 
nobody could have anticipated the depravity Ivy uncovers when 
she learns of the nasty secret at the heart of Marisol’s murder.

Wheels within wheels power a dark-inflected cozy.

A KILLER EDITION 
Barrett, Lorna
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-9848-0272-9  

Too much free time leads a New 
Hampshire bookseller into yet another 
case of murder.

Now that Tricia Miles has Pixie Poe 
and Mr. Everett practically running her 
bookstore, Haven’t Got a Clue, she 

finds herself at loose ends. Her wealthy sister, Angelica, who 
in the guise of Nigela Ricita has invested heavily in making 
Stoneham a bookish tourist attraction, is entering the ama-
teur competition for the Great Booktown Bake-Off. So Tri-
cia, who’s recently taken up baking as a hobby, decides to join 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



3 8   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

her and spends a lot of time looking for the perfect cupcake 
recipe. A visit to another bookstore leaves Tricia witnessing a 
nasty argument between owner Joyce Widman and next-door 
neighbor Vera Olson over the trimming of tree branches that 
hang over Joyce’s yard—also overheard by new town police 
officer Cindy Pearson. After Tricia accepts Joyce’s offer of 
some produce from her garden, they find Vera skewered by a 
pitchfork, and when Police Chief Grant Baker arrives, Joyce 
is his obvious suspect. Ever since Tricia moved to Stoneham, 
the homicide rate has skyrocketed (Poisoned Pages, 2018, etc.), 
and her history with Baker is fraught. She’s also become sus-
picious about the activities at Pets-A-Plenty, the animal shel-
ter where Vera was a dedicated volunteer. Tricia’s offered her 
expertise to the board, but president Toby Kingston has been 
less than welcoming. With nothing but baking on her calendar, 
Tricia has plenty of time to investigate both the murder and 
her vague suspicions about the shelter. Plenty of small-town 
friendships and rivalries emerge in her quest for the truth.

An anodyne visit with Tricia and her friends and ene-
mies hung on a thin mystery.

PRIDE, PREJUDICE 
& POISON
Blake, Elizabeth
Crooked Lane (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-68331-574-2  

Blake’s first novel under this pseud-
onym is an uneasy mix of Jane Austen, 
small-town Yorkshire intrigue, and mur-
der most foul.

Although nobody much likes Sylvia 
Pemberthy, the loudmouthed current president of Kirkby-
moorside’s branch of the Jane Austen Society, everybody’s 
duly surprised when she succumbs to a dose of arsenic during 
a tea break from an endearingly fractious meeting. DI Peter 
Hemming suspects Farnsworth Appleby, the tragic widow 
who served the fatal tea. But bookseller Erin Coleridge, cer-
tain that her friend would never have fed a fellow Austenite 
rat poison, resolves to do some snooping of her own. Her 
tactics include questioning the members of the JAS circle, 
eavesdropping, lying, huddling with Farnsworth to com-
pare notes, passing herself off as a civilian consultant to the 
police, and boldly telling Hemming when he’s wrong. The 
real story here is indicated when Erin, contemplating Hem-
ming, “sense[s] something wounded deep inside him” and 
when Hemming, reflecting on his feelings for Erin, admits to 
himself, “every sensible instinct told him it was a bad idea.” 
Throughout the dance of crime and detection, characters 
constantly one-up each other by dropping quotations from 
Austen. But although Erin sells several books and gives away 
several more, very little reading gets done because the cast 
members are too busy gossiping about each other, bickering 
with each other, and attempting to run each other’s cars off 
the road. The steady drip of Austen tags sets an impossibly 

high bar for Blake’s prose, and the revelations of the culprit 
and the motive beggar belief.

Strictly for Austen fans with a high tolerance for archly 
obvious wit.

JEALOUSY FILLED DONUTS 
Bolton, Ginger
Kensington (256 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-1191-5  

Baker Emily Westhill (Goodbye Cruller 
World, 2018, etc.) whips up a deadly delight 
that derails her local Independence Day 
celebration.

Since the death of Alec, her police 
detective husband, Emily’s been absorbed 

with one goal: Making her cafe, Deputy Donut, a success. So 
she’s thrilled at the chance to drive her vintage Ford Fordor in 
the annual Fallingbrook Fabulous Fourth Festivities parade. Fes-
tival queen Taylor Wishbard, who’s considerably less thrilled at 
the prospect of greeting her fans in a tiny car painted to look 
like a police cruiser, insists on being chauffeured in her own 
convertible instead. All too soon, snippy Taylor gets hers. She’s 
skewered by a rocket hidden in a stack of donuts during the 
annual municipal fireworks display. The mishap throws Emily 
right into the path of Brent Fynee, her late husband’s hunky ex-
partner, who’s called in to investigate. Brent has an eye for Emily, 
but instead of bonding them, the grief they share has always 
pulled them apart. Now Brent has plenty of reasons to find his 
way to Emily’s door. Too bad she’s out chasing Taylor’s killer. As 
their one-step-forward, one-step-back relationship competes 
for oxygen with the murder mystery, no one’s the winner.

Despite its pyrotechnic setting, Bolton’s latest food 
cozy is a misfire.

THE BITTERROOTS 
Box, C.J.
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-250-05105-9  

The creator of Wyoming Fish and 
Game Warden Joe Pickett (Wolf Pack, 
2019, etc.) launches a new series starring 
a female private eye who messes with a 
powerful family and makes everyone 
involved rue the day.

Cassie Dewell’s been taking a monthly retainer from Boz-
eman attorney Rachel Mitchell for investigations of one sort 
and another, but she really doesn’t want to look into the case of 
Rachel’s newest client. That’s partly because Blake Kleinsasser, 
the fourth-generation firstborn of a well-established ranching 
family who moved to New York and made his own bundle before 
returning back home, comes across as a repellent jerk and partly 
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because all the evidence indicates that he raped Franny Por-
ché, his 15-year-old niece. And there’s plenty of evidence, from 
a rape kit showing his DNA to a lengthy, plausible statement 
from Franny. But Cassie owes Rachel, and Rachel tells her she 
doesn’t have to dig up exculpatory evidence, just follow the trail 
where it leads so that she can close off every other possibility. 
So Cassie agrees even though there’s an even more compelling 
reason not to: The Kleinsassers—Horst II and Margaret and 
their three other children, John Wayne, Rand, and Cheyenne, 
Franny’s thrice-divorced mother—are not only toxic, but viper-
ishly dangerous to Blake and now Cassie. Everyone in Lochsa 
County, from Sheriff Ben Wagy on down, is in their pockets, 
and everyone Cassie talks to, from the Kleinsassers to the local 
law, finds new ways to make her life miserable. But Cassie, an 
ex-cop single mother, isn’t one to back down, especially since 
she wonders why anyone would take all the trouble to stop an 
investigation of a case that was as rock-solid as this one’s sup-
posed to be.

An appealing new heroine, a fast-moving plot, and a 
memorably nightmarish family make this one of Box’s best.

THE COLOURS OF MURDER 
Carter, Ali
Point Blank (320 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-7860-75604  

A pet portraitist digs into a death at 
a house party where the other guests do 
not deign to acknowledge the dead.

The goddaughter of Susie Mahl’s 
mother’s second cousin once removed 
(or something like that) connects the 

otherwise middle-class pet portraitist to the fancy people of 
Norfolk. Although Susie isn’t much invested in their strato-
spheric class or status, her work is funded almost exclusively 
by their interest. In fact, when her mother arranges for Susie 
to join a weekend house party for eligible bachelor Archibald 
Barnabas Cooke Wellingham at Fontaburn Hall, Susie’s already 
in the area, having been commissioned to draw six of Aidan 
McCann’s National Hunt–winning racehorses. She attends 
the event with resignation, hoping to get some good stories 
for Toby Cropper, a friend she had the good fortune of meet-
ing at an earlier such event (A Brush With Death, 2018), and to 
drum up some business. As expected, Archie’s other guests are 
upper-crust. They have little interest in Susie except for the 
irreverent Daniel Furr Egrant and American Hailey Dune, who 
seems as much an outlier as Susie. As the night winds down in 
local drinking games, Susie retires to her room until a house 
alarm rouses all the guests. All but one: Hailey can’t be roused, 
and the party surmises that perhaps she’d drunk enough to 
kill her. (The embarrassment of it all!) Susie isn’t sold on the 
explanation, and an extended visit from Toby raises her hopes 
that the two can dig into investigating Hailey’s sudden death. 
But Toby’s stay doesn’t have the romance-sparking, murder-
solving flavor she’d hoped for, especially since he seems to be 

getting awfully friendly with flirtatious Lucy, Susie’s hostess 
in the country.

A Christie homage whose upper-crust humor targets 
readers who recognize the differences between a country 
house and a stately home.

THE PEARL DAGGER 
Chandlar, L.A. 
Kensington (336 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-1345-2  

A sleuthing couple’s perilous pasts 
complicate their present lives.

Serving as Mayor Fiorello La Guar-
dia’s personal aide in 1937 New York 
guarantees Lane Sanders adventure and 
danger. La Guardia’s concern for the peo-

ple of his city, which fuels his hatred of corruption and crime, 
has won him many enemies. A hot tip to investigative reporter 
Roarke Channing, Lane’s friend and often her partner in sleuth-
ing, soon has them running from Crusher, a killer who may 
have targeted the mayor. Lane has had many close calls in the 
past (The Gold Pawn, 2018, etc.), and the love of her life, NYPD 
detective Finn Brodie, has problems of his own with his fam-
ily back in England. Even as the murder of a policeman friend 
heats things up, the police commissioner dispatches Finn and 
Lane to London to see whether the Red Scroll is still active in 
Europe and identify its new leader. After five wonderful days 
aboard the Queen Mary, they arrive and are tracked down by 
Finn’s sister-in-law, Gwen, who tells them that Finn’s father is 
very ill in the hospital—but evidently not too ill to snub Finn 
when they arrive to visit him. The accusation that Finn has poi-
soned his father brings the family feud that’s festered for years 
to a head. But the problems back in New York demand their 
attention. Daphne Franco, the new leader of Red Scroll, has 
resolved to kill Lane and snuff out her memories of the past. 
As visits to jazz clubs and famous historical figures spice up the 
story, the pair enjoy the attractions of a vibrant city while using 
their wiles to protect the mayor.

Readers willing to overlook two unrelated cases will 
find Chandlar’s third Art Deco mystery action packed and 
filled with 1930s charm.

A sleuthing couple’s perilous pasts complicate their present lives.
the pearl dagger
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MOLDED 4 MURDER 
Eaton, J.C.
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-1990-4  

An aspiring detective in the Phoenix 
area lands another zany case.

The staff of Williams Investigation 
includes secretary/receptionist Augusta; 
former police detective Nate Williams; 
Phee Kimball, the accountant who’s 
proven to have a nose for murder (Botched 

4 Murder, 2018, etc.); and Phee’s boyfriend, Marshall, another 
former cop. The agency’s helping the Maricopa County Sher-
iff ’s Office with a homicide at Sun City West, where Phee’s 
mother, Harriet, lives with her eccentric Chiweenie, Streetman. 
But Phee is soon sidetracked by a visit from Gertie and Trudy, 
two elderly ladies who live in the Lillian, a high-end retirement 
home, where they claim someone’s stealing things from the res-
idents. Most are minor items easily misplaced, but one, a rare 
crimson glazed jar Sharon Smyth bought, turns out to be not 
only valuable, but also a clue in the murder of its creator, potter 
Quentin Dussler, who’s been found dead clutching a piece of 
paper with Harriet’s name. As Phee asks questions about the 
missing items, her mother and some friends who’ve recently 
joined the pottery club try to learn more about Dussler and 
the missing jar. Smyth made a copy of the signature, numbers, 
and designs on the bottom of the jar, and when Augusta sug-
gests to Phee that it looks like a geocaching map, it turns out 
to be a very important clue, especially once Smyth becomes the 
next murder victim. When Phee and her Aunt Ina ride out to 
Punkin Center near the map coordinates found on the jar, the 
area is pockmarked with deserted old mines, and after Phee 
finds a water bottle from the Lillian, she’s chased off by four-
wheelers. Despite the stereotyping of the older characters, 
Phee gets many of her best ideas from her mother’s oddball 
friend as she doggedly pursues answers.

Sparkling characters amuse but are often overwhelmed 
by a complicated mystery.

DEATH BY CAFÉ MOCHA 
Erickson, Alex
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-2111-2  

Hopped up on caffeine, the partici-
pants in JavaCon deal with drama and 
death.

Krissy Hancock, who co-owns the 
bookstore/coffee shop Death by Cof-
fee with her friend Vicki Lawyer, is 
anxious to pick up tips at JavaCon. But 

everything goes wrong from the moment the hotel can’t find 
their reservations and she almost wipes out handsome Thomas 

Cole with her suitcase. The five organizers of JavaCon—Clint 
Sherman, Carmine Wright, Dallas Edmonds, Pierre Longview, 
and Evaline Cobb—have appointed themselves judges for the 
much-anticipated contest to determine who’s created the 
best coffee blend. When the judges declare Charles Maddox’s 
mocha coffee recipe the winner, big trouble ensues. Even Krissy 
thinks several other contestants, including Cole, had better rec-
ipes. Another contestant, Wynona Kepler, immediately accuses 
Maddox of bribing the judges. When he’s found murdered, Java-
Con teeters on the brink of ruin. Though Krissy’s had consid-
erable success solving earlier murders (Death by Espresso, 2018, 
etc.), she can’t expect the local police to be as accommodating 
as her friends on the force back home. Even so, she’s distracted 
from the seminars by her overwhelming curiosity about all 
the drama between the organizers and outspoken competi-
tors. Krissy, who has a knack for getting people to talk to her, is 
often downright pushy in asking questions. Maddox was known 
as a womanizer, and more complications arise when a woman 
claiming to be his wife shows up demanding access to his room. 
Krissy can only hope her questions will lead to a motive for mur-
der, whether it’s jealousy over the contest or something more 
personal.

One has to wonder why the relentlessly inquisitive 
heroine is still alive since she disregards her own safety in 
pursuit of criminals.

TILL SUDDEN DEATH DO 
US PART 
Green, Simon R.
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8886-0  

An alien living on Earth endures a 
war waging between his alien and human 
selves while also investigating a family 
curse for an old friend.

Turned into a human in 1963 after his 
spaceship crashed in England, Ishmael Jones has always lived a 
life under the radar (Murder in the Dark, 2018, etc.). Until now, 
he’s been able to reconcile his alien and human selves, drawing 
on an impressive set of skills, like his powerful strength and abil-
ity to read people as well as some supervision from a shadowy 
group called the Organization, to help him solve crimes com-
mitted on the fringes of society. Though Ishmael doesn’t like 
to think about his nonhuman past, a look in the mirror one day 
tells him the alien within is threatening to resurface and destroy 
his humanity. He doesn’t know how to quell this turmoil, which 
wouldn’t bother him so much if his human side weren’t happily 
sharing a life with Penny Belcourt, a willing co-adventurer in 
life and the Organization’s missions. While Ishmael ponders 
whether to tell Penny about his potentially dwindling human-
ity, his friend and former colleague Robert Bergin reaches out 
to Ishmael to seek out his specific skill set for some unusual 
assistance. Though Robert hasn’t seen Ishmael in 30 years, Ish-
mael hasn’t aged a day, and while Robert doesn’t know the truth, 
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Ishmael’s lack of aging persuades Robert that Ishmael may be 
exactly who he needs to help him. Robert’s betrothed daughter, 
Gillian, hopes to avoid the family curse of the death of every 
man who married a Bergin woman on their wedding night. Ish-
mael and Penny are skeptical about the supernatural forces 
causing the deaths, but when the pastor who’s been engaged to 
perform the ceremony is murdered, they agree to investigate.

Though the hero defeats the family curse, the big story 
here is his struggle to maintain his own humanity.

SWIMMING WITH THE DEAD
Guttridge, Peter
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8933-1  

Brighton Police Commissioner Bob 
Watts, usually above the fray, can’t resist 
the lure of a complicated case.

Watts’ former lover DI Sarah Gil-
christ (Those Who Feel Nothing, 2014, etc.) 
is far from satisfied with her current diet 
of one-night stands. As she ponders her 

problems, a call from her erudite detective sergeant, Bellamy 
Heap, plunges her and Watts into a twisty murder case. A man 
has been found stabbed outside the Salthaven Lido, which is 
the center of a battle between developer Alice Sutherland and 
those trying to save the Art Deco building. Pathologist Frank 
Bilson identifies the man as Roland Gulliver, a gay man with 
whom he sometimes swam. An autopsy shows that Gulliver 
drowned before he was stabbed and his body was moved. 
Gulliver once swam the English Channel, and Heap’s girlfriend, 
radio reporter Kate Simpson, is in training to do so—as is Bob 
Watts. Gulliver was working on the Save the Lido campaign, but 
committee chair April Medavoy can’t imagine that his involve-
ment provides a motive for murder, and there’s always the pos-
sibility of a hate crime. Watts and Kate are in a practice race in 
the Lake District run by Dolphin Smile’s Derek Neill when one 
of the swimmers dies, ostensibly of a heart attack. In another 
qualifier for a Channel swim, wealthy Christine Bromley also 
drowns. Both deaths turn out to be anything but accidents. 
Picking up some hints from Watts and Sarah, who are deeply 
involved in the long-distance swimming scene, the police chase 
clues as far away as Thailand. Seemingly unrelated people and 
events turn out to have unexpected connections that provide 
most of the answers.

Cleverly nuanced sleuths solve a series of knotty crimes 
with daring and panache.

A DEADLY DECEPTION
Harris, Tessa
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-0660-7  

Has Jack the Ripper struck again in 
Whitechapel? A psychic and her uniquely 
well-informed friend are on the case.

London, July 17, 1889. Flower seller 
and sometime sleuth Constance Piper 
awakes from a deep sleep to hear the 

streets filled with the cry that Jack the Ripper has struck again. 
Constance’s first-person narrative alternates with that of Emily 
Tindall, Constance’s deceased mentor, who psychically guides 
her from beyond the grave. The victim is Old Alice Macken-
zie, worker at Goulston Street Washhouse and a friend of 
Constance’s mother, Patience. While Constance questions the 
hardscrabble locals and weighs the likelihood of Jack the Rip-
per’s involvement, Emily takes the reader on a wider journey, 
tackling both the background of the case and the investigation 
of police detective Thaddeus Hawkins. Hawkins determines 
that the murder is a copycat killing, the work of someone “con-
nected to the Fenian cause of Irish Home Rule.” Spotting the 
eerie figure of a woman in black at Alice’s funeral, Constance 
appeals to Emily to tell her whether this woman is real or a spec-
ter, bringing her closer to a solution. Constance and Hawkins 
have collaborated twice before (The Angel Makers, 2018, etc.), 
and their teaming up here adds traction to the investigation, 
which broadens to involve not only a Fenian bomb plot, but also 
the kidnapping of children for “nefarious purposes.”

One narrator’s earnest, character-driven thriller, rich 
in pathos, contrasts effectively with the other’s police pro-
cedural, studded with period detail.

TWISTED AT THE ROOT
Hart, Ellen
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-250-30842-9  

An inquiry into a miscarriage of jus-
tice links Jane Lawless’ brother to a seedy 
crew.

Four years after the murder of 
Gideon Wise, his husband, Rashad 
May, is still in prison for Gideon’s death. 

When restaurateur/investigator Jane Lawless (A Whisper of Bones, 
2014, etc.) agrees to help her father reopen the case, she doesn’t 
expect to develop her own stake in the findings. It becomes 
clear to her almost immediately that Rashad had little motive 
to murder Gideon, but it doesn’t become correspondingly clear 
who did until a surprise visit from Jane’s brother Peter leads to 
a break in the case. Peter is connected to the J.H. Chenoweth 
Gallery, and Jane has sussed out that, apart from Rashad, the 
gallery provided the only other access to Gideon and Rashad’s 

Has Jack the Ripper struck again in Whitechapel?
a deadly deception
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home. Peter’s reluctant to help when Jane questions consultant 
Kit Lipton-Chenoweth, the wife of gallery owner John Henry 
Chenoweth. Peter’s had a thing for Kit for a long time, ever 
since Kit was the girlfriend of Eli, Peter’s former dealer and, 
distressingly, John Henry’s son. Peter’s determination to carry a 
torch for Kit without ruining his good name may prevent Jane 
from clearing Rashad’s name, but the able backup of her closest 
and most dramatic friend, Cordelia Thorn, gives her a fighting 
chance at the truth.

Hart uses the characters introduced in this installment 
of her long-running series to ramp up the creepiness.

THE MISSING ONES 
Hill, Edwin
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-1933-1  

A Boston area librarian’s love for her 
best friend’s child holds out the best 
hope for sustaining her otherwise disas-
trous life.

Hester Thursby lives with her veteri-
narian boyfriend, Morgan, and Kate, his 

twin sister Daphne’s child. Every day, Hester pretends to drop 
Kate at school on the way to her job at Harvard University, but 
it’s been a month since she’s done either. After almost dying 
while using her research skills to find a missing person (Little 
Comfort, 2018), she’s become unnaturally fearful about Kate’s 
safety since Daphne, her closest friend, walked out of their lives. 
Meanwhile, a group of friends on a Maine island are dealing with 
a love triangle, missing children, and drugs. Luckless Finisterre 
Island police officer Rory Dunbar is in love with his childhood 
friend, Lydia, whose husband, a state cop, is unfaithful and pos-
sibly crooked. Added to that dynamic is Annie, Daphne’s alter 
ego, who’s squatting in a deserted Victorian house beloved of 
drug addicts and other lost souls. Lydia’s son, Oliver, disap-
pears, and after Rory finds him asleep on a boat, a whispering 
campaign claims that he took the boy himself so he could play 
the hero. Next to go missing just as a powerful storm arrives is 
Ethan, the 4-year-old son of drug addict Frankie Sullivan. When 
Lydia and her friend and lover, Vaughn Roberts, are swept into 
a raging ravine while searching for Ethan, Annie volunteers 
to be lowered on a rope to help save them. Overwhelmed by 
events, Annie texts Hester, who leaves with Kate for Finisterre, 
where Daphne’s nowhere to be found. Hester, uncertain whom 
to trust, risks her relationship and her life as her search for 
Daphne uncovers dangerous secrets.

A conflicted protagonist battles formidable opponents 
in a bid for a normal life.

MURDER AT THE PTA
Hollis, Lee
Kensington (320 pp.)
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-1986-7  

An unlikely team tracks down the 
killer of an online scandalmonger.

Nobody knows better than PTA 
president Sandra Wallage how miserable 
internet trolls can make your life. Ever 
since the website Dirty Laundry posted 
a story about how her husband, Stephen, 

one of Maine’s U.S. senators, used taxpayer money to hush up a 
sex scandal, she’s been afraid to show her face at South Portland 
High School, where her older son, Jack, is a football star and her 
younger son, Ryan, is trying out for the school musical. But the 
PTA needs her, so she bravely leads the next meeting—which 
ends in a brawl fueled by a torrent of additional rumors pouring 
out of Dirty Laundry’s dirty mouth. Joined by Maya Kendrick, 
a private investigator who wouldn’t be caught dead at a PTA 
meeting if she hadn’t been hired to find out who’s behind the 
nasty website, Sandra rushes to find Maisie Portman. But their 
hopes that the assistant principal can help restore order are 
dashed when they find her dead in her office, an apparent sui-
cide. Maisie’s sister, who thinks that Maisie was murdered, hires 
Maya to prove it. And the last thing the tough ex-cop wants is 
help from Sandra. But PTA presidents are nothing if not persis-
tent. Besides, Maya’s regular partner is eight months pregnant 
and on reduced hours. As the two become a team, spicy Maya 
and sturdy Sandra discover a mutual respect that surprises them 
both and should delight fans of Maine stalwart Hollis (Death of a 
Wedding Cake Baker, 2019, etc.).

Cozy goes hard-boiled.

THE MAN WHO 
WOULDN’T DIE
Jewell, A.B.
Morrow/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-220120-1  

A giant of the digital world has died, 
but his daughter doesn’t believe he’s dead 
(text messages from the afterlife feeding 
her belief), and she turns to a Silicon Val-
ley private eye to uncover the truth.

What follows from that relatively standard premise is a 
genre version of what the literary critic James Wood has dis-
missed as the maximalist approach to fiction—books stuffed 
with so much invention that nary a sentence or plot turn or 
even a character name can pass by without demanding the 
reader’s soon exhausted appreciative intention. The shamus 
here, William “Fitch” Fitzgerald, has the genre requirement of 
being slightly outside of (i.e., better than) the world he winds 
up immersed in. Amid techies desperate to remain ahead of the 
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next digital curve, Fitch carries a flip phone. His sign of outsider 
status is less that he’s gay (there have been gay detective novels 
for 40 years now) than that he’s married, happily. That is the 
most original stroke here, a repudiation of the decree that every 
private eye be a lone wolf. The plot proceeds as most detective 
fiction does, the sleuth running into a series of characters and, 
inevitably, danger on the road to ironing out a balled-up plot. 
But as Fitch goes from character to character, so the book goes 
from genre to genre: It’s a hard-boiled homage; it’s a Hiaasen-
esque farce; it’s a satire of those wacky digital types—none of it 
believable, all eager to delight, and quickly tiring.

As the time for spring cleaning approaches, the confu-
sion of genres here requires urgent attention.

COLD WOODS 
Katchur, Karen
Thomas & Mercer (332 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-5420-9304-0  

When the remains of Lester Haines 
are found 30 years after his disappear-
ance, his bones won’t be the only things 
uncovered in a small Pennsylvania town.

Trisha didn’t like her stepfather, Les-
ter, and neither did her friends Carlyn 

and Dannie. Even as 10-year-olds, the friends felt that Lester 
was creepy; did Trisha have much more of a reason to think that 
of Lester? However, after Lester disappeared, the girls grew 
apart, and Trisha moved to Las Vegas. There, she got involved 
with a very rich and very abusive man. The only thing bring-
ing her back to this small town is the death of Dannie’s mother, 
but when Lester’s bones are found and identified, many secrets 
are about to be unburied, too. The author (River Bodies, 2018, 
etc.) checks off all the boxes in creating the various characters—
loneliness, abuse, self-doubt, rejection—but readers may find 
themselves skimming as each thought or emotion is analyzed 
for just a little too long. She also ascribes very adult perceptions 
to children: Does it make sense to say of a 10-year-old, “But the 
longer she stared, the more she began to see something else in 
Trisha, a kind of vulnerability hidden beneath her tough exte-
rior, something she carried deep inside her”? The parallel sto-
ryline about the life of the man investigating the mystery adds 
little spark.

At the end, readers may feel that justice has been served 
but that their time could have been better spent.

DEEP DIVE
Knopf, Chris
Permanent Press (268 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jul. 31, 2019
978-1-57962-571-9  

A houseguest’s fatal plunge from a 
neighbor’s second-story window spells 
trouble for Southampton carpenter/pri-
vate eye Sam Acquillo and even bigger 
trouble for one of his closest friends.

Billionaire attorney/philanthropist 
Burton Lewis says he doesn’t remember the events that left 
Elton Darby dead in Joshua and Rosie Edelstein’s rhododen-
drons. But since Darby is still clutching Burton’s Patek Philippe 
in his fist, the police swiftly come up with a theory of his death 
that’s circumstantially confirmed by the accounts of the Edel-
steins and Violeta Zaragoza, their Puerto Rican housekeeper. 
Hauled off in handcuffs, Burton makes bail with the push of a 
button on his cellphone, but he’s still on the hook for the mur-
der of Darby, a staffer for the charity Volunteering with Love, 
aka the Loventeers. So Sam, whose search for the quiet life 
seems eternally doomed to failure (Tango Down, 2017, etc.), fol-
lows a trail that first appears when he’s suavely threatened by 
Art Reynolds, the attorney who chairs the Loventeers board, 
and Mikolaj Galecki, his hulking, multilingual personal assis-
tant, and realizes that the FBI also has a strongly possessive 
interest in the case. Since there’s nothing like threats and offi-
cial warnings to rev Sam’s engine, he’s soon headed for Puerto 
Rico on the strength of a cryptic tip, with the plan of mas-
querading as a carpenter—call it method acting—in order to 
infiltrate the local chapter of the Loventeers, which definitely 
needs and rewards infiltration. From the dedication to the 
closing acknowledgments, Knopf clearly intends Sam’s ninth 
adventure as a valentine to the island, and the long sequence 
set there, emphasizing the ways the struggle to recover from 
Hurricane Maria are heightened by long-standing corruption, 
is the clear highlight of this installment. Only when Sam high-
tails it back to Long Island as if suddenly remembering that 
his No. 1 job is not to investigate the Loventeers but to clear 
his old friend do things settle into a more familiar, though 
hardly a reassuring, groove.

Knopf balances the usual Long Island byplay with an 
unflinching look at Puerto Rico’s distress.
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SIMPLY DEAD 
Kuhns, Eleanor
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8884-6  

1796. Abduction, murder, and sundry 
domestic problems keep a Maine weaver 
too busy to pursue the trade that feeds 
his family.

Will Rees has no more ambitious 
plan than to live quietly with his wife, 

Lydia, now that they’ve returned to their farm after having shel-
tered with the Shakers when Will was falsely accused of murder 
and Lydia of witchcraft (The Shaker Murders, 2019, etc.). But 
Constable Rouge and his midwife sister, Bernadette, end that 
plan when they beg for help in finding Bernadette’s daughter, 
Hortense, another midwife who never returned home after her 
last delivery, leaving her cart sans horse on the side of the road 
near Gray Hill. After volunteers search for her and Will uses his 
tracking skills to discover that Hortense was almost certainly 
taken by two men who also stole the horse, a faint cry leads 
him to the missing girl, barefoot and lightly dressed. Will and 
his cart horse, Hannibal, struggle through a snowstorm to get 
Hortense back to the farm, where she awakens screaming in 
fear. She describes having been taken to a cabin by two boys 
named Jem and Jake, but Will thinks she’s holding back further 
information. When his daughter Jerusha is attacked by two 
lads, Will runs them off. Following a second attempt to kidnap 
Hortense, Will and Rouge question the closemouthed families 
who live in the hills. They have little luck until Hortense finally 
admits that she was taken to care for Sally, the mother of the 
boys. When the Shaker elders who’ve been sheltering Hortense 
approach him to solve the murder of a women likely mistaken 
for her, he and the faithful Hannibal return to the mountains 
over freezing, snow-blanketed roads into woods that harbor 
hungry wolves, predators who are kindly compared to the dan-
gerous humans Will encounters.

A fine mystery with satisfying characters that power-
fully evokes the privations of the period.

BLOOD ON THE ROCKS
Masters, Priscilla
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8940-9  

A heavily pregnant police detective is 
targeted for revenge (Crooked Street, 2017, 
etc.).

DI Joanna Piercy’s husband, Matthew, 
is over the moon about the impending 
birth of their child, who he insists will be 

a son. Joanna’s considerably more ambivalent herself. Uncomfort-
able with her pregnancy and unsure of her abilities as a mother, 
she’s devoted to her job and unhappy when she’s given the case 

of an old man who vanished from a residential home. The local 
police have had no luck in finding Zachary Foster a 96-year-old 
man with dementia who’s been restive over the disappearance of 
his precious teddy bear. Although Joanna widens the search area, 
it seems impossible that Zach could have gone far, and she keeps 
expecting his body to turn up. Her interviews with staff leave her 
wondering whether Zach was capable of leaving on his own, but 
there seems no reason why anyone would take him. DS Mike 
Korpanski always has Joanna’s back, but he enjoys teasing her 
about her awkward state, and Matt wants to keep her wrapped 
in cotton wool. In fact, Joanna finds herself increasingly at odds 
with Matt, who’s furious when she has a bike accident. Neither 
of them has any inkling of a plan hatched by Kath Whalley, who’s 
never forgiven Joanna for putting her in prison. Now that she’s 
free again, she plans to kill Joanna and the baby with some help 
from her sidekicks Fifi, Debs, and Chi, all of them deathly afraid 
of Kath’s violent, uncontrollable temper, which can leave the 
object of her dislike crippled or dead. A chance meeting between 
Chi and a worker at the residential home sets Kath’s plot and 
Joanna’s case on a collision course.

An absorbing, character-driven police procedural with 
some provocative twists.

HAUNTED HOUSE MURDER
Meier, Leslie & Hollis, Lee & Ross, Barbara
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$26.00 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-1996-6  

Veteran Maine crime writers Meier, 
Hollis, and Ross (Yule Log Murder, 2018, 
etc.) team up once more for a trio of hol-
iday-themed treats.

Haunted houses, a holiday staple, 
are an especially good fit for the authors’ 

folksy Down East setting. When the decrepit house at 66 School 
St. in Meier’s “Haunted House Murder” is purchased by a young 
couple, the good citizens of Tinker’s Cove have high hopes for 
its renovation—at least until the spooky lights and eerie noises 
emanating from the tower of the home make the local residents 
fear for the safety of their new neighbors. In “Death by Haunted 
House,” Hollis ups the ante. Not only does the couple that buys 
the creaky old place next door to Hayley and Danny Powell look 
and act peculiar, but Wendi Jo Willis, the real estate agent who 
sold them the house, disappears shortly after closing the sale. 
And in “Hallowed Out,” Ross casts her net wide, offering a whole 
bundle of haunted houses for the price of one. To draw off-season 
tourists to Busman’s Harbor, Harley Prendergast, owner of the 
Lobsterman’s Wharf Motel, starts up a haunted house trolley 
tour. Some of his ghosts are questionable at best. But in the venue 
offering the best-documented of the local legends—the shooting 
of bootlegger Ned Calhoun—Prendergast’s guests get to witness 
a real-life shooting that leaves Spencer Jones, the actor who por-
trays Calhoun, undeniably dead.

All three tales offer a dash of detection, but their strong 
suit is hometown charm.
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THE LAST GOOD GUY 
Parker, T. Jefferson
Putnam (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-525-53764-9  

A Southern California shamus pur-
sues a missing teen who may be far from 
innocent.

Perfect Penelope Rideout walks into 
the office of Roland Ford (Swift Vengeance, 
2018, etc.)—who narrates in a laconic, 

puckish voice reminiscent of Hammett—like the client in a 
vintage detective movie and hires him to find her missing sister, 
Daley, a 14-year-old who’s taken up with “guaranteed loser” Nick 
Moreno, 20. When Ford goes to Moreno’s apartment, he finds 
the loser dead. A neighbor reports having seen Daley leave with 
some men. After informing the police of Moreno’s death, Ford 
visits Daley’s school, the Monarch Academy, where students 
confirm her relationship with Moreno. Was Daley kidnapped 
by her boyfriend’s killers, or was she their accomplice? The trail 
leads Ford to Alchemy 101, a teen club, and Cathedral by the Sea, 
a shady church where he endures a beating. The deeper he digs, 
the more Ford begins to mistrust the mysterious Penelope, and 
at length he confronts her. She parries his thrusts but doesn’t 
convince him of her credibility. So a determined Ford returns 
to Cathedral by the Sea for a showdown with telegenic preacher 
Reggie Atlas, who gives “family values” a new and sinister mean-
ing. Atlas is surely a charlatan, but does that make him a killer? 
Ford joins his shady flock in an attempt to ferret out the truth 
and find the missing wild child.

In the third case for his franchise hero, the prolific 
Parker summons the memory of retro hard-boiled crime 
yarns.

A CONSPIRACY OF WOLVES 
Robb, Candace
Creme de la Crime (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-78029-115-4  

A man with a deep sense of justice 
and a passion for crime-solving must 
make a series of life-changing decisions.

The year 1374 finds Owen Archer, 
former captain of the guard (A Vigil of 
Spies, 2015, etc.), still mourning the death 
of Archbishop Thoresby as he returns 

to York with his apothecary wife, Lucie Wilton; their family; 
and Geoffrey Chaucer, a spy for Prince Edward. Upon the road 
they meet Bartolf Swann, coroner of Galtres Forest, and Brother 
Michaelo, who was Thoresby’s secretary. Swann begs them to 
find the killer of Hoban, the son he claims was savaged by dogs or 
wolves. Hoban’s own dogs and horse are missing, and when Owen 
examines his body, he finds that although Hoban was indeed bit-
ten, someone had cut his throat as well. Back in York, Owen is 

torn between the mayor, the aldermen, and merchants who want 
him to become captain of the city bailiffs and a more generous 
offer from Prince Edward, who’s invited him to become a mem-
ber of his household so that he can keep an eye on the powerful 
northern families who are enemies of the throne. While Owen 
ponders his choices, he seeks information from several people 
and comes to suspect that Alisoun Ffulford, apprentice to Magda 
Digby, midwife, healer, and wise woman, is holding something 
back. Soon after a mysterious man with a large dog is spotted in 
the city, Bartolf Swann is found murdered. Owen becomes con-
vinced that the Swann, Tirwhit, and Braithwaite families are all 
connected not only by marriage, but by a dangerous secret from 
the past that may provide the motive for the murders in the pres-
ent. Real-life historical figures mix with fictional characters in 
a portrait of a deeply dangerous time that Owen must navigate 
with care if he’s to solve the murders and settle his own future.

History and mystery combine in a fine, complex tale of 
love and hate.

THE BLACK SHEPHERD 
Savile, Steven
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8887-7  

Savile’s second Eurocrimes caper 
sets field agents Peter Ash and Franc-
esca Varg against a nefarious quasi-reli-
gious cult that entices vulnerable young 
women away from their fragile support 
systems and into serious trouble.

The two agents’ connections to the case are very different. 
After a spell of rehab mandated by his last assignment (The Mem-
ory Man, 2019), Peter has returned to Tallinn, Estonia, in hopes 
of identifying an unknown body found in the woods. Frankie’s 
interest is considerably more personal. She’s searching for her 
cousin, Irma Lutz, who’s suddenly gone missing from the Uni-
versity of Technology in Tallinn. Peter benefits from every bit 
of intelligence and support Eurocrimes staffer Laura Byrne can 
provide him; Frankie, who’s disguised herself as Ceska Volk, a 
runaway waif living on the streets, is connected to her colleagues 
by nothing more tangible than a tracking device. Frankie has 
an unexpectedly illuminating conversation with Irma’s flat-
mate, Annja Rosen, who tells her that Irma had recently become 
obsessed with the seductive cult One World. But before Annja 
can meet with Peter, she’s killed by the same bent cop who first 
interviewed her when Irma disappeared and excised all mention 
of One World. Separated by her own wish from his unofficial 
partner, Peter joins forces instead with Mirjam Rebane, the local 
cop working the case of the body in the woods. Frankie, mean-
while, succeeds all too completely in insinuating herself into the 
clutches of John Shepherd, the self-proclaimed prophet of One 
World, who comes across “like a living TED Talk,” each one of 
them convinced that they’re the cat to the other’s mouse.

Savile does his best to add some novel twists to a 
depressingly familiar plot.

A Southern California shamus pursues a missing 
teen who may be far from innocent.

the last good guy
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SINGAPORE SAPPHIRE 
Stuart, A.M. 
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-9848-0264-4  

When young British widow Har-
riet Gordon arrives in Singapore in 1910, 
she’s hoping for a respite from her tumul-
tuous and tragic past. But as she will find 
in this impressive, intelligent debut, her 
new life will pull her into mystery and 

murder.
Harriet lost her husband and young son to typhus in India, 

where her husband served as a doctor. Returning to London, 
she became a passionate supporter of the suffragette move-
ment, even getting arrested and being force-fed in prison. Des-
perate for a fresh start, she’s joined her brother, the Rev. Julian 
Edwards, in Singapore, where he is the head of a British boys’ 
school. She is also a typist for hire to earn extra money, and 
when she finds one of her clients and his servant brutally mur-
dered, she has no idea of the evil and widespread criminal net-
work she has stumbled upon. Admiring her astute observational 
skills and calm demeanor, the enigmatic, British-born Inspec-
tor Robert Curran (rumor has it he actually lives with a native 
woman) asks for her help. The author skillfully and seamlessly 
weaves actual people and events of the time with rich, multi-
dimensional fictional characters. Stuart paints a vivid picture 
of Singapore, from its cultural clashes to its steamy climate. 
Especially impressive is Stuart’s ability to keep the plot moving 
and the characters believable without overdoing it or relying on 
clichés.

By the end of this sharp, satisfying novel, you’ll be anx-
ious to find out what happens in the next adventure.

VANISHING IN THE HAIGHT 
Tomlinson, Max
Oceanview (368 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-60809-341-0  

Life isn’t easy for Colleen Hayes 
in 1978 San Francisco. She’s an ex-con 
who hopes her daughter will want her 
back in her life. She needs to keep her 
sketchy security job so her parole won’t 
be revoked. And when a dying rich man 

hires her to find who murdered his daughter 11 years ago, Col-
leen will find her own life in danger.

When Colleen learned that her husband had been abus-
ing their 8-year-old daughter, Pamela, Colleen killed him. She 
served 9 years in prison, and when she got out in 1977, she came 
to San Francisco to search for Pamela. Instead, she ended up 
helping a cop find the killer of Pamela’s friend. Now, a year later, 
it’s that tenacity that wealthy Edward Copeland values. His 
teenage daughter, Margaret, was murdered in 1967, her killer 

never found. Copeland, along with his surviving daughter, Alex, 
wants Colleen to find any answers while he’s still alive. Colleen’s 
questions, though, lead to another murder and put her own life 
in danger. Tomlinson (The Darknet File, 2019, etc.) deftly makes 
us not only understand Colleen, but root for her. He also does 
an excellent job of capturing the times of 40 years ago—Colleen 
can barely afford cigarettes at 40 cents a pack and spends hours 
making phone calls on a pay phone and digging for records; cur-
rent readers will have to remind themselves not to think “Why 
doesn’t she just Google that?”

Even with an ending some might find abrupt, Tomlin-
son’s confidence in his characters will have readers ready 
for his follow-up.

THIS POISON 
WILL REMAIN 
Vargas, Fred
Trans. by Reynolds, Siân
Penguin (416 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-14-313366-7  

Is the rash of weird recent deaths due 
to a spider epidemic or a devious serial 
killer?

Commissaire Adamsberg is abruptly 
summoned from an Icelandic fishing trip back to France by 
Commandant Danglard, his anxious sidekick. The case involves 
a young woman, possessed of both a jealous husband and a lover, 
who’s been run over not once but twice by a 4x4. As Adamsberg 
unravels this case, another even more fascinating one catches 
his interest. A creature called a “recluse spider” is credited with 
several toxic bites and two fatalities. The obsessively curious 
Adamsberg (A Climate of Fear, 2017, etc.) consults the Anti-
Poison Center and experts at the National History Museum 
before he goes to investigate in person. The idea that anyone 
could release enough recluse spiders into a house to deliber-
ately kill someone is roundly ridiculed. Nor does his team have 
much interest in pursuing the case; the victims were old, so 
their deaths could be coincidental. Characteristically, however, 
Adamsberg perseveres. Detective Veyrenc, who has a reputa-
tion as the nerdiest member of the force, finds an explosive lead 
in The Recluse Gang, a group of bullying boys who used recluse 
spiders to attack fellow orphans at La Miséricorde Children’s 
Home in the 1940s. Could this be the break in the case that 
Adamsberg has been looking for? Readers hungry for an adven-
ture that combines the depth and detail of a satisfying police 
procedural with a devilish mystery won’t rest till they find out.

Vargas remains the gold standard in modern crime 
fiction.
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s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n
a n d  f a n t a s y

THE CRUEL STARS
Birmingham, John
Del Rey (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-399-59331-4  

An uptight navy commander, an 
intelligent app aboard an android body, a 
lesbian pirate, a bored young princess, a 
curmudgeonly old warrior, and a snarky 
battle AI save the galaxy from angry spe-
cies-ist cultists. Well, they make a start.

Unsurprisingly for readers familiar with Birmingham’s work 
(The Golden Minute, 2018, etc.), his latest trends toward the san-
guinary. Centuries ago the Sturm, fanatics intent on “liberating” 
those they term true humans by exterminating anybody with 
genetic or cybernetic enhancements, attacked and were driven 
off—just barely—by Adm. Frazer McLennan and Herodotus, 
his battle AI. Now they’re back. Their surprise attack on the 
prosperous and powerful Armadale system with warships and 
malicious computer code decisively knocks out the defenses. 
All is not lost, though. Decorated yet still insecure Lt. Lucinda 
Hardy finds herself in command of the Royal Armadalen Navy’s 
only surviving warship. A Sturm attack on a prison compound 
enables Booker, a soldier app sentenced to deletion for treason, 
to switch to a robot body and escape. Pirate captain Sephina 
L’trel, whose usual operational mode involves ripping off outfits 
like the Yakuza, puts her nefarious skills to fighting the invaders. 
Warrior-turned-astroarchaeologist McLennan leaves off bicker-
ing with Herodotus long enough to take charge and organize 
the rescue of young Princess Alessia of Montanblanc, whom 
the Sturm captured after murdering the rest of her family. Fol-
lowing the introductions, the narrative canters along at a good 
clip, dashing off insane cannibals, exploding warships, detached 
heads, and cartwheeling body parts, with occasional transfu-
sions of dark comic relief. Some highlights: McLennan appears 
stark naked to greet a bunch of pompous bigwigs; in a riotous 
bar scene, Sephina and crew, Yakuza, and Sturm all blaze away at 
each other; Booker’s dismay at being loaded into a mechanical 
hedge trimmer.

Frenetic action viewed in a black fun-house mirror.

BLOOD OF AN EXILE 
Naslund, Brian
Tor (416 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-250-30964-8  

Naslund’s stellar debut novel—and 
first installment in his Dragons of Terra 
saga—revolves around an exciting new 
fantasy hero who, exiled and essentially 
sentenced to death as a dragonslayer, is 
finding it increasingly difficult to die.

Silas Bershad, aka the Flawless Bershad, is a legend through-
out the kingdoms of Terra. Accused by the king of Almira of 
committing horrific crimes and ritualistically tattooed as an 
outcast thereafter, Bershad has wandered the countryside with 
his sidekick, Rowan, and his trusty donkey hunting dragons for 
the last 14 years. While most sentenced to dragonslaying die 
battling their first beast, Bershad has killed 66 dragons and has 
become an unkillable folk hero of sorts. His miserable nomadic 
existence changes, however, when he agrees—at the behest of 
Ashlyn, the king’s daughter and his former lover,—to embark on 
a perilous mission: to sail across the sea to the enemy nation of 
Balaria to rescue the king’s other daughter, Kira, who has been 
kidnapped, and assassinate the emperor. But although the jour-
ney is filled with constant peril, Bershad begins to finally under-
stand himself and his place in the world. Discoveries abound, 
particularly concerning his body’s strange penchant for healing 
seemingly deadly wounds. Featuring a multiple point-of-view 
narrative that includes a rich diversity of characters—Bershad, 
Princess Ashlyn, an assassin named Garret, an apprentice alche-
mist named Jolan, among others—many aspects of this story are 
noteworthy. The worldbuilding, for example, is simply extraor-
dinary. The dichotomy between the primitive realm of Almira 
and the technologically advanced kingdom of Balaria is striking, 
and the author’s focus on dragons and their deep, almost mysti-
cal connection to the world’s balance and well-being give the 
story a profound undertone. The characters are well developed 
and original, and the bombshell revelations at novel’s end are 
immensely satisfying. A few predictable subplots notwithstand-
ing, Naslund succeeds in creating a page-turning, edge-of-your-
seat read that breathes new (fiery) life into dragon mythology.

Top-notch adventure fantasy—a stand-up-and-applaud 
debut.

Top-notch adventure fantasy—a stand-up-and-applaud debut.
blood of an exile
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THE HOUND OF JUSTICE
O’Dell, Claire
Harper Voyager (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-06-269933-6  

In this second installment of the 
Janet Watson Chronicles, Dr. Watson 
and Sara Holmes infiltrate a secret facil-
ity inside the New Confederacy to foil a 
diabolical assassination plot.

Set in a futuristic America divided 
by a New Civil War, O’Dell’s (A Study in Honor, 2018) specula-
tive take on the Sherlock Holmes mythology picks up where 
the first novel left off. Dr. Janet Watson, having lost an arm in 
the fight against Nadine Adler, is adapting to her prosthetic and 
itching to be cleared to perform surgery again. Her friend and 
Washington, D.C., roommate, Sara Holmes, is on indefinite 
leave from whatever “alphabet agency” she works for and is gen-
erally going stir-crazy. On Inauguration Day, the Brotherhood 
of Redemption, an extremist faction of the New Confederacy, 
sets off a number of explosions. Sara and Janet fear this is only 
the tip of a much more destructive terrorist plot. Additionally, 
there are a number of mysterious deaths at the hospital. While 
Janet tries to get her life back on track—rounds, practice surger-
ies, and a few dates with an attractive bookstore owner—Sara is 
laying the groundwork for a long game. When she disappears, 
Janet must travel south and then cross the border into the New 
Confederacy to find a hardcore group of resistance fighters and 
help them rescue a kidnapped biochemist. O’Dell’s imagined 
America is a grim place, both mired in the racial violence and 
prejudice of the past and splintered apart by the destructive 
politics of Trump and those who, speculatively, have succeeded 
him. The links to Sherlock Holmes provide a deeper skeleton 
framework to the story, but one wonders how necessary it will 
be in future novels. Janet and Sara are complex African Ameri-
can women who have no need to be tied to white, male, Brit-
ish detectives of the past. When these all-female, mostly black 
resistance fighters weapon up, they kick some serious bad-guy 
(and -girl) ass.

Read it for the action scenes and savor some sweet 
friendship moments in between.

DO YOU DREAM OF 
TERRA-TWO?
Oh, Temi
Saga/Simon & Schuster (544 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-5344-3740-1  

This debut novel suggests that in 
space, there is always room for drama.

Even the most casual genre fan 
knows that a multiyear journey to a dis-
tant planet is probably doomed from 

the start. Unfortunately, no one sent the memo to the alternate 

early-21st-century Britain where this story begins. Decades 
after probes send back images and data from a seemingly idyllic 
Earth-like planet with no sentient life, the U.K. Space Agency 
plots a 23-year-long colonization mission to this “Terra-Two” 
with four adult astronauts plus six teenagers who have spent the 
last six years in a highly competitive academy that has trained 
them for space to the point of burnout, so much so that one of 
them, Ara, commits suicide the day before the launch in 2012. 
The senior crew are practically ciphers, particularly the noble 
and kind captain; the story focuses on the young prodigies: 
gifted pilot Harry, whose arrogance often tips toward cruelty; 
Astrid, whose devotion to the mission mingles with a religious 
mania; her twin, Juno, who relies on science and rules to the 
exclusion of tact; beautiful polyglot Poppy, whose polished 
exterior masks the emotional damage she suffered as an abused 
and neglected child; Eliot, a brilliant engineer and Ara’s grieving 
boyfriend; and Jesse, who believes it was his destiny to go on 
the mission but, as Ara’s last-minute replacement, never quite 
feels part of the crew. Despite extensive psychological test-
ing, no one seems to have realized that this group might have 
some trouble getting along, which is presumably essential for a 
decadeslong journey in a small vessel. There’s friction from the 
beginning, magnified by serious mechanical trouble within the 
mission’s first year. Why was this mix of careful planning and 
egregious blind spots allowed to launch in the first place? Was 
the need for the U.K. to win the space race so important that it 
was worth sacrificing these people and resources even though 
the possibility for success was so slim? Preferring to focus on 
the fraught interplay among the junior crew, author Oh never 
provides answers to the many questions her plot raises, nor 
offers much hope that the ensuing 22 years will lead to a happy 
outcome.

Curiously unresolved; perhaps intentionally so but 
unsatisfying either way.

THE LESSON 
Turnbull, Cadwell
Blackstone (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-5385-8464-4 

Sometimes the aliens don’t land in 
New York or London.

In fact, the alien Ynaa ship that cata-
lyzes the emotional landscape and drives 
the action of this debut novel lands in 
the harbor of Water Island, one of the 
U.S. Virgin Islands. The Ynaa are decid-

edly a mixed bag, as aliens go: They don’t intend to conquer, just 
to stay for a while to do some unspecified research. In return, 
they give humans advances in medicine and other technology. 
The downside is that the Ynaa, who nearly appear to be human 
but are far stronger, live by a code of survival above all things 
and return any violence or even perceived violence done to 
them with more excessive violence, which the governments of 
the world decline to pursue legally. Five years after the landing, 
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many islanders are unhappy about the occasional dog ripped 
in half and young man’s neck snapped. Moreover, the Ynaa are 
being less than forthcoming: The Ynaa ambassador, Mera, has 
been here far longer than most humans know. But that time has 
done more to damage her relationship with the Ynaa than with 
humanity; her intimate contacts with humans and the brutal-
ity she witnessed centuries ago when she posed as a slave have 
caused her to question both her people’s way of life and their 
mysterious mission. Her struggle to reconcile her origins with 
her experiences and present circumstances is mirrored by sev-
eral humans on the island—including Shawn, the angry brother 
of a boy killed by the Ynaa; Patrice, a young woman who went 
to the mainland U.S. for college but has returned pregnant; her 
ex-boyfriend Derrick, dubbed a traitor for his job working for 
Mera; and Derrick’s grandmother Henrietta who refuses a Ynaa 
treatment for her cancer. All of them must come to their own 
conclusions, for good or for ill, as all of Water Island moves 
toward a final, explosive confrontation.

A persuasively—almost musically—worded meditation 
on colonialism and whether it’s really possible to return 
home again.

r o m a n c e

ONE FINE DUKE
Bell, Lenora
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-269250-4  

A staid, upstanding duke disrupts a 
young woman’s plans to become a spy.

Mina Penny (an allusion to Miss Mon-
eypenny, the most famous woman side-
lined in the spy business) was orphaned 
as a young child and raised by her over-
protective Uncle Malcolm, Britain’s most 

accomplished spymaster. Her parents were Malcolm’s most 
valuable assets but were killed by the French smuggler and thief 
Le Triton. Mina has been trapped in a dull, boring life as her 
uncle’s secretary, desperately learning everything she can about 
code-breaking, weapons, and spycraft. She craves adventure 
and is determined to live up to the last words her mother ever 
spoke to her, “Don’t be a good girl.” Now that she’s in London 
for her first season, her uncle presents her with a “Duke Dos-
sier” designed to help her land the ton’s most eligible bachelor, 
Andrew, Duke of Thorndon; however, Mina’s interest in balls 
and gowns is only a cover for her true goal of finding Le Triton 
and bringing him to justice. Meanwhile, a threat of blackmail 
and kidnapping against his family brings Drew to town from his 
country home in Cornwall. Drew and Mina suspect their indi-
vidual investigations are related and decide to work together. 

Their adventures have a delightfully madcap feel, with the pair 
climbing walls, sneaking through hedges, and searching for 
clues in hidden rooms. Bell (For the Duke’s Eyes Only, 2018, etc.) 
writes a pleasingly layered romance about characters caught 
between societal expectations, family duty, and individual goals. 
Mina’s desire for a life of adventure is at odds with Drew’s need 
for safety and security, but their respect for each other is the 
basis of a true partnership.

A charming romp of a romance.

A SEAL NEVER QUITS 
Castillo, Holly
Sourcebooks Casablanca (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-4926-8092-5  

A local veterinarian is caught up in 
the danger of an undercover Navy SEAL 
operation in this romantic suspense 
novel.

Anya Gutierrez is quite familiar with 
ranching and taking care of cattle. When 
a group of six mysterious men move onto 

a ranching property in Hebbronville, Texas, Anya extends her 
help for the upcoming calving season. Amador “Stryker” Salas 
knows little about cattle, and, though he’s wary of Anya poking 
around the ranch, he knows he’ll have to play up his disguise 
as a retired bull rider–turned-rancher. The attraction between 
them is instantaneous despite Stryker’s efforts to remain pri-
vate. When the SEALs’ mission takes them into Mexico to dis-
rupt terrorist activity, the danger soon follows them back onto 
U.S. soil, putting Anya’s life in jeopardy. Anya and Stryker fall 
in love rather quickly; their intimate scenes are broken up by 
complicated livestock births, assignment debriefings, and a kid-
napping. The six Navy SEALs, all living together on one ranch, 
create a testosterone-laden, hypermasculine fraternity atmo-
sphere. With Stryker’s added obsession with Anya’s virginity, 
referring to it as “the greatest gift” and even thanking Anya for 

“gifting” her body, the book feels archaic. A modern romance 
this is not. A lot of time is spent introducing the network of car-
tel characters and the SEALs’ web of contacts, leaving Anya’s 
background as a veterinarian who proudly owns her own clinic 
unexplored. More of a love letter to the military, patriotism, 
and ranching communities, this fails as a romance and leaves 
the heroine to simply become the trigger for the hero’s protec-
tive instincts. Anya lacks agency and disappointingly plays the 
pawn in good versus bad, where only men pull the strings.

A slew of unnecessary complications further muddies 
an already bizarre romantic setup.
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SAY NO TO THE DUKE
James, Eloisa
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-06-287782-6  

The fourth installment of a Geor-
gian-set but very modern romance series 
that explores the theme of reputation 
versus reality.

Lady Boadicea “Betsy” Wilde is the 
eldest daughter of the Duke of Lindow. 

Her mother, the duke’s second duchess, ran away with a Prus-
sian count when Betsy was a baby. To ward off even a hint of her 
mother’s debauchery, Betsy tamps down her wilder impulses 
and presents a demure and perfectly polished image during her 
first season. She attracts dozens of suitors, proving the naysay-
ers wrong when Lord Thaddeus Greywick, a future duke with 
a sterling reputation, proposes. The trouble is that Thaddeus 
doesn’t set her heart racing like a certain “evil-tongued aristo-
crat with a dark soul and a penchant for drink.” Lord Jeremy 
Roden has been hanging out at Lindow Castle for months, 
recovering from a disastrous military campaign in America and 
coping with PTSD. He lounges about guiltily in the billiard 
room, drinking too much whisky, making wisecracks, and gen-
erally proving himself unfit for polite society after a terrifying 
flashback episode in Vauxhall Gardens causes him to black out 
for an entire week. The bickering twosome cannot resist each 
other, their banter thrumming with wit, passion, and heart. Jer-
emy’s frank admissions of lust ratchet up the tension for Betsy. 
The characters, including the snobbish duke to whom the title 
refers, his spirited mother, and Betsy’s wise Aunt Knowe, are 
endearing and memorable. But James’ (Born To Be Wilde, 2018) 
depiction of recovery from PTSD falls flat, as does the one-
dimensional villain whose machinations throw an unnecessary 
barrier in the way of lovers whose journey to self-revelation and 
acceptance stands on its own.

A lusty journey back to Lindow Castle with a few dead 
ends on the way to a deeply felt romance.

BRAZEN AND 
THE BEAST 
MacLean, Sarah
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-06-269207-8  

An ambitious, smart, and outspoken 
earl’s daughter faces off in business and 
pleasure against a gruff, protective, and 
sexy king of the London underworld 
who will stop at nothing to protect what 

is his.
Lady Henrietta “Hattie” Sedley wants to inherit the ship-

ping business her father, an earl who won his title with bravery 
on the high seas, built into an empire. Instead, she is told to 

marry and have children while her foolish brother takes over. 
On the night of her 29th birthday, Hattie decides to render her-
self unmarriageable—while satisfying her keen sexual curios-
ity—by visiting a brothel, but the handsome brute of a man she 
finds tied up and unconscious in her carriage has other plans. 
Saviour Whittington is known as Beast in the slums where he 
and his siblings are feared and adored in equal measure. Benevo-
lent protectors who rule with an iron fist, they run a smuggling 
operation to support their business enterprises in Covent Gar-
den, “where darkness came like a promise, and brought with 
it all manner of malice.” Hattie attempts to make a deal with 
Beast when she discovers that her brother has done him wrong, 
but he has less chaste ideas. Hattie is a tall, curvy woman whose 
shape does not fit Regency-era beauty standards. Beast is all 
too happy to show her just how desirable she is in several very 
explicit sex scenes: “She was brilliant and bold and strong and 
beautiful, and when she came, she moved against a man like sin.” 
Beast’s own self-worth was diminished by an abusive father and 
a violent past he fears he will never overcome. Hattie and Beast 
come to see their own value through each other’s eyes, regard-
less of what society says about it. Strong female protagonists are 
the rule in genre romance, but Hattie stands out for the clar-
ity of her goals and the intelligence with which she goes about 
achieving them.

Classic MacLean: smoking hot, emotionally rich, 
thrilling, and unforgettable.

ALL IT TAKES
Proby, Kristen
Avon/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-06-289267-6  

When an attorney discovers there’s 
a question of ownership on some valu-
able family property, she and the oppos-
ing counsel fall in love as they dig into a 
century’s worth of records and uncover 
information that threatens her family in 

ways she never expected.
When Sienna Hendricks discovers someone is challenging 

land her grandfather bequeathed to the Bronx for park space, 
she takes a leave of absence from her city attorney position to 
research the situation. The challenge consists of a letter assert-
ing that the property was offered as collateral for a loan in 1913, 
but there is no evidence the loan was repaid. Quinn Cavanaugh 
represents the claimant, but neither side has proof of ownership, 
so the judge orders the attorneys to work together to gather 
information, which means digging through an attic full of 
Hendricks family records. Sienna and Quinn are immediately 
attracted to one another, but while the relationship heats up, 
time is running out. Quinn learns a secret he can’t share with 
Sienna due to client privilege, but it motivates him to help 
her even more. However, when the case takes an unexpected 
turn and Sienna learns the secret on her own, her life is turned 
upside down, and she’s not sure how to trust Quinn moving 

Classic MacLean: smoking hot, emotionally rich,
thrilling, and unforgettable.

brazen and the beast
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forward. Proby shines in dialogue and authentic, realistic char-
acters, but both the plot and the romance are low on conflict, 
and those are almost all external, so when Sienna blames Quinn 
for doing the right thing, she comes across as childish and unfair. 
On the plus side, checking in with the Cavanaughs from the 
first Romancing Manhattan title (All the Way, 2018) and cavort-
ing with Sienna and Quinn across New York in unique ways are 
both special fun.

Engaging but uneven.

THE RIGHT SWIPE
Rai, Alisha 
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-06-287809-0  

First in a very contemporary new 
series by a writer known for her expan-
sive view of what a romance novel can do.

Rhiannon Hunter is an ambitious 
entrepreneur, having created a success-
ful dating app that gives women safety 

and control, but she wants more. If she can acquire Match-
maker, a more traditional dating service, she can exponentially 
grow her business and reach. But then Matchmaker announces 
its new spokesman: former pro football player Samson Lima. 
Samson was a dating-app hookup who left Rhiannon wanting 
more, but he ghosted her after one night. Samson never meant 
to hurt Rhiannon, and he’s determined to win this “interesting, 
demanding, adorable puzzle of a woman” over. A patient, lov-
ing, and caring man, Samson finds that his interest in Rhiannon 
competes for emotional bandwidth with the problem of living 
down his legacy as a traitor to his sport. To protest the league’s 
careless handling of traumatic brain injuries, which deeply 
impacted his friends and family, Samson walked off the field in 
the middle of a game. At loose ends, he agrees to co-host an ad 
campaign with Rhiannon and learns just how much harassment 
and abuse she’s had to endure as a black woman coming up in 
the tech startup world before #MeToo. Rai (Hurts To Love You, 
2018, etc.) addresses heavy issues without sacrificing passionate 
sensuality or emotional connection. Although Rhiannon seems 
more guarded, Samson is just as fearful of vulnerability, and 
their path to lasting love is a slow but satisfying one.

An ex–football player woos an entrepreneur in a high-
tech romance that proves respect is the most potent love 
drug.

SOME LIKE 
IT SCANDALOUS 
Rodale, Maya
Avon/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-06-283883-4  

When New York society’s infamous 
ugly duckling is forced into an engage-
ment with a Gilded Age Prince Charm-
ing, they join forces to save themselves 
from each other and soon realize they 
make an outstanding team.

As a “gawky, ungainly girl of thirteen,” Daisy Swan was 
dubbed Ugly Duck Daisy by beautiful Theodore Prescott 
the Third, Manhattan’s favorite heir. The horrible nickname 
stuck, cementing Daisy’s outcast status, so she’s horrified to 
learn her mother expects her to marry him. Daisy’s been look-
ing forward to spinsterhood and living a life of independence, 
launching a business around the complexion cream she’s 
developed using her chemistry degree from Barnard College. 
However, after a particularly embarrassing scandal, Theo’s 
father, a celebrated tycoon, decides marriage to a sensible girl 
will rein in his restless son. Theo and Daisy meet, express their 
shared abhorrence for each other, then conspire to launch 
Daisy’s product, hoping for financial freedom so they won’t 
have to marry. Despite his wastrel reputation, Theo has always 
wanted to prove himself somehow, and it turns out he’s very 
talented at marketing. Using his packaging ideas and adver-
tising copy, the complexion cream is an instant success and 
leads to more business ideas. Meanwhile, working together 
forces them to look beyond the surface and uncovers a sur-
prising attraction, making them question whether they actu-
ally want to cancel the wedding. Scandal rises again, from an 
unexpected source, and as social and familial pressures change, 
suddenly being together is the challenge. Rodale’s (Duchess by 
Design, 2018, etc.) second Gilded Age Girls Club title hits the 
romance sweet spot with an uplifting, empowering love story 
that underlines the point that the best adventures happen not 
when the prince saves the princess, but when two people bring 
out the best in each other, fall in love, and change the world 
in the process.

Completely satisfying and delightful.

THE LADY’S GUIDE TO 
CELESTIAL MECHANICS 
Waite, Olivia
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$3.99 e-book  |  Jun. 25, 2019  
978-0-06-293178-8 e-book

The first in a series featuring romance 
between women.

Lucy Muchelney’s father was a cel-
ebrated astronomer. No one knows that 
she was responsible for much of the 
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math behind his most significant work. Catherine Kenwick St. 
Day, Countess of Moth, traveled the world to look at the stars 
with her husband, but his death leaves her without a sense of 
purpose. When Catherine decides to fund the translation of a 
revolutionary new text by a French scientist, these two women 
become accomplices—and much, much more. The Regency 
novel was long one of romance’s most rulebound subgenres. 
Waite is one of a number of authors who are proving able to sat-
isfy Regency’s demands while getting creative with some of its 
tropes, and the fact that this novel depicts two women falling in 
love and developing an unabashedly satisfying sexual relation-
ship is among the least of its delightful surprises. Catherine, for 
example, is fully aware that the era in which she lives offers less 
freedom to women than the Enlightenment period just past, 
and she recognizes that many of the male scholars she knows 
are supported and assisted by their wives. There’s a moment 
when Catherine realizes that Lucy doesn’t have the right clothes 
for London, a moment in which a seasoned Regency fan might 
expect a shopping spree. Instead, Catherine realizes that buy-
ing gowns for Lucy might make Lucy feel obligated to return her 
affections. The first time Lucy kisses Catherine, she asks for—
and receives—affirmative consent. The passion between these 
women is exciting, but their thoughtfulness and kindness are 
just as satisfying. There are, of course, some difficult moments 
in their relationship, but Waite has chosen for the most part to 
let her heroines face real vicissitudes together instead of manu-
facturing melodrama.

Utterly charming and subtly subversive.
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WHEN DEATH TAKES 
SOMETHING FROM 
YOU GIVE IT BACK 
Carl’s Book
Aidt, Naja Marie
Trans. by Newman, Denise
Coffee House (152 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-56689-560-6  

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

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

A stirring, inventive masterpiece of heartbreak.
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SILVER, SWORD 
& STONE 
Three Crucibles in the 
Latin American Story
Arana, Marie
Simon & Schuster (480 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5011-0424-4  

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

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

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

As we celebrate our Pride issue, I 
would like to highlight three books 
that, taken together, provide a wide-
ranging knowledge base—and jump-
ing-off point for deeper study—for 
anyone seeking to learn more about 
the gay rights revolution and gay activ-
ism in the United States.

Love and Resistance: Out of the 
Closet Into the Stonewall Era, edit-
ed by Jason Baumann, with photos by 
Kay Tobin Lahusen and Diana Davies: 

Baumann, the assistant director for collection development 
for the New York Public Library and coordinator of the li-

brary’s LGBTQ Initiative, is per-
fectly situated to edit this impres-
sive collection of stories and pho-
tos about the LGBTQ civil rights 
movement in the 1960s and ’70s. 
With a foreword by Roxane Gay 
and more than 100 telling photos 
by movement participants Lahu-
sen and Davies, who document the 
era’s ups and downs in vivid style, 
this book is aptly described by our 
reviewer in a starred review as “a 

moving queer tapestry honoring a beleaguered movement’s 
legacy through art, veneration, and gravitas.”

The Book of Pride by Mason Funk: This powerful—and 
empowering—anthology gives voice to the many activists, 
political leaders, and others who have powered the gay 
rights movement over the past six-
plus decades. As our reviewer notes 
in the starred review, to the author, 

“each voice is essential,” whether it’s 
that of “pioneering protester” Dick 
Leitsch, dedicated activist Donna 
Red Wing, or a host of nightclub 
owners who provided safe havens 
for gay patrons and forcefully re-
sisted any attempts at police ha-
rassment or brutality in their estab-
lishments. Funk does readers a ser-
vice by bringing all of these important voices into one handy 
volume that stands as “a significant educational and motiva-
tional tribute to dozens of social justice heroes.”

Also of note, for those intrigued by firsthand accounts, is The 
Stonewall Reader, from the New York Public Library. —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

pride 
education

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



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

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

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

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

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

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

A HOUSE ON STILTS
Mothering in an Age of 
Opioid Addiction
Becker, Paula
Univ. of Iowa (176 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-60938-659-7  

A saddening account of the effects 
of opioid addiction on a household “just 
like yours perhaps.”

The “house on stilts” of the title is a 
backyard treehouse in which Hunter, child of Becker (Looking 
for Betty MacDonald: The Egg, the Plague, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, and 
I, 2016, etc.) and her physician husband, once played; later, it 
became a refuge for the drug-addicted young man, forbidden 
entry into the home. That descent into addiction is now so com-
mon as to be nearly universal, but it takes those who must bear 
the collateral damage of chemical dependency often unawares. 
One minute, as she notes, they’re reading Harry Potter and 
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baking pies, and the next the child is in the basement shooting 
up. Naturally, Becker shoulders some of the blame. She and her 
husband tried to shelter their children from the worst aspects 
of modern culture, home-schooling and banning most TV pro-
grams, which seems to have lent Hunter “the quality of a lost 
person, of someone without a map.” Sensitive and intelligent, 
he exhibited a desire for risk-taking and sensation, very much 
unlike his mother, who confesses to never having taken drugs 
even in “the freewheeling 1970s.” As she learned, the decades 
separating her era from her son’s constitute a vast gulf, unbridge-
able in the end. That end is, of course, tragic. Becker’s account 
is rueful and increasingly self-aware. She moves from a kind of 
wide-eyed innocence to a recognition that the whole thing is, as 
a chapter title has it, “totally fucked,” but always with a back-
ward glance at where she went wrong. Was it too much indul-
gence, too much protection? Probably not; as she writes of her 
son, “he was fully equipped for happiness—we gave him all the 
tools.” All the same, as she writes, drugs and addiction recog-
nize no boundaries and put the lie to the best of intentions.

An unblinking portrait of how drugs destroy lives.

HAVE YOU EATEN GRANDMA?
Or, the Life-Saving 
Importance of Correct 
Punctuation, Grammar, and 
Good English
Brandreth, Gyles
Atria (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-982127-40-4  

Another handbook for those who 
love precision in language and who are 

not going gentle into that good night.
Brandreth, a British radio personality, former Member of 

Parliament, and author of the Oscar Wilde mystery series (Oscar 
Wilde and the Return of Jack the Ripper, 2019, etc.), skates lightly 
across the ice of his subject, offering some occasional humor 
(see the title). Like other books on the subject, this one assumes 
that most people care about being “correct” (do they?). The 
author writes in such a way that readers who already understand 
grammar, usage, and punctuation will best comprehend his les-
sons about subordinate clauses, restrictive and nonrestrictive 
modifiers, the use of apostrophes, and the like. On some issues, 
Brandreth stands rather firm (“alright” is not all right); on oth-
ers, he feels the winds of change and realizes the end is near 
for, say, the difference between “who” and “whom.” The author 
pauses occasionally to comment on the differences between 
English in the U.K. and in America. His text also features long 
lists of various sorts: the meanings of prefixes and suffixes, the 
differences between spelling in British and American English, 
words that writers can confuse (“affect” and “effect,” “comple-
ment” and “compliment”), and common internet acronyms. 
Brandreth spends an inordinate amount of time on spelling, 
perhaps a superfluous endeavor in a time when many people 
are carrying around unabridged dictionaries on their phones. 

He urges his readers—especially those who wish to write—to 
increase their vocabularies and to read a lot (good advice). He 
concludes the main part of his text with some advice from some 
notable writers, including George Orwell, Martin Amis, Wil-
liam Safire, and Gyles Brandreth. In a postscript, the author 
provides a brief grammar lesson, explaining such things as parts 
of speech, misplaced and dangling modifiers, and transitive and 
intransitive verbs.

Hope mixes with despair in this bittersweet cocktail of 
a writing/grammar guide.

BLACK INDIAN
Buchanan, Shonda
Wayne State Univ. Press (320 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Aug. 26, 2019
978-0-8143-4580-1  

An author grapples with the uncer-
tainties of her mixed racial inheritance.

With interwoven stories about the 
women in her Michigan family, Buchanan 
(Equipoise: Poems From Goddess Country, 
2017, etc.), the literary editor of Harriet 

Tubman Press, furthers the important work she has done in her 
poetry, uncovering the hidden histories of families struggling to 
define their mixed black and Native American bloodlines to their 
own satisfaction. In a highly personal narrative that includes a 
large number of characters and vignettes, the writing is occa-
sionally repetitive in its declarations and observations. Still, it is 
a unique account of the damage inflicted on blacks and Native 
Americans in the late 1800s. With historical anecdotes involv-
ing the migration of freed slaves, the author injects information 
about the Dawes Act of 1887 into her personal story, and she 
focuses some of her resentment for noninclusion on Native 
American tribes who guard their enrollment with blood quan-
tum standards. Without paperwork, Buchanan must rely on the 
oral traditions of her family to give her a sense of belonging in 
a culture that protects itself fiercely from appropriation, and 
she does a careful job of explaining how she can only speak for 
herself. The author diligently traces her ancestry, uncovering 
secrets, family dysfunction, addiction, old resentments, and 
painful identity issues. While it often feels as if there is little 
hope, she tackles her difficulties with humor. Buchanan is stron-
gest when she argues that complex federal policies are to blame 
for the fractured sense of identity she feels; she stumbles when 
she displays a lack of empathy for those enrolled Native Ameri-
cans who hope to maintain a semblance of cohesion and culture 
after an era of genocide. Ultimately, the book will be enjoyable 
for readers who grapple with confusing aspects of their ancestry.

Intergenerational loss and a family’s collective identity 
crisis provide the backbone for a winding American tale. (7 
b/w images)



COVENTRY 
Essays
Cusk, Rachel
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-374-12677-3  

A striking collection of essays from 
the acclaimed British novelist.

In three thematically organized sec-
tions, Cusk, a winner of the Whitbread 
and Somerset Maugham Awards who is 

also renowned for her Outline trilogy (Kudos, 2018, etc.), bril-
liantly delves into expansive realms of personal memoir and 
social and literary criticism. In the titular essay, the author 
reflects on her odd, sometimes-tense relationship with her 
parents, who, for unaccountable reasons, will periodically stop 
speaking to her—a phenomenon that in England is referred to 
as “being sent to Coventry.” Cusk then expands her account 
of this experience to address further complex and sometimes 

strained aspects of her domestic life. Readers of the author’s 
first-person fiction will be pleased with the acutely observant 
narrative voice that characterizes these introspective medita-
tions on family, motherhood, marriage, and community. “Part of 
the restlessness and anxiety I feel at home has, I realize, to do 
with time: I am forever waiting, as though home is a provisional 
situation that at some point will end,” she writes. “I am looking 
for that ending, that resolution, looking for it in domestic work 
as I look for the end of a novel by writing. At home I hardly ever 
sit down: the new sofa has nothing to fear from me.” In the sec-
tion entitled “A Tragic Pastime,” Cusk deals with broader ideas 
of creative self-expression, gender politics, and the writing pro-
cess. In the essay “Shakespeare’s Sisters,” the author sets Sim-
one de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex and Virginia Woolf ’s A Room of 
One’s Own as alternating touchstones for considering the iden-
tity and concept of women’s writing within a male-dominated 
culture. In the final section, Cusk offers fresh perspectives on 
Edith Wharton and D.H. Lawrence and argues for the impor-
tance of Françoise Sagan, Olivia Manning, and Natalia Ginz-
burg. She also directs her discerning eye toward Kazuo Ishiguro 
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and his novel Never Let Me Go and an even sharper edge to her 
withering assessment of Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love.

An eloquent and engrossing selection of nonfiction 
writing that will enhance Cusk’s stature in contemporary 
literature.

LOVE DRONES
Dorr, Noam
Sarabande (168 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-946448-38-5  

Of drones, mechanical and musical 
and otherwise, in a mixed bag of essays 
and experimental prose pieces.

Israeli-born writer Dorr finds a pow-
erful symbol in the airborne drone. “The Predator drone,” he 
writes, “looks like a blind whale…but nonetheless its sensors 
are better than my eyes.” The drone operator may live in Las 
Vegas, where he or she sees the world reduced to architectural 
metaphors—the Eiffel Tower, the canals of Venice—but still 
steers that blind whale to targets half a world away from the 
death that is to follow. “If I had a drone I would point it to 
the moon to see how far it would go,” the author writes on 
a faux naif note that doesn’t do his preamble much good. 
From there, Dorr spins off into meditations on such things 
as oranges (“the average number of segments in an orange is 
said to be ten”), guns (“A friend who has never served tells me 
guns are not good or evil, people are good or evil. I tell him 
guns were made by people”), airports, espionage, and love 
(“In another life this Eros would be the splitting of an orange, 
segments handed around and shared”). At his strongest, Dorr 
delivers nicely Kafkaesque apothegms (“It would be lovely and 
terrible to live in a world made of glass”). However, he some-
times takes experimentation into incomprehensibility: “If I 
were to say that when I arrived at the bed and breakfast in 
Amsterdam and I father, my grandmother’s brother, took over 
the family inheritance and she never when later I realized on 
those cobbled streets that in August in Amsterdam it is only I 
saw….” The reader’s patience for such things will hinge on how 
much he or she enjoys enshrinements of the trivial (peeling an 
orange) that are placed on the same rhetorical level as porten-
tous statements of larger meaning (the deadly drone).

A postmodern jumble with a few hits but more misses.

BOYS WILL BE BOYS
Ford, Clementine
Oneworld Publications (384 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-78607-663-2  

A noted Australian feminist writer, 
activist, and “troll agitator” offers her 
take on the culture of toxic masculinity.

In her latest, Ford (Fight Like a 
Girl, 2018) analyzes patriarchy and, in 
particular, “how the systems we live 
in allow men to get away with doing 

deeply shitty things.” She begins by examining the behaviors 
that “codify male power and dominance…[and] secure protec-
tion” from the consequences of those behaviors. She traces 
the genesis of toxic masculinity to the cultural penchant for 
forcing young boys to accept the rigid ways of being that dis-
allow them to express emotions or preferences for “girlish” 
things like dresses and dolls. The more boys see the males and 
females around them assuming equal roles in both the private 
and public spheres, the less likely they will feel entitled to tell 
women their place is at home taking care of men. The fewer 
stories they see in books, film, and online that “reinforce 
regressive stereotypes,” the less chance boys will develop the 
inflated sense of social entitlement Ford sees as being at the 
heart of toxic masculinity. She argues that rather than glorify 
male violence, society must teach boys the importance of com-
municating with and respecting the vulnerability in each other 
and in women. Ford also considers the online “manosphere” 
backlash against female empowerment, which includes men’s 
rights activism that sees feminism as a “social cancer.” The 
author then delves into the various frightening manifestations 
of rape culture. Normalized through the sanction of power-
ful men like Donald Trump, it paints women as provocateurs 
responsible for all acts of male sexual aggression they might 
suffer. Ford’s book, which draws on current events in Austra-
lia, the U.K., and the U.S. as well as her own life as a wife and 
mother of a son, launches yet another furious and necessary 
salvo at the gender status quo while offering a blueprint for a 
more enlightened world.

A witty polemic with significant contemporary value.

THE GEOGRAPHY OF RISK
Epic Storms, Rising Seas, 
and the Cost of America’s 
Coasts
Gaul, Gilbert M.
Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-374-16080-7  

A Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist 
outlines an impending catastrophe as 

seawaters rise and homes, towns, and cities go under the waves.



Gaul (Billion-Dollar Ball: A Journey Through the Big-Money 
Culture of College Football, 2015, etc.) opens with a depressing 
portrait: A Duke University coastal geologist named Orrin 
Pilkey sounds an alarm that the barrier islands of North Caro-
lina are disappearing to rising ocean levels, decrying develop-
ers’ “madness and hubris of unbelievable proportions”; for his 
troubles, his life work is trashed as “insulting, uninformed and 
radical” by the government of a beach town that’s in line to 
drown. The back and forth is likely to continue even as nothing 
is done—and even if some $3 trillion of property is at risk of 
being destroyed in catastrophic storms such as the ones that 
visited the North Carolina coast in 2018. Municipalities seem 
unmoved, perhaps because so much of the money paid out for 
storm damage comes from the federal government—and, as 
Gaul notes, while the feds paid for just 5% of the damage half 
a century ago, it’s now shelling out 70%. There has always been 
big money to be made in beach development, he writes. On 
the southern beaches of New Jersey, one entrepreneur turned a 
$50,000 land investment into millions, and a century later, that 
investment has appreciated 530-fold. In Florida, Henry Flagler, 

an associate of John D. Rockefeller, built tourist hotels in Day-
tona, Palm Beach, and Miami, launching a boom in visitation 
and setting a course for the state’s modern development. The 
result, now, is hundreds of thousands of expensive structures 
that are just waiting to crumble—and, as Gaul notes, hurricanes 
are intensifying as “storms explode in size and power in a matter 
of days or even hours in the warmer, favorable conditions in the 
Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico.”

Climate-change deniers will doubtless dismiss the 
waters lapping at their ankles, but coast dwellers will want 
to give this book their urgent attention. (13 b/w illustrations; 
3 maps)
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DISRUPT, DISCREDIT, 
AND DIVIDE 
How the New FBI 
Damages Democracy
German, Mike
New Press (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-62097-379-0  

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

security powers to silence whistleblowers, suppress minority 
communities, intimidate dissidents, and undermine demo-
cratic controls over its operations.”

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

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

THE LAST OCEAN 
A Journey Through 
Memory and Forgetting
Gerrard, Nicci
Penguin Press (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-525-52196-9  

Memoir meets journalistic activism 
in this examination of dementia as an 
epidemic in an era of greater longevity.

Though award-winning British jour-
nalist Gerrard has published novels under her own name (The 
Twilight Hour, 2014, etc.), she has reached a wider readership as 
half of the husband-and-wife duo who write a mystery series as 
Nicci French. Fans and newcomers alike will find this memoir 
revelatory and moving, as the author recounts her experience 
with her late father’s dementia, which inspired her to co-found 
the advocacy group John’s Campaign. “To explore dementia’s 
meaning and its excruciating losses,” she writes, “is to think 
about how far we as a society and as individuals are responsible 
for the suffering of others: what we owe each other, what we 
care about, what matters in the world we all share. Who mat-
ters.” The most personal parts of her inquiry carry both an emo-
tional and a philosophical charge. As more people live longer, 
more will suffer from dementia, a disease that affects not only 
the patient, but friends and families, the medical profession, 
the economy, and society as a whole. She reaches beyond her 
own experience for interviews with others facing similar chal-
lenges. Though presenting each as a continuous case history, 
she weaves multiple threads throughout the narrative, along 
with expert testimony and statistical support. Some readers 
may find it difficult to keep the specifics straight as Gerrard 
switches among families dealing with the disease, but the range 
of experiences and perspectives remains illuminating. The 
more the author seems like a journalistic observer, taking notes 
from the sidelines, the flatter the tone, though the best writing 
is indelible: “When did my father’s dementia begin? We don’t 
know. We’ll never be able to put a finger on the danger spot: 
there. Like fog that streaks up stealthily, imperceptibly, until the 
foghorn booms and suddenly there are dark shapes looming at 
you out of shrouded darkness—you think you’ll notice it, but 
often you don’t. Then you can’t.”

A beacon of a book amid a sea of darkness.

A beacon of a book amid a sea of darkness.
the last ocean
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HABEN
The Deafblind Woman Who 
Conquered Harvard Law
Girma, Haben
Twelve (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5387-2872-7  

An Eritrean American Deafblind dis-
abilities advocate tells the story of how 
she learned to succeed in a world made to 
the measure of sighted, hearing people.

Haben grew up in Oakland as the daughter of Eritrean parents 
who fled war-torn Ethiopia. Born with exceptionally poor vision 
and hearing that deteriorated steadily as she aged, her Deafblind 
world felt neither “small [nor] limited” and was instead her com-
fortable “normal.” Though the author’s disabilities sometimes 
caused her to struggle in school and daily life, her positive out-
look—shaped in part by parents who had struggled to build a new 
life in America and playmates who treated her as “someone with 

gifts to share and lessons to teach”—helped her overcome the bar-
riers that stood in her way. As a teenager, the author consciously 
transcended both her limitations and the protective boundaries 
set by her parents by learning to salsa and participating in a school-
building project in Mali. She spent part of her post–high school 
summer at the Louisiana Center for the Blind, where she learned 
how to navigate with a cane and guide dog and to use a radial arm 
saw. In college, the author unwittingly stumbled upon her career 
path when she fought for, and won, the right to have the printed 
cafeteria menus she could not read emailed to a personal computer 
that translated them into digital braille. She went on to attend 
Harvard Law School, becoming its first Deafblind graduate. As a 
public service lawyer, she became part of the legal team that helped 
expand coverage provided by the Americans with Disabilities Act 
to include not just the brick-and-mortar world, but the digital one 
as well. Warmhearted and optimistic, the book celebrates personal 
courage and triumph as well as the unlimited potential of those 
whose real disability is living in a society that too often does not 
make accommodations for their physical impairments.

An inspiring and illuminating memoir.
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THE FAMILY NEXT DOOR
The Heartbreaking 
Imprisonment of the 13 
Turpin Siblings and Their 
Extraordinary Rescue
Glatt, John
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-250-20213-0  

Horrific account of a headline-mak-
ing case of criminal abuse that shook a 

California community.
The cliché screams out at the beginning: They seemed to be 

such normal people, and, as a neighbor said, “nobody here knew 
they had twelve kids….I thought there was just one or two.” The 
13 children in the Turpin household in an otherwise ordinary 
Southern California suburb, though, were anything but normal. 
They were held captive in their home for years, beaten, chained 
to furniture, sexually abused, forbidden to wash, fed a diet of 
frozen burritos and peanut butter or bologna sandwiches meal 
after meal. Infractions that merited corporal punishment 
included playing with toys or looking out the window. The chil-
dren had never been to a dentist. The parents/perpetrators had 
themselves experienced abuse and trauma, a family history that 
Glatt (The Lost Girls: The True Story of the Cleveland Abductions 
and the Incredible Rescue of Michelle Knight, Amanda Berry, and 
Gina DeJesus, 2015, etc.) traces over generations. There were 
exceedingly odd twists. The parents bought their children 10 
brand-new, expensive bicycles and then “lined them up under 
the carport with the price tags on the handlebars and stickers 
on the wheels for all the neighbors to see”—but forbade the 
children from leaving the house to play with them. The story 
is creepy, with a few twists—e.g., after they were freed, it devel-
oped that the children were musically adept, singing being one 
of the few things they could do in captivity. Train-wreck atten-
tion-getter that it is, the book is longer than the story warrants, 
and it calls out for comparative treatment—for case studies of 
similar crimes, that is, and any conclusions that can be drawn 
about the perpetrators other than that they’re monstrous, 
which seems abundantly clear from the first page.

It’s hard to imagine wanting to read such a story, but 
devotees of true crime will be drawn to this narrative. 
(8-page b/w photo insert)

GALILEO’S ERROR
Foundations for a New 
Science of Consciousness
Goff, Philip
Pantheon (256 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5247-4796-1  

A philosophical inquiry into the 
nature of consciousness, that most elu-
sive of constructs.

“Nothing is more certain than consciousness,” writes Goff 
(Philosophy Durham Univ.; Consciousness and Fundamental Real-
ity, 2017), “and yet nothing is harder to incorporate into our 
scientific picture of the world.” Since the time of the Renais-
sance, science has worked on the premise that the thing doing 
the observing cannot observe itself reliably and that even the 
thought that “I exist as a conscious being” lies outside the realm 
of science. The author aims to restore the problem of con-
sciousness as an object of scientific inquiry, not easy in a time 
when, as he notes, many philosophers consider consciousness 
to be a kind of elaborate illusion. Think of The Matrix, in which 
we’re all part of a machine that feeds on our psychic energy; 
however, we can come down on Galileo for having reduced 
the complexity of being to four attributes: size, shape, loca-
tion, and movement. By removing the sensory—“Galileo did 
not believe that you could convey in mathematical language 
the yellow color or the sour taste of the lemon”—from consid-
eration, science is indeed able to reduce being to physical and 
mathematical formulas. But that’s only part of the story. Goff 
introduces numerous theories to promote the scientific study 
of consciousness, such as integrated information theory, with 

“integrated information” being another way of saying conscious-
ness. He considers other problems, such as that of free will, in 
light of consciousness, and he looks at ways in which subjective 
experience might be introduced into “the purely quantitative 
vocabulary” of modern neuroscience and physics, the latter of 
which, he adds, “tells us nothing about the intrinsic nature of 
matter.” It is therefore paradoxical that we understand con-
sciousness to be reality while not quite being able to explain 
why, a challenge for a future science that might free itself from 
dualistic constraints.

An earnest effort to describe the indescribable, of inter-
est to students of philosophy, neuroscience, and psychology.

EVERYBODY WANTS TO GO TO 
HEAVEN BUT NOBODY WANTS 
TO DIE
Bioethics and the 
Transformation of Health 
Care in America
Gutmann, Amy & Moreno, Jonathan D.
Liveright/Norton (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-87140-446-6  

An analysis of how bioethics con-
tinue to affect modern American medicine.

“All stages of our lives are caught up in challenging ethi-
cal questions raised by modern medicine, health care, public 
health, and life science research,” write University of Pennsyl-
vania president Gutmann (Identity in Democracy, 2003, etc.) and 
Moreno (Ethics/Univ. of Pennsylvania; Undue Risk: Secret State 
Experiments on Humans, 2016, etc.) in this astute examination 
of bioethics as it applies to America’s collective health. As a 
primer to their insightful discussion, the authors share relevant 
personal stories. Gutmann discusses her beloved grandmother’s 



conundrum involving a crucial medical decision, and Moreno 
discusses the blatant lack of clinical truth telling and “thera-
peutic privilege” at work during his mother’s ordeal with cancer. 
These poignant memories illuminate the greater problem of 
ethics in medicine. The authors’ three-part study begins with a 
comprehensive history of patient care as it progressed from an 
atmosphere of unquestioned physician opinion to more current 
viewpoints, where second opinions and collaborative clinical 
evaluations are more the norm. Gutmann and Moreno lucidly 
outline the differences between earlier eras in medicine, when 
a doctor’s “implicit permission to mislead, if not to lie out-
right” was openly accepted, and contemporary medicine, where 
healthier food “choice architecture” and mental health system 
reforms are just two examples of the radical shift in percep-
tion and patient self-empowerment. The authors are unafraid 
to address more disputable, “slippery slope” issues, many of 
which remain targeted by polarized political systems. They 
also respectfully discuss the idea of universal health care, organ 
donor matching and transplantation, physician-assisted suicide, 
the surging interest in genetic manipulation, and the deep ethi-
cal issues surrounding the neuroscience field. While the authors 
agree that great strides have been made through more focused 
attention on ethical clinical care, America falls critically short 
on achieving a system that is both affordable and accessible.

An academic, illuminating assessment of the past, pres-
ent, and future forms of responsible public health care.

OUR WOMEN ON 
THE GROUND
Essays by Arab Women 
Reporting From the 
Arab World
Ed. by Hankir, Zahra
Penguin (304 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-14-313341-4  

A collection of essays by dedicated 
journalists on the many hurdles they face 

as women in the field of Middle Eastern newsgathering—edited 
by Lebanese British journalist Hankir and introduced by CNN 
chief international anchor Christiane Amanpour.

In many cases, these conflict-zone reporters were inspired 
to become journalists due to heart-rending stories among their 
own families and friends. “To become a journalist in some of 
these places takes a special kind of courage for a woman,” writes 
Amanpour. “It can mean defying family and community, and 
it brings unique challenges and entails sacrifices specific to 
women.” These stories from the field are rare and remarkable, 
especially because the writers are “twice burdened,” accord-
ing to Hankir: Not only do they hail from places that mis-
treat women worse than anywhere in the world; they are also 

“some of the most repressed reporters in the world.” The book 
is divided into five sections: “Remembrances,” “Crossfire,” 

“Resilience,” “Exile,” and “Transition.” In “The Woman Ques-
tion,” Hannah Allam, covering the war in Iraq for McClatchy 

Newspapers, writes of the “unspoken understanding that if you 
delved too deeply into women’s lives, you risked being labeled 
as soft, or missing the point.” A Lebanese journalist covering 
the wars in the Middle East for American newspapers, Nada 
Bakri became deeply disenchanted with the profession after 
the death of her husband and son’s father, New York Times cor-
respondent Anthony Shadid, in Syria in 2012. Egyptian jour-
nalist Lina Attalah (“On a Belated Encounter With Gender”) 
recalls the 2011 Arab Spring activism in terms of responding 
to her father’s conflicted feelings about her being a journalist. 
Egyptian photojournalist Eman Helal writes of being routinely 
restricted from “hard news” assignments and then finding her 
story in the harassment of women protesters in Tahrir Square 
in Cairo in 2011. Others, such as photographer Amira Al-Sharif, 
who was born in Saudi Arabia but raised in Yemen, write that 
being women allowed them to cover stories that men could not.

A timely, engaging work that reveals why the journal-
ist’s profession is so important and so endangered.

MIXED-RACE SUPERMAN
Keanu, Obama, and 
Multiracial Experience
Harris, William
Melville House  (128 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-61219-789-0  

A concise, mindful discussion of race, 
culture, and the politics of celebrity.

In his chapbook-length essay, Lon-
don-based poet and critic Harris (All This Is Implied, 2017) brings 
two well-known personalities into vivid focus to compare and 
contrast their experiences as biracial “supermen” within their 
own separate arenas. The author explores the lives and legacies 
of Barack Obama and Keanu Reeves from the perspective of 
their mixed-race heritages and how that particular aspect drew 
power, honor, and visibility to their work and to their names. 
The author believes many mixed-race people approach society 
with hesitation and perpetual confusion, much like he does as 
a lifelong Londoner of mixed Indonesian and Dutch heritage. 
Harris envisions mixed-race supermen, embodied by Obama 
and Reeves, as those who manage to defy simplistic stereotyp-
ing and have figured out “how to make their confusion heroic, 
to embody contradiction.” The author recalls his fascination 
with the former president as a proud, intelligent politician who 

“not only looked different, but talked beautifully—and know-
ingly—of his mixed-race upbringing. Here was a story that was 
long and painful but seemed to bend implacably toward justice.” 
As the iconic Neo character in the Matrix films, Reeves can also 
be considered a mixed-race superhero, fending off multiplying 
CGI agents of doom and attempting to survive amid legions of 
detractors. Where Harris shines brightest and is most convinc-
ing is when he integrates into the discussion his personal his-
tory, heritage, and racial impressions and experiences. He cites 
violent crimes occurring in the 1980s and ’90s whose investi-
gations were hindered and ultimately mishandled due to racial 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   6 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

A timely, engaging work that reveals why the journalist’s
profession is so important and so endangered.

our women on the ground
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Samra Habib

THE QUEER MUSLIM WRITER RECOUNTS HER EMOTIONAL, SEXUAL, 
AND SPIRITUAL UNFURLING IN WE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN HERE
By Megan Labrise

Several years ago Samra Habib began traveling the 
world to photograph and interview queer Muslims, to 
discover the ways in which Islam shapes their personal 
identities. 

“Often when I would interview and photograph 
young people, they didn’t really know that much about 
me,” says Habib, a Toronto-based writer, photogra-
pher, and activist. But her subjects’ generosity inspired 
her to share her story in return.

“I hoped that sharing my experience might provide 
them with a sense of comfort or a belief that it does get 
better,” she says. “When you read about queer Mus-

lims” in the news, most often, “many of the experienc-
es are traumatic. Terrible things have happened in my 
life, but I’ve used that insight to find the things that 
make me happy and inform my life choices, and I’ve 
had extraordinary experiences as a result.” 

Habib explores evolving relationships to religion, 
sexuality, art, and love in her triumphant and power-
ful debut, We Have Always Been Here: A Queer Muslim 
Memoir (June 4). “A moving example of resilience and 
healing in the face of racial, sexual, and familial trau-
ma,” Kirkus writes. “A poignantly told memoir about a 
life fiercely lived.”

Growing up in an Ahmadi Muslim family in a work-
ing-class neighborhood of Lahore, Pakistan, Habib was 
taught to hide laughter and joy from her father, because 

“good” Muslim girls should be seen and not heard.
“I’d only ever been surrounded by women who 

didn’t have the blueprint for claiming their lives,” 
Habib writes. “There were my aunts, who would nev-
er be caught socializing without their husbands pres-
ent—certainly not publicly. They couldn’t drive their 
cars without their husbands, let alone ride a motorcy-
cle. And there was my mother, who was notified of her 
own name change only when her wedding invitations 
arrived from the printer.”

Habib was taught to hide her religion from her 
classmates, because Ahmadis faced government-sanc-
tioned persecution and extremist violence. At age 
11, she and her family sought asylum in Canada. She 
weathered persistent sexism, racism, bullying, finan-
cial insecurity, and an arranged marriage at age 16, 
complicating her relationship to Islam as well as her 
burgeoning queer sexuality.

“People often ask me, Why didn’t you come out 
when you were younger?” Habib says. “I think it’s 

Photo courtesy Yuula Benivolski



profiling as well as his frustrations with his parents’ indiffer-
ence when confronted with racial bias in various scenarios. An 
observant writer, Harris shares illuminating intellectual analy-
sis that incorporates philosophical introspection (he notes 
Reeves’ “Nietzschean streak”), references to Greek mythology, 
and American politics in a stimulating narrative of civil rights 
activism, pop-culture heroism, and the multilayered, heroic 
struggle of people of color.

A swift, inspired, and thought-provoking examina-
tion of the intersections of heroism, racial identity, and 
diversity.

UNITED STATES 
OF DISTRACTION
Media Manipulation in 
Post-Truth America
Higdon, Nolan & Huff, Mickey
City Lights (238 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-87286-767-3  

The future of democracy depends 
on engaged, media-literate citizens.

Media critics Higdon (History and Media Studies/Cali-
fornia State Univ., East Bay, and Univ. of San Francisco), a 
co-founding member of the Global Critical Media Literacy 
Project, and Huff (Social Science and History/Diablo Valley 
Coll.; co-editor: Censored 2019: The Top Censored Stories and Media 
Analysis of 2017-2018, 2019, etc.), executive producer and co-host 
of the weekly radio show Project Censored, paint a dismal pic-
ture of contemporary journalism, arguing persuasively that the 
media has been co-opted by commercial interests and no lon-
ger serve to inform the public about issues crucial to democracy. 

“The business-dominant economy” that has emerged since the 
Reagan years, the authors assert, has created “a veritable one-
party system—the pro-corporate party—with two factions, the 
Republicans and the Democrats, funded to uphold corporate 
interests above all others.” Because commercial media exist “to 
attract, harvest, and sell people’s consciousness to advertisers,” 
they have seen Donald Trump as a sure way to boost ratings. 
The authors devote more than half of the book to reprising 
Trump’s familiar, much-publicized lies and excoriating the 
media for giving him out-of-proportion coverage. Rather than 
conducting responsible investigation, disseminating informa-
tion, and analyzing political issues, the media inflame polariza-
tion, “fostering a militant ‘us versus them’ mentality in regard 
to competing candidates, issues, and ideas.” A critically savvy 
public would be able to see through these strategies, but, the 
authors insist, “information literacy and media education are 
practically non-existent,” leaving Americans vulnerable to 

“the torrent of images and messages vying for their attention.” 
Education reform and a revitalized press are needed for a “free, 
self-governing society to thrive.” To that end, the authors call 
for “critical media literacy education” that emphasizes civ-
ics, critical thinking skills, critical awareness of media, com-
munity engagement, and cultural competency (including the 
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something that someone who’s had a lot of privilege 
might ask because, for me, there were so many things 
I feel that I had to overcome before I could even ex-
plore the fact I was attracted to women. My priority 
was just to be safe and to survive.”

With age and experience, the examples of her queer 
chosen family, and the acceptance of her siblings and 
parents, Habib was able to ask, “What would it feel 
like to walk through the world daring to present my-
self without apology?” and answer, in part, by proudly 
claiming her identity as a queer Muslim woman. 

“[Being queer] means…fighting every day to exist, 
to be accepted for all the intersectionalities that are 
part of my experience,” she says. “And for me, person-
ally, because of my specific experiences with the [pho-
to] project, with the book, and what I do in my ev-
eryday life, I feel a sense of duty to do whatever I can 
to help others to be their authentic selves. It’s under-
standing that you have to go to battle every day to be 
who you are.”

Megan Labrise is the editor at large and co-host of Kirkus’ 
Fully Booked podcast. We Have Always Been Here 
was reviewed in the April 15, 2019, issue.
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cultivation of empathy) as well as a broadening and deepening 
of news reporting. Advocating new teacher-training programs 
and extensive curriculum changes, the authors offer few details 
about how these reforms can be developed and instituted.

An impassioned argument heavier on critique than 
solutions.

THE CASE AGAINST REALITY
Why Evolution Hid the Truth 
From Our Eyes
Hoffman, Donald D.
Norton (272 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-393-25469-3  

According to this expert account, 
evolution shapes our view of reality, but 
accuracy is not its priority.

In his first book, Hoffman (Cogni-
tive Science/Univ. of California, Irvine) emphasizes that evo-
lution designed our perceptions “to keep us alive,” so we must 
take them seriously. “But it is a mistake of logic,” he writes, “to 
assume that if we must take our senses seriously then we are 
required—or even entitled—to take them literally….I explain 
why evolution hid objective reality and endowed us instead with 
an interface of objects in space and time.” What we observe is 
simply a virtual world delivered by our senses to help us play 
the game of life. Having announced this disturbing premise, 
the author provides a steady stream of explanations of how the 
brain processes perceptions. Observing a member of the oppo-
site sex, we pick up dozens of sensory cues, run them through an 
algorithm refined by evolution to evaluate reproductive poten-
tial, and reach a conclusion. It’s not a given that the outcome—
marriage, or at least children—is ideal. To those who doubt that 
the world we observe is simply a useful interface such as an icon 
for a computer text file, Hoffman suggests we look in a mir-
ror. We see expression, flesh, hair, clothes, and other elements, 
often with a great deal of artificial overlay. The reality—our 
nature, feelings, experiences—remains hidden. Would we want 
it any other way? Few readers will be surprised when the author 
concludes with the evolution of consciousness, a subject that 
continues to obsess neuroscientists without producing any-
thing more than generalities such as, “conscious experiences are 
tightly correlated with specific patterns of activity in neural cir-
cuits. But no scientific theory that starts with neural circuitry 
has been able to explain the origin of consciousness.”

A dense, lucid, and often unsettling exploration of how 
our brains interpret the world. (42 illustrations)

NFL CENTURY
The One-Hundred-Year Rise 
of America’s Greatest Sports 
League
Horrigan, Joe
Crown (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-63565-359-5  

How the NFL gridiron mayhem 
came to be, courtesy of far-thinking 
entrepreneurs a century ago.

The Pro Football Hall of Fame is located in Canton, Ohio, 
for good reason: The city, whose team had had the good luck 
to hire sports legend Jim Thorpe in 1915, was one of a hand-
ful of Ohio organizations that banded together to codify not 
just the game of football, but also principles for governing 
player salaries, free agency, and other matters. Even so, writes 
Hall of Fame executive director Horrigan (co-editor: The Pro 
Football Hall of Fame 50th Anniversary Book, 2012, etc.) in this 
lively account, Cleveland has claim to primacy, for it was the 
Cleveland organization that took Ohio League rules into the 
world and began to recruit teams outside the state. By 1920, 
writes the author, Buffalo and Rochester in New York and 
Hammond in Indiana had signed on even as rules were evolv-
ing on college eligibility. Horrigan’s opening episodes have a 
quaintness to them, populated by teams such as the Columbus 
Panhandles and the Chicago Tigers, most of which had the 
modern penchant for skirting the rules in order to pay and 
receive big money, with managers and player representatives 
like “Cash and Carry” Pyle doing end runs around those eli-
gibility requirements in order to lock down players like Red 
Grange. Some early innovations, such as indoor football, with 
rules stipulating that “a forward pass could be thrown only 
from five or more yards behind the line of scrimmage” and 
the like, didn’t quite catch on, but others stuck. Horrigan 
turns in a pleasingly anecdotal account with many highlights, 
such as the turmoil surrounding the decadelong uprising by 
the upstart American Football League, a period echoed by 
the arrival of big money in the modern era, as exemplified by 
the New England Patriots: “When [Robert] Kraft bought the 
team, just about everything, including its troublesome sta-
dium, was considered second-rate.”

Fans of the pigskin will savor this vigorous account of 
pro football’s evolution. (2 full-color inserts)

Fans of the pigskin will savor this vigorous 
account of pro football’s evolution.

nfl century
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I’M TELLING THE TRUTH, 
BUT I’M LYING
Essays
Ikpi, Bassey
Perennial/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-269834-6  

“Imagine you don’t fit anywhere, not 
even in your own head”: A Nigerian immi-
grant and debut author writes of mental 
illness and its staggering challenges.

Catapult contributing editor Ikpi opens with the suggestion 
that the fractured memories to follow in her memoir may or may 
not be true. “The trick to lying,” she writes, “is to tell people that 
you’re a bad liar because then they’ll believe what you say.” What 
she has to say is sometimes heartbreaking, as she recounts a 
search for reliable memories when she has so few of them. “I need 
to prove to you that I didn’t enter the world broken,” she writes 
before admitting the paucity of fact in a whirl of impressions and 
sensations. What she does know is that she doesn’t know. Things 
were kept from her, familial facts were forgotten, genealogies 
erased, and unpleasant truths swept aside. Little things proved 
overwhelming: the discovery, for instance, that “the twins from 
my favorite movie, The Parent Trap, were actually one person.” If 
the distance from Nigeria to Oklahoma was great, the leap to 
adulthood in New York was greater. Depression, bipolar disor-
der, and anxiety proved to be formidable opponents, isolation a 
constant even surrounded by millions of people. One of the most 
affecting parts of the book is a simple diarylike reconstruction of 
a long day that began and ended with an airplane flight, a day of 
sleeplessness, hunger, and worry (“this doesn’t happen to normal 
people”). Other strong moments in this relentlessly honest nar-
rative recount failed love (“he was the only one I regret being too 
broken for”), the shame of not being the immigrant success her 
parents had hoped for, and the quest for wholeness amid a cor-
nucopia of medications targeting a long list of troubles that she 
expresses simply: “I don’t feel good.”

Deep truths underlie this fragmented, compelling nar-
rative, which leaves readers wishing only the best for its 
harrowed author.

MAKE IT SCREAM, 
MAKE IT BURN
Essays
Jamison, Leslie
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-316-25963-7  

A collection of essays, some jour-
nalistic, some critical, some memoiris-
tic, all marked by the author’s distinct 
intelligence.

In “Mark My Words. Maybe.” an essay not included here, 
Jamison (Director, Graduate Nonfiction Program/Columbia 

Univ.; The Recovering: Intoxication and Its Aftermath, 2018, etc.) 
recounts getting Roman playwright Terence’s quotation Homo 
sum: humani nihil a me alienum puto (“I am human, nothing human 
is alien to me”) tattooed on her arm. That apothegm, which also 
served as the epigraph to her first collection, The Empathy Exams 
(2014), is put to the test in her latest book. Whether encounter-
ing a boy in a wheelchair in Jaffna, Sri Lanka, or a pushy woman 
on a layover in Houston, the author wonders at the limits of 
empathy. In “We Tell Ourselves Stories in Order To Live Again,” 
she recounts her interview with a man who claimed he was “not 
a gun nut” even as he handled two guns and left “a collection of 
bullets spread across his comforter” for her to find: “Had I been 
foolishly unwilling to acknowledge that some people were alien 
to me? Did I need to identify with all the gun-loving men of this 
world? Was it naïve or even ethically irresponsible to believe 
I should find common ground with everyone, or that it was 
even possible?” Jamison’s other main intellectual concern is the 
exploitative role of the journalist. In “Maximum Exposure,” she 
offers a sympathetic portrait of the photographer Annie Appel, 
who must ask her subjects, “Can I take this moment of your life 
and make my art from it?” The common cause she finds with the 
journalistic skepticism of Janet Malcolm and James Agee is odd, 
though, considering how many of her essays begin as reporting. 
Jamison thinks and writes so elegantly, the subjects that serve as 
many of her jumping-off points risk feeling superfluous to the 
real business of her essaying. Still, as with nearly all of her writ-
ing, this one is well worth reading.

A commendable essay collection by one of the leading 
practitioners of the form.

THE WICHITA LINEMAN
Searching in the Sun for 
the World’s Greatest 
Unfinished Song
Jones, Dylan
Faber & Faber (272 pp.) 
$16.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-571-35340-8  

A lively biography of the song that 
Bob Dylan once called the greatest ever 
written.

Musical maven and GQ editor-in-chief Jones (David Bowie: 
A Life, 2017, etc.) is plainly smitten by Jimmy Webb’s unlikely 
story of a telephone repairman who rides a cherry picker into 
the sky in order to attend to malfunctioning wires, which the 
author calls “the first existential country song.” That may or 
may not be true, but it is unforgettable, one of the city-named 
story-songs that propelled Glen Campbell to fame and a natural 
successor to Webb and Campbell’s previous hit, “By the Time 
I Get to Phoenix.” Webb considered “Lineman” incomplete 
when he gave it to Campbell, and indeed it is light on lyrics, 
certainly as compared to his opus, “MacArthur Park.” Camp-
bell ran with it, turning to the extraordinary talents of the ses-
sion cohort called the Wrecking Crew, with bass player Carol 
Kaye doing beyond-the-call-of-duty work with her improvised 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Walt Odets

THE PSYCHOLOGIST’S NEW BOOK CONFRONTS THE MANY 
SOCIETAL ISSUES AFFECTING GAY MEN
By Rhett Morgan

Psychologist Walt Odets’ first book, In the Shad-
ow of the Epidemic: Being HIV–Negative in the Age of AIDS, 
was released in 1995. At the time, before the introduc-
tion of truly effective drugs, a hopelessness prevailed in 
America’s gay communities that has since seemingly di-
minished. With today’s preventative medications and 
the legalization of gay marriage, it is easy to believe that 
younger gay Americans will simply avoid the traumas that 
plagued previous generations. But for Odets, that hope 
in changing attitudes is overrated; it ignores the deeper 
issues that many gay men suffer from. 

In 30 years of private practice, Odets has seen the 
same recurring issues confront his patients. “And I see 
them still,” he says of today’s younger men. “The issues 
now are the same issues from 30 years ago.” His latest 

work, Out of the Shadows: Reimagining Gay Men’s Lives 
(June 4), extends the analysis of that first book to exam-
ine the emotional aftermath of AIDS and reveal the anxi-
eties and shame that continue to affect gay communities 
and their hopes. Odets refers to them as “threats,” and 
for him, they also lie at the very heart of gay male identity.  

“The idea of being gay as an identity never occurred 
to me as a kid. It didn’t matter,” the 72-year-old Odets 
says; it wasn’t until the AIDS epidemic began that Odets 
started to consider gayness in terms of identity. Odets’ 
father was progressive playwright and screenwriter Clif-
ford Odets; Walt realized, once AIDS emerged, that his 
peculiarly liberating upbringing made him especially sen-
sitive to seeing the effects of stigmatization on others. 

“People from stigmatizing, abusive, or rejecting families 
very quickly develop a gay identity. It’s reactive,” Odets 
says. “The support, or lack of support, from the immedi-
ate family is by far the most influential issue.”

It’s no surprise, then, that Out of the Shadows address-
es the myriad issues affecting contemporary gay male life 
through individual stories—those of Odets’ own patients. 
In each chapter, whether he’s dissecting the isolating ef-
fects of gay dating apps or the ineffectiveness of certain 
HIV-prevention tactics, Odets also narrates the lives of 
Paul, Aaron, Shaun, and countless others. He re-creates 
dialogue from their therapy sessions as these men come 
to terms (or not) with the root problems of self-confi-
dence and shame that have wreaked havoc on their per-
sonal lives, problems which also speak to the broader is-
sues at stake in gay communities across America before, 
during, and after the epidemic.  

“They are amalgams of two or sometimes even three 
people because people have overlapping concerns,” ex-

Photo courtesy Dianne W
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introduction. One flaw that Jones uncovers: Webb had the 
hero of the song fixing the wrong kind of wire—a high-tension 
line can experience an overload but not a telephone line, lead-
ing him to remark ruefully, “it’s very hard to explain poetic 
license to a union member.” Still, poetic license aside, the song 
is instantly recognizable and consistently makes critics’ lists of 
the best pop songs of its era, if not of all time. Jones focuses 
ably on meaning and affect, more as they have to do with the 
lyrics than with the unusual chord pattern, which makes the 
song so distinctive; a little more attention to the structure of 
the music and how it evolved would have pleased the hearts of 
geeks. Even so, the author’s account satisfies, without a wasted 
word or the usual clichés of pop-culture writing and with plenty 
of quotations from the principals involved in making the song 
an enduring hit.

An affectionate homage to an indisputably great song, 
one that readers will listen to with new ears.

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

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

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

of poetic fancy and more toward understated, matter-of-fact 
prose, all the more powerful because the style never distracts 
from the weight of the story: the sexual awakening and strug-
gle for identity of a young black man raised in Texas by a single 
mother, a Buddhist, who herself was the daughter of an evan-
gelical Christian. He and his mother were both damned to hell, 
according to his grandmother, who nonetheless loved both 
of them. There is a lot of subtlety in these familial relations: 
the son not willing to recognize the implications of his lov-
ing mother’s heart condition, the mother struggling with her 
son’s sexuality. The “fight” in the title is partly about the fight 
with society at large, but it is mainly about the fight within the 
author himself. “I made myself a promise,” he writes. “Even 
if it meant becoming a stranger to my loved ones, even if it 
meant keeping secrets, I would have a life of my own.” Jones 
documents the price he paid for those secrets, including the 
shame that accompanied his discoveries of self and sexuality. 

“Standing in front of the mirror,” he writes, “my reflection and 
I were like rival animals, just moments away from tearing each 
other limb from limb.” One of them was the loving son and 
accomplished student; the other, a young man drawn toward 
denigrating and debilitating sexual encounters, devoid of love, 
with white men who objectified him as black and even with 
straight men. One almost killed him and made him feel like 
this is what he deserved. “This is that I thought it meant to be 
a man fighting for his life,” writes Jones. “If America was going 
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plains Odets. “I don’t think I’ve seen anyone in my prac-
tice who is unique.” Unique or not, Odets still wanted 
these characters to reflect the realities that crossed his 
path. He spent the last 20 years furiously scribbling notes 
in between sessions to retain certain details, which now 
help to flesh out his analysis: where exactly someone was 
sitting when he revealed an intimate detail, the specific 
words a man used to describe his feelings about other gay 
men, or the peculiar look on someone’s face as he real-
ized it was his own father that made him hate himself. “I 
think those kinds of particulars are important,” Odets 
says, and he has used them to make Shadows’ arguments 
both more compelling and convincing. 

Out of the Shadows has a wide breadth of topics, but 
it’s focused on the patients that Odets sees most often 
and knows best: gay males. However, Odets says that the 
book is essentially about discovering, being, and living 
authentically as oneself. For him, this can apply to any-
one and offer more concrete hope for any person over-
coming the ramifications of stigmatization. “I wasn’t 
very keen on writing another book,” Odets admits, add-
ing that writing this book was particularly, personal-
ly painful. “When I see stigmatized people and see the 
roots of that stigma….It’s painful to see, but it’s some-
thing I would like to help.”

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator based in Paris. Out of 
the Shadows was reviewed in the May 1, 2019, issue. 
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to hate me for being black and gay, then I might as well make 
a weapon out of myself.”

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

RAINFOREST
Dispatches From Earth’s 
Most Vital Frontlines
Juniper, Tony
Island Press (448 pp.) 
$22.00 paper  |  Sep. 19, 2019
978-1-64283-072-9  

A thoughtful exploration, scientific 
and political, of the ecological web from 
raindrop to global climatic system.

The clue is right there in the name: 
What makes a rainforest tick is rain. However, the tropical 
rainforests that gird the equator do more than sit silently as 
the rain drips from leaf to ground. Instead, they play a central 
role in sequestering carbon dioxide and in regulating the world’s 
climate, so that deforestation in the Amazon has second-order 
effects on rainfall in the American grain belt. Longtime Friends 
of the Earth organizer and rainforest campaigner Juniper (How 
We’re F***ing Up Our Planet, 2018, etc.) examines “the diverse 
set of systems we call tropical rainforests,” which mediate the 
flow of staggering amounts of water. Roughly one-fifth of all the 
water on the planet moves through the Amazon, for example, 
whose mouth is more than 200 miles wide, “greater than the 
distance between London and Paris.” Essential to this move-
ment, of course, is rain, and deforestation has markedly affected 
rainfall. Juniper looks closely at the various threats to the rain-
forest, whose decline, he notes, begins with logging, which, 
legal or not, is often done not just for timber harvesting, but 
also to clear ground for new housing and farmland. Consumers 
in developed nations drive destruction in developing regions, 
with incessant demands for beef, soybeans, palm oil, and other 
forest-unfriendly products. Juniper can become a touch mysti-
cal at times. Mostly, however, he writes with a lightly worn but 
deep understanding of ecology, conservation biology, and pop-
ulation dynamics. He lucidly explains such matters as how to 
enlist rural populations in sustaining rainforests, identifying a 
host of big-picture problems such as poverty and political cor-
ruption, and making a strong case for “the idea that in combat-
ing climate change there [is] no more effective step than halting 
deforestation.”

A sturdy primer for anyone interested in learning about 
tropical rainforests and why it’s essential to keep them 
healthy. (two 8-page color inserts; 97 photos)

THE BASTARD BRIGADE
The True Story of the 
Renegade Scientists and 
Spies Who Sabotaged the 
Nazi Atomic Bomb
Kean, Sam
Little, Brown (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-316-38168-0  

An exciting history of the battle for 
atomic supremacy during World War II.

The core mission of the quasi-military group called “Alsos,” 
part of the Manhattan Project, which was led by colorful scien-
tist Boris Pash, was to determine the extent of Nazi efforts to 
produce an atomic bomb and to thwart it by any means possible. 
The Reich, after all, had world-class physicists like Nobel laure-
ate Werner Heisenberg. The Allies, too, had considerable talent, 
most notably Enrico Fermi. Science writer Kean (Caesar’s Last 
Breath: Decoding the Secrets of the Air Around Us, 2017, etc.) enlists 
several supporting players who had largely incidental, though 
dramatic, parts in the effort to deny the Germans’ attempts to 
create an atomic bomb. There was Moe Berg, a spy and profes-
sional baseball catcher, who had the chance to capture or kill 
Heisenberg—but he was uncertain. Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. per-
ished in a nutty scheme to destroy what was thought to be a 
delivery system for nuclear weapons. The cast of characters, all 
well delineated by the author, include Irène Joliot-Curie and 
Frédéric Joliot, Robert Oppenheimer, Wernher von Braun, and 
Gen. Leslie Groves. “Known as a brilliant but ruthless man-
ager—simultaneously the best construction foreman and the 
biggest asshole in the military—Groves was in charge of all 
army construction within the United States and on offshore 
bases at the war’s outset,” writes the author, who helps read-
ers keep other characters straight with amusing descriptors: A 
colonel at Rennes was a “big swinging dick”; a “babbling” Neils 
Bohr “was simply incapable of keeping his trap shut.” Through-
out, Kean eschews erudite fastidiousness for consistent action 
and brio. Beginning with the title, the narrative is an engrossing 
cinematic drama, not an academic text. (Spoiler: Hitler, who 
was never much interested in science, lost.)

Vivid derring-do moves swiftly through a carefully 
constructed espionage thriller. (three 8-page 4-color inserts)

KOCHLAND 
The Secret History of 
Koch Industries and 
Corporate Power in America
Leonard, Christopher
Simon & Schuster (704 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4767-7538-8  

A massively reported deep dive into 
the unparalleled corporate industrial 
giant Koch Industries.

Leonard’s work is on par with Steve Coll’s 
Private Empire and even Ida Tarbell’s enduring classic 

The History of the Standard Oil Company.
kochland
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In 1967, Charles Koch inherited from his recently deceased 
father the leadership of a medium-sized, nearly invisible indus-
trial conglomerate based in Wichita, Kansas. Charles would 
build the conglomerate into an entity so sprawling, profitable, 
and politically powerful that it seems to defy all reason. “Koch’s 
operations span the entire landscape of the American economy,” 
writes business reporter Leonard (The Meat Racket: The Secret 
Takeover of America’s Food Business, 2014). “The company’s story 
is the story of America’s energy system, of its blue-collar factory 
workers, of millionaire derivatives traders, corporate lobbyists, 
and private equity deal makers.” Brother David shared owner-
ship and participated in management of the company, which 
never sold stock to the public. Another brother challenged 
Charles by filing lawsuits but, over the decades, finally pulled 
back. The fourth brother never became involved in the opera-
tion of the business. As the author shows, the Koch brand does 
not appear on consumer products. Rather, the brothers became 
multibillionaires by controlling oil and gas production, paper 
products, derivatives trading in multiple commodities, engi-
neering services, and much more. At first interested in influ-
encing electoral politics to aid Koch Industries’ profitability, 
Charles eventually expanded the corporate presence inside state 
legislatures and the U.S. Congress partly for ideological reasons. 
Labeling Charles’ political philosophy is impossible, but there 
is definitely a kinship to libertarianism, with an emphasis on 
capitalist free markets untrammeled by government interven-
tion. Charles opposed almost every policy of President Barack 
Obama and then battled various Donald Trump initiatives for 
entirely different reasons. Leonard is especially skilled at expli-
cating the politics as well as at delineating how Koch Industries 
dominated industrial sectors, with natural gas extraction via 
fracking a timely recent example. This impressively researched 
and well-rendered book also serves as a biography of Charles 
Koch, with Leonard providing an evenhanded treatment of 
the tycoon. Leonard’s work is on par with Steve Coll’s Private 
Empire and even Ida Tarbell’s enduring classic The History of the 
Standard Oil Company.

A landmark book.

9 MONTHS IN, 9 MONTHS OUT
A Scientist’s Tale of 
Pregnancy and Parenthood
LoBue, Vanessa
Oxford Univ.  (288 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-19-086338-8  

A scientist with an eye for human 
interest takes the mystery out of preg-
nancy and first-time motherhood.

LoBue (co-editor: Handbook of Emo-
tional Development, 2019), a professor of psychology and direc-
tor of the Child Study Center at Rutgers University who writes 

“The Baby Scientist” column for Psychology Today, brings her 
expertise in child development and knack for translating scien-
tific research into everyday language to an account that blends 

personal experience with solid information. Her story, which 
is especially pertinent for career women aware of the ticking 
of their biological clocks, begins with an introduction in which 
she chronicles her experience as a 33-year-old specialist in child 
psychology contemplating pregnancy. “As an expert in child 
development,” she writes, “I am intimately aware of the risks 
of having your first child when you’re well into your 30s, start-
ing with problems conceiving and ending with the frightening 
possibility of developmental problems for the child.” What 
follows is written in real time, and while this would seem like 
a personal journal, it is much more. Surrounding sonograms 
of the author’s developing fetus are simple charts, diagrams, 
and pictures explaining heredity, fetal development, and dif-
ferences in gender preferences. LoBue shares her discomforts, 
including weight gain and loss of sleep, and she enlightens read-
ers about the sleep habits and learning abilities of the unborn. 
In her account of the nine months after birth, she includes 
photographs of her infant son, and she clearly shows stages of 
development, perception changes, emotional responses, and 
the beginnings of language. The author does not hide problems 
with breastfeeding or concerns over bouts of crying, but on the 
whole, her message is one of reassurance. The scope broadens 
over the months to include a discussion of separation anxiety 
and the pros and cons of child care options for working mothers.

Rich in research findings, this frank how-it-was-
with-me account is perfect for intellectually curious 
mothers-to-be.

SAVAGE APPETITES
Four True Stories of Women, 
Crime and Obsession
Monroe, Rachel
Scribner (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5011-8888-6  

Profiles of women who have left dis-
tinctive marks in crime.

Obsessions with real-world who-
dunits seem endless, and Monroe capi-

talizes on this trend with close-up views that seek meaning 
beneath the mayhem. Looking at detectives, victims, defend-
ers, and killers, writer and firefighter Monroe investigates the 
influences and insatiable hungers North American women 
seem to have for true crime, using four women’s stories as 
vehicles for understanding. The author’s view of Frances 
Glessner Lee’s handcrafted miniatures contextualizes both 
her impact on police work and ambition as a woman seeking 
access and respect greater than what her generation was typi-
cally afforded. Lee is positioned at the forefront of the narra-
tive as figurehead, harbinger, and god-mother to subsequent 
true-crime aficionados and the budding field of forensics. 
Monroe tackles victimhood through the blurred lens of pub-
lic spectacle, considering the infamous Charles Manson mur-
ders. She examines the defender role via a death row courtship 
featuring Lorri Davis, who devoted herself to freeing a 



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Alex Espinoza

A PROVOCATIVE NEW BOOK EXAMINES THE HISTORY OF CRUISING
By James Feder

Alex Espinoza is best known for his fiction, 
which has appeared in the likes of Flaunt and the 
Virginia Quarterly Review. His 2007 debut novel, 
Still Water Saints, was named a Barnes & Noble Dis-
cover Great New Writers book, and he was award-
ed a Fellowship in Prose from the National Endow-
ment for the Arts in 2014. His latest book, however, 
is something entirely different: Equal parts person-
al and academic history, it provided Espinoza with 
an opportunity to explore one of the biggest influ-
ences in his life: cruising. And it allowed him to do 
so in far more depth than he had ever expected.

In Cruising: An Intimate History of a Radical Pastime 

(June 4), Espinoza traces the history of casual, often 
anonymous sex between men in public spaces. Mov-
ing from ancient Greece to medieval Europe and 
modern-day Uganda, Espinoza explores the ways in 
which men have learned to navigate the strict po-
licing of same-sex intimacy. But woven throughout 
is a deeply personal account of his own experiences 
with cruising. The effect is a constant regrounding 
of a topic that could have otherwise been rendered 
completely academic, a reminder to readers that 
this practice is at its core deeply human.

“I had been in conversations for a long time about 
cruising and what it did for me,” Espinoza explains, 

“and so it just seemed right—and scary—to look not 
just at the history of it, but at my own relationship 
with my body, with my sexuality, and the origins of 
my own desire.”

Espinoza, who came of age as a disabled young 
man in a “hyper-masculine” Mexican family in Cali-
fornia, credits cruising with helping him find him-
self. “I was incredibly insecure and very awkward,” 
he says, “and the minute I cruised, the minute I had 
this anonymous encounter, I realized that these 
guys didn’t care about any of that. They just cared 
about what was between my legs. That was some-
thing I could provide, and that gave me confidence.”

Espinoza says that cruising can also be incred-
ibly liberating for queer men of color, who can be 
fetishized or subjected to the prevailing hierarchies 
on display in bars or on dating apps. The edict that 
some users of Grindr issue—“no fats, no femmes, no 
Asians”—had become so ubiquitous in recent years 
on Grindr that the company launched a special Kin-
dr campaign to fight back. Espinoza argues that the 

Photo courtesy Kyle Behen
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spontaneity and anonymity of cruising is a power-
ful equalizer. He also notes, however, that marginal-
ized groups often risk losing more when engaging in 
what is undeniably a risky (and illegal) act. George 
Michaels was able to successfully weather his 1998 
arrest for cruising in a public park; not everyone is 
so lucky. 

“It really is a revolutionary act, isn’t it?” Espinoza 
says. “It’s an act of resistance, because queer bodies 
have always historically been policed. And yet de-
spite everything, despite the AIDS crisis, despite 
every single law on the books to police and curtail 
and control gay bodies, this is going on. It’s this 
underground act,” he says, “and it speaks directly 
to the experiences that gay activists have to deal 
with, which is why I think it remains very relevant—
which is why it’s still thriving.”

James Feder is a New York–born, Scottish-educated writ-
er now based in Tel Aviv. The review of Cruising can be 
found at kirkus.com. 
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prosecuted outcast of the “satanic panic” era. Monroe ably 
dissects the hidden bias within notions of “victim” and “per-
petrator,” looking at such issues as the implicit racism of the 
criminal justice system and the so-called “war on drugs.” She 
stumbles somewhat in blending these insights smoothly with 
the biographical information. Throughout the book, Monroe 
balances elements of biography, sociology, and memoir, and 
she also examines participation and spectatorship, writing 
that murderous interests may derive from divergent impulses 
like justice-seeking, overcoming trauma or powerlessness, 
responding to objectification through knowledge-seeking, 
and other notions. “As I got older,” she writes, “my appetite 
for murder stories seemed to depend on how much turbu-
lence was in my own life. The more…lost or angry I felt, the 
more I craved crime.” This is a book sure to please fans of 
mystery and true crime.

An insightful invitation to consider the contexts and 
causes of a gritty cultural obsession.

NORMAL SUCKS
How To Live, Learn, and 
Thrive Outside the Lines
Mooney, Jonathan
Henry Holt (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-250-19016-1  

A challenge to rethink “normal.”
When Mooney (The Short Bus: A 

Journey Beyond Normal, 2007, etc.) was 
a child, he was “diagnosed with mul-

tiple language-based disabilities and attention deficit disor-
der. When the educational psychologist broke the news to 
my mom and me, it was as if someone had died.” For years 
after, the author struggled to conform to whatever concept 
of “normal” he thought would help him fit in and stop feeling 
like a “weird kid.” In this sometimes-humorous and thought-
provoking analysis of his childhood, adolescence, and college 
years, Mooney shares what it was like to be different from 
the norm, which he astutely points out “is a false standard for 
human value.” He provides an extensive history of how the 
idea of normal evolved, giving readers an eye-opening look 
at the standards we are often forced to live with, whether we 
know it or not—and whether we have learning disabilities, 
physical and/or mental disabilities, or in some other way do 
not fit the traditional picture of normal. Some of the histori-
cal research the author cites is horrifying, such as the steril-
ization techniques and lobotomies used on those with mental 
disabilities. Mooney discusses the rise of eugenics and how 
Hitler adopted these ideas for his own Final Solution. He 
expertly brings the conversation back to a more personal level 
when he shares how, with the help of a friend, he began to 
accept his differences and embrace his neurodiversity, wrote a 
book, and then gave lectures on the benefits of neurodiversity. 
He touches lightly on the current ideas about the benefits of 
neurodiversity in society; some readers will wish this section 
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was longer. Throughout, the author encourages readers to 
reexamine the concept of normality and to embrace the idea 
that all humans have something to offer society.

A new, engaging, and informative perspective that 
redefines what “normal” should really mean.

SEE JANE WIN 
The Inspiring Story of 
the Women Changing 
American Politics
Moscatello, Caitlin
Dutton (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5247-4292-8  

Journalist Moscatello provides a 
close-up view of women’s journeys from 
activists to candidates and politicians in 

recent U.S. elections.
Though she explores multiple political races, which she cov-

ered in articles for New York magazine’s The Cut, Glamour, and 
Elle, the author goes deepest in her accounts of those involv-
ing Abigail Spanberger, Anna Eskamani, Catalina Cruz, and 
London Lamar. Noting the influx of Democratic voices and 
wins, Moscatello also attends to the ways in which Sarah Pal-
in’s candidacy may have influenced how women run for office. 
Centering on the 2018 blue wave of women, the author explores 
the challenges and benefits of political representation within 
an increasingly diverse nation. Her analysis of specific barri-
ers and needs of women of color and, to a lesser extent, trans 
and queer women adds an important dimension to her critique. 
She squarely addresses multiple layers of intersectional biases 
women face, exposing how racism, homophobia, classism, and 
sexism may impact candidates. The result broadens conver-
sations about political engagement and clarifies how diverse 
voices strengthen the political landscape regardless of party 
affiliation. Without situating trends as facts, Moscatello casts 
these changes as natural extensions of the work many women 
are doing already in resisting threats to health care, attacks on 
Planned Parenthood, political stagnation on gun control, and a 
host of other related issues. The author considers the numer-
ous complexities of navigating male political norms and how to 
effectively acknowledge the importance of motherhood, dis-
rupt the dress code, and address media hostility toward female 
voices, demeanors, and appearances. While the percent of 
women in office has been relatively static prior to the recent 
influx, Moscatello optimistically and realistically balances a 
blend of demographics and anecdotes from the candidates and 
politicians, painting a provocative picture about the impact of 
equalizing representation in the American political world.

Memorable stories and illustrative data combine in a 
pertinent political and cultural analysis.

THE CASE AGAINST 
FREE SPEECH
The First Amendment, 
Fascism, and the Future 
of Dissent
Moskowitz, P.E.
Bold Type Books (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-56858-864-3  

Forget about shouting “fire” in a 
crowded theater—free speech, by this 

account, is anything but free.
As former Al Jazeera America staffer Moskowitz (How To Kill 

a City: Gentrification, Inequality, and the Fight for the Neighborhood, 
2017) writes, the doctrine of freedom of speech is constantly in 
opposition to other rights that often supersede it. For instance, 
if you wished to rename yourself Google as an expression of 
some political view or another, you would likely face down some 
very powerful corporate attorneys. On another score, argues 
the author, people like Charles Murray or Steve Bannon may 
widely be accounted undesirable and are therefore banned or 
disinvited from speaking on campuses, leading to conservative 
outcries about supposed censorship, but the national news such 
banning brings is disproportionate to the silencing of activists 
on the other side: “Their rights eclipse the rights of so many 
others in mainstream discourse: Dakota Access Pipeline protes-
tors, or J20 defendants, or Black Lives Matter activists.” The 
freedom of speech of the alt-right demonstrators in Charlot-
tesville, Moskowitz urges, clearly superseded other presumably 
superior rights, whipping up the violence that led to the murder 
of a counterprotester. Indeed, the argument continues, a sce-
nario in which many of the alt-right participants were armed 
was sanctioned by police while, one imagines, a similar demon-
stration of armed Black Lives Matter marchers would not be. 
As A.J. Liebling noted, just as freedom of the press belongs to 
the person who owns the press, true freedom of speech belongs 
to those who wield political power. Although the argument is 
sometimes diffuse, Moskowitz does valuable work in connect-
ing dots—noting, for example, that a professor censured at 
Evergreen College under supposed PC censorship who became 
a cause célèbre was the brother of the managing director of a 
firm owned by Peter Thiel, “a right-wing billionaire who has 
helped fund lawsuits to shut down the left-leaning media site 
Gawker.”

A provocation for First Amendment absolutists, who 
may be surprised at all the hidden constraints that bind 
free expression.

Memorable stories and illustrative data combine in a
pertinent political and cultural analysis.

see jane win



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

How adolescents across species learn 
to become grown-ups.

There’s a time in most parents’ lives when they’re tempted 
to throw their teenage children into the nearest well. So it is 
across the animal kingdom when puberty sets in and profound 
changes shape the adolescent being. Write Harvard evolution-
ary biologist Natterson-Horowitz and science journalist Bow-
ers (co-authors: Zoobiquity: What Animals Can Teach Us About 
Health and the Science of Healing, 2012), although puberty is 
thought of as a sexual transformation, it “exerts its hormonal 
effects on every organ system in the body,” enlarging the heart, 
lungs, head, and other features and adding strength and power 
to the form. This allows a human runner to race at newfound 
speeds and affords the great white shark the wherewithal to 
bite something and mean business. Adulthood among all spe-
cies is not confined to just this transformation but also requires 
the initiate to become part of the group. The authors focus 
closely on four quite distinct animals—a king penguin, a spot-
ted hyena, a humpback whale, and a wolf—to examine the 
changes attendant in becoming an adolescent on the way to 
adulthood, with all its perils. As those who were once teenag-
ers well know, it’s a time fraught with danger, to which animal 
species have exhibited similar responses—the phenomenon of 
shoaling, for instance, a “fundamental, lifesaving skill set” that 
illustrates the adage of there being strength in numbers and, 
more to the point, in concerted action, whether for a group of 
reef fish or a squadron of fighter pilots. Sometimes such actions 
are automatic or nearly so, but many require an awareness of 
hierarchy: “Each individual has a place. And the social energy 
that goes into determining those positions is also what holds 
together the hierarchy.” The authors steer clear of excesses of 
ethology or anthropomorphism, and they emphasize that matu-
rity is not a goal but a process.

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

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

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

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

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

A unique, deeply thought-out refugee saga perfect for 
our moment.
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WHEN AT TIMES THE MOB 
IS SWAYED
A Citizen’s Guide to 
Defending Our Republic
Neuborne, Burt
New Press (192 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-62097-358-5  

A veteran civil liberties lawyer deliv-
ers the sobering message that “there is 
no constitutional mechanic in the sky 

ready to swoop down and save American democracy from Don-
ald Trump at the head of a populist mob. The fate of American 
democracy is up to us.”

Neuborne (Civil Liberties/New York Univ. School of Law; 
Madison’s Music: On Reading the First Amendment, 2015, etc.), who 
has been a part of more than 200 cases in the U.S. Supreme 
Court and has sued every president since Lyndon Johnson, 
draws on his decades of experience to discuss the depths of 
today’s political threats. Most disturbing is the second chapter, 
in which the author points to the influence of Hitler on the cur-
rent president’s penchant for “demagogic manipulation.” From 

“fake news” and promises to restore greatness, many similarities 
are too close for comfort. Most readers are already cognizant 
of the current situation, but Neuborne provides a helpful legal 
view of what could happen in the future. The author examines 
two kinds of “brakes” in our political system: internal electoral 
brakes and external judicial brakes, both of which are under 
siege. His solutions are difficult but doable. He really lets loose 
on the Supreme Court, noting that with the newest judges, we 
should obviously expect more right-leaning decisions in the 
years to come. The author also shows how Republican judges 
favor the autonomy of the strong over equality of the weak 
and how the Constitution’s purposeful ambiguity continues to 
confuse. Even the drafters of the Constitution couldn’t agree 
on the meanings of certain passages. Neuborne sees how dif-
ferent readings and interpretations of the Constitution will 
always cause problems. The Constitution is not above politics; 
it is often shaped by it. As the narrative morphs into a Supreme 
Court history, the author points out any number of possible 
events that have affected the court’s decisions and our lives.

Though Neuborne’s thoughts on the Mueller Report 
are already out of date, he provides timely, frightening, 
and, hopefully, galvanizing reading.



HAWKING
Ottaviani, Jim
Illus. by Myrick, Leland
First Second (304 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-62672-025-1  

In which the sometimes-irascible 
but mostly genial British mathematician 
finds himself a superhero in a comic-
book life.

“Is God bound by the laws of physics?” So wondered young 
Stephen Hawking (1942-2018), who soon enough would find 
himself bound by motor neurone disease. In the end, after years 
of thinking about it, he responded in the negative to an inter-
viewer’s question, “Is there room for God in the universe you 
describe?” Hawking worried about all kinds of things, easily 
blending the worlds of mathematics and physics. Toward the 
end of his life, for instance, the thought occurred to him that 
any extraterrestrials who visited Earth would conclude that 
humans were a pest and needed to be exterminated. Before that, 
as writer Ottaviani and artist Myrick (co-authors: Feynman, 2011) 
note in this fluent, fun graphic biography, Hawking advanced 
striking theories in a scientific world whose key players some-
times seemed stuck in Newtonian physics—for example, by 
looking at the mathematics of white dwarf stars, the expand-
ing universe, black holes, and so forth. You might jump into a 
black hole, he posited, but you would not be able to reverse the 
direction of the arrow of time, so that by jumping in in the past, 
you would wind up in the future. “I don’t think you’re going to 
be able to come up with enough math to prove anything about 
this,” says a doubtful interlocutor, to which Hawking replies, 

“Perhaps not. But I’d rather be right than rigorous.” Readers 
new to Hawking’s ideas, and particularly his enigmatic musings 
about the nature of time, will find this book, cartoonish as it is, 
to be full of insight; the science is sharp and to the point. And 
there are moments of good humor and beauty alike, especially 
in the vision of Hawking ascending, godlike, toward the event 
horizon, taking his place in the heavens.

Every world-changing scientist deserves such an enter-
taining but factually rich treatment.

TEXAS FLOOD 
The Inside Story of 
Stevie Ray Vaughan
Paul, Alan & Aledort, Andy
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-250-14283-2  

An oral biography that illuminates 
how far the inspiration of the virtuosic 
guitarist extends beyond music.

In the late 1980s, Stevie Ray Vaughan 
(1954-1990) was on the verge of drugging and working himself to 
death; he was forced to face the fact that if he didn’t change his 

ways, he wouldn’t last much longer. So he changed—his habits, 
perspective, relationships, routines, and music—and became 
as obsessed with living healthy and following 12-step precepts 
as he had been with scoring dope. He recorded an album with 
his older brother, Jimmie, his idol, one of the many musicians 
who had followed Stevie’s example by getting clean and sober. 
Sadly, when he had been sober for a few years, living happier and 
playing better than ever, he died in a helicopter crash following 
a concert, when the weather should not have permitted take-
off. He was just shy of 36 years old. Like co-author Paul’s pre-
vious oral history, One Way Out: The Inside History of the Allman 
Brothers Band (2014), this account is exhaustive, drawing exten-
sively from interviews with those who knew Stevie best—his 
brother, band mates, and the other musicians who witnessed 
his rise and fall—with the exception of his ex-wife. The narra-
tive chronicles his lifelong obsession with his instrument, his 
transformation from Steve Vaughan the geek kid to Stevie Ray 
the guitar god, the ways in which his band was more like a fam-
ily, and the reverence he displayed toward his idols. Paul and 
Aledort’s interviews also underscore Vaughan’s profound influ-
ence on other musicians, first as a blues revivalist who brought 
the music back into the mainstream and then as a testament to 
a sobriety that enriched his artistry. It’s a tragedy that the story 
had to end the way it did, but the authors show why the story 
still matters almost 30 years after his death.

Deep reporting makes this a treasure trove for anyone 
interested in the blues and Vaughan’s place within popular 
music. (first printing of 100,000)

THIS IS NOT PROPAGANDA
Adventures in the War 
Against Reality
Pomerantsev, Peter
PublicAffairs (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5417-6211-4  

A senior fellow at the Institute of 
Global Affairs at the London School of 
Economics parses the ramifications and 
perplexity of today’s “disinformation” wars.

Pomerantsev (Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible: The 
Surreal Heart of the New Russia, 2015) offers a singular perspec-
tive on the new forms of influence campaigns promulgated on 
social media and the internet by mysterious entities worldwide. 

“We live in a world…where the means of manipulation have gone 
forth and multiplied,” he writes, “a world of dark ads, psy-ops, 
hacks, bots, soft facts, fake news, deep fakes, brainwashing, 
trolls, ISIS, Putin, Trump.” The author is the child of dissident 
writers pursued for years by the KGB for their outspokenness. 
For his parents, the words “freedom” and “democracy” were 
not empty husks. Pomerantsev alternates his family’s personal 
saga with his journalistic sifting through the “wreckage” of the 
last few years’ information campaigns to find how the “mean-
ing of freedom of speech [was flipped] on its head to crush dis-
sent.” For example, he begins by tracking the disinformation 
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campaign that led to the presidency of Manila’s anti-drug 
strongman Rodrigo Duterte in 2016: essentially, by discred-
iting the liberal internet-based news site Rappler. The trolls 
behind this effort were traced to a “troll farm” in a suburb of St. 
Petersburg, Russia, where they pumped out “fake reality” inces-
santly. Ultimately, its tentacles reached America in the form of 
fake social media accounts. The author then shifts to the now-
famous tactics of Srdja Popovic, a Serbian political activist who 
is in demand across the globe for his expertise in overthrowing 
dictators. Perversely, the Kremlin co-opted these methods to 

“strengthen the dictator.” Parodying protests, creating discord 
to “confuse, dismay, divide and delay”—these and other tactics 
have been used in the upheavals in Ukraine, Syria, England 
(Brexit), and, of course, in the U.S. during the presidential elec-
tion of 2016, which, frustratingly, the author scarcely touches. 
In fact, much of the author’s exploration barely scratches the 
surface, and the memoir aspect is tentative.

A work that one wishes would dig much deeper.

RIVER OF FIRE
My Spiritual Journey
Prejean, Helen
Random House (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4000-6730-5  

A noted Catholic sister recounts how 
joining the church became the first step 
on her path to becoming a social justice 
activist.

Born to an upper-middle-class Baton 
Rouge family, Prejean (The Death of Innocents: An Eyewitness 
Account of Wrongful Executions, 2004, etc.) joined the Congrega-
tion of St. Joseph as a novice shortly after she graduated from 
high school in the late 1950s. Just 18 years old, she knew that her 
mission was to be an “obedient [daughter] of Mother Church” 
and find union with God. What she did not know was that her 

“Mother Church” would soon change forever. The liberaliza-
tion policies developed by the Vatican II Council in the early 
1960s not only affected how Prejean saw herself, but also how 
she understood her place, both in the church and in the world. 
Newly relaxed rules that allowed for more modern dress also 
permitted nuns and priests to openly mingle with each other. 
Testing her faith and the bonds she had developed with other 
nuns, the author became involved in an intensely emotional 
relationship with a troubled priest. Open conversations about 
the “complex new realities” of a world defined by the Vietnam 
War and emerging social justice movements challenged Prejean 
and other clerics to confront new and unsettling realities. Lib-
eralization also allowed the author to pursue a degree in reli-
gious education and learn tools to help her “critique Church 
teaching in an intellectually honest way.” Yet it would not be 
until the 1970s that Prejean awakened to her true calling to help 
the poor and socially disenfranchised. In 1981, she began work-
ing as a volunteer educator in the all-black St. Thomas housing 
project, where she began the prison pen-pal relationship that 

would define the next chapter of her life as an anti–death pen-
alty advocate. A modest storyteller, Prejean chronicles the com-
pelling, sometimes-difficult journey to the heart of her soul and 
faith with wit, honesty, and intelligence.

A refreshingly intimate memoir of a life in faith.

CRISIS IN THE 
RED ZONE 
The Story of the 
Deadliest Ebola Outbreak 
in History, and of the 
Outbreaks To Come
Preston, Richard
Random House (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-8129-9883-2  

A sequel of sorts to the landmark 
bestseller The Hot Zone (1994), this time with a focus on the 
2013-2014 Ebola outbreak in the forests of West Africa.

“Viruses are the undead of the living world, the zombies of 
deep time,” writes New Yorker contributor Preston (Panic in Level 
4: Cannibals, Killer Viruses, and Other Journeys to the Edge of Science, 
2008, etc.). In this richly detailed narrative, he plunges readers 
into the “horrifying chaos” of overcrowded field-hospital wards 
in Sierra Leone, where “disoriented, infected patients” wander 
while scientists across the world scurry to identify a contagious 
disease for which there is no treatment or cure. First detected 
in 1976 near Zaire’s Ebola River, where it jumped across species 
into humans, the virus returned with deadly force in the 2013 
outbreak recounted here, infecting 30,000 villagers and killing 
11,000. Moreover, it posed the nightmare threat of spreading 
into populous cities. Preston tells engrossing human stories 
of doctors and patients while providing a clear understanding 
of Ebola, from its genetic code and mutations to its terrible 
impacts on victims (fever, paralysis, diarrhea, etc.). In scene after 
scene, the author vividly re-creates the drama: Villagers throw 
rocks at epidemiologists during a burial, nearly killing them. 
A teenage herbalist eerily predicts the deaths of Ebola nurses. 
French and German scientists struggle to identify the virus. A 
doctor forgets himself and gets infected while trying to save 
a child. Cambridge scientists stare at mutations in the Ebola 
code and try to understand what they are seeing. Doctors are in 
short supply, nurses abandon hospitals, and villagers text mes-
sage rumors about “white foreigners” in space suits experiment-
ing on people. “Many didn’t believe in this thing called Ebola,” 
writes Preston, who also provides sharp portraits of virologists 
like Lisa Hensley, a longtime Ebola researcher at Maryland’s 
Fort Detrick, and Sheik Umar Khan, declared a “national hero” 
for leading Sierra Leone’s fight against Ebola, who contracted 
the disease himself, sparking debate over whether he should be 
given an untested experimental drug.

An exhaustive and terrifying story of viral mayhem 
that will rivet readers.



WHAT WE TALK ABOUT WHEN 
WE TALK ABOUT BOOKS
The History and Future of 
Reading
Price, Leah
Basic (224 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-465-04268-5  

Books are not dead. That’s the good 
news in this set of bookish essays.

It wasn’t long ago, writes Rutgers 
Book Initiative founding director Price (How To Do Things 
With Books in Victorian Britain, 2012, etc.), that writers such as 
Sven Birkerts and Robert Coover were remarking, and some-
times lamenting, the supposed decline of the book in favor of 
other technologies—the computer, the e-reader, etc. In fact, 
reading physical books is on the rise, and in December 2018, 
holiday shoppers found several popular titles on back order 
for “that most old-fashioned of crises: a paper shortage.” The 
widespread availability of digital devices doesn’t seem to have 
put much of a dent in the market for physical books, though 
new technologies have certainly affected reading in the past—
most notably, Price archly observes, TV. What has really cut 
into reading time, she adds, is the in-between time we used 
to devote to reading books and newspapers, the time spent 
on bus-stop benches or commuter trains, time now so often 
given to navigating the many iterations of social media. Books 
as objects seem safe, then, though mysteries still surround 
them: Those data crunchers who use electronic tools to see 
what books people are looking at most still can’t answer why 
we’re looking at them. As Price writes, in a nice turn, “no mat-
ter how many keystrokes you track and blinks you time, others’ 
reading remains as hard to peer into as others’ hearts.” The 
essays suggest more than form a single coherent argument 
about the book today, but Price’s ideas that books are a com-
munal thing and that reading them, in at least one sense, is a 
profoundly social act are pleasing even if libraries are now dif-
ferent from our childhood memories and if those books come 
in many forms besides between covers.

Readers who enjoy books about books will find much 
to like here.

SHULA
The Coach of the NFL’s 
Greatest Generation
Ribowsky, Mark
Liveright/Norton (400 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-63149-460-4  

Well-paced, anecdotal life of the 
great NFL coach by well-practiced 
biographer Ribowsky (In the Name of the 
Father: Family, Football, and the Manning 

Dynasty, 2018, etc.).

Don Shula (b. 1930) was an examplar of the working-class 
dream: A self-made, determined young man from the Rust 
Belt, a first-generation American with no advantages save for 
his athletic gifts makes good, and in the end, he grows wealthy. 
In the author’s opening note, he also emerges as a sharp judge 
of character. Offered a job coaching by then USFL team owner 
Donald Trump, he declined: “Moral: Shula was a very winning 
coach, and a very rich one, because he could take the measure 
of men he respected, and quickly discard those he didn’t.” Score 
one for Shula, whose early career as a coach was rocky but solid. 
He made a less-than-laughingstock team out of the hapless 
Baltimore Colts, for example, turning them into “blue-collar 
leviathans” but still coming up short come championship time. 

“Shula has the best winning record in football,” said one critic, 
“and the worst record in big games.” So it would remain, though 
Shula made a tough and tenacious team out of the Miami Dol-
phins, captained by the formidable Dan Marino—who, born at 
the tail end of the baby boom, is a touch too young to do much 
hard work supporting Ribowsky’s thesis that Shula flourished 
during a halcyon time for football, part of the sport’s “great-
est generation.” While golden-boy players such as Joe Namath 
and Johnny Unitas take their places in these pages, whether 
as heroes or as bêtes noires, the best moments have a kind of 
workaday North Dallas Forty quality replete with sex, drugs, and 
ripping Howard Cosell’s toupee off his head. Ribowsky isn’t 
above a groaner of a cliché (“it was clear that what sustained 
him for so long wasn’t the sizzle, but the meat”), but for the 
most part, the prose holds up to gridiron rigors.

Must reading for budding coaches and a solid work of 
sports biography. (8 pages of b/w photos)

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

An authoritative debunking of the 
notion of a gendered brain.

In her debut book, Rippon (Cognitive Neuroimaging/
Aston Univ., Birmingham) examines sex-difference research 
and finds a dismaying history of bad science and an abundance 
of design flaws, inadequate controls, and innumeracy. Neuro-
sexism abounds, she asserts, citing studies and naming names 
with assurance and a touch of acerbity. She calls misconcep-
tions about gender differences “whac-a-mole” myths: Mistaken 
assumptions, she writes, have “been variously whacked over the 
years but can still be found in self-help manuals, how-to guides 
and even in twenty-first-century arguments about the utility 
or futility of diversity agendas.” Further, research findings are 
often misinterpreted by the press, creating in the public imagi-
nation an inaccurate picture of the so-called “male” or “female” 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   7 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

Well-crafted and thoroughly documented, this is a must-read for 
parents, teachers, and anyone of either sex who cares for children.
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brain. Rippon notes that the view of a gendered brain, which 
has a long history, is stubbornly persistent today. She cites both 
social psychologist Gustave Le Bon’s 1895 declaration that 
women “represent the most inferior forms of human evolution” 
and Google engineer James Damore’s 2017 blog about the bio-
logical causes for the absence of women in technology. Looking 
at numerous scientific studies, the author sees surprisingly lit-
tle evidence for brain sex differences in newborns. Rather, she 
argues, the differences in behavior and interests between boys 
and girls, and men and women, can be explained by the impact 
of a gendered world on the human brain. As she notes, gender 
clues surround children from birth. Attitudes and unexamined 
assumptions can be toxic, and toys, sports, clothing, and col-
ors have a powerful impact. Young children, writes Rippon, are 
social sponges, especially attuned to social rules, and their expe-
riences in a pink-vs.-blue world can change the way their brains 
form. Ultimately, her message is that a gendered world will pro-
duce a gendered brain. The result, unfortunately, is that boys 
and girls are shaped with different expectations and are often 
driven down career different paths.

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

THE INTELLIGENCE 
TRAP 
Why Smart People 
Make Dumb Mistakes
Robson, David
Norton (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-393-65142-3  

“Why do smart people act stupidly?”
In this welcome debut, British sci-

ence writer Robson (New Scientist, BBC 
Future) examines the “flawed mental habits” of people with 

“greater intelligence, education, and professional expertise”—
and how they can learn to “think more wisely.” Poor thinking 
emerges in unexpected places: Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of 
mastermind Sherlock Holmes, “fell for two teenagers’ scams.” 
Nobel laureates offer “dubious” ideas on public issues. NASA 
and FBI experts make disastrous mistakes. College graduates 
with high SAT scores often become “good technicians with no 
common sense,” according to a Cornell psychologist. “Not only 
do general intelligence and academic education fail to protect 
us from various cognitive errors; smart people may be even 
more vulnerable to certain kinds of foolish thinking,” writes 
Robson. They often fail to learn from their mistakes or seek 
advice and develop “bias blind spots.” Many fall into “the intel-
ligence trap,” a term first used by psychologist Edward de Bono. 
Others have covered this ground, notably Daniel Kahneman 
in Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011). Drawing on their work as well 
as interviews with other scientists, Robson offers an unusually 
readable, wide-ranging survey of today’s best thinking on think-
ing, including an intriguing overview of the emerging science of 

“evidence-based wisdom,” which is generating practical strate-
gies to improve decision-making in high-stakes situations. The 
author offers solid tips based on experiments by neuroscientists 
at the University of Chicago’s Center for Practical Wisdom and 
elsewhere, showing ways to reduce belief in pseudoscience, 
conspiracy theories, and fake news. He notes that one useful 
method to accelerate this process is mindfulness meditation, 
which “trains people to listen to their body’s sensations and 
then reflect on them in a nonjudgmental way.” The idea is to 
foster intellectual humility, open-mindedness, and emotion reg-
ulation, all of which help us “take control of the mind’s powerful 
thinking engine, circumventing the pitfalls that typically afflict 
intelligent and educated people.”

An engrossing standout in the thinking genre that will 
appeal to anyone who has ever been wrongheaded.

TONIGHT WE BOMBED THE 
U.S. CAPITOL
The Explosive Story of M19, 
America’s First Female 
Terrorist Group
Rosenau, William
Atria (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5011-7012-6  

A terrorism expert recounts the 
actions of a group “unlike any other 

American terrorist group,” one “created and led by women.”
Rosenau (US Internal Security Assistance to South Vietnam, 

2005, etc.), a senior research scientist at RAND who also 
served as a counterterrorism expert at the State Department, 
traces the seven-year run (1978-1985) of the May 19th Com-
munist Organization (M19), a group of (mostly) women who 
banded together to oppose U.S. government policies of domes-
tic oppression and international imperialism. Because these 
individuals—not “automata, relics, or spooks but agents of 
history willing to sacrifice everything to transform the world”—
often relied on weapons to accomplish their goals, the author 
terms their activities “terrorism,” but he uses the term “violent 
extremism” interchangeably. Rosenau begins by introducing the 
original brain trust, Judith Clark (b. 1949) and Susan Rosenberg 
(b. 1955). Later, the narrative takes on further complexity as the 
cast of characters and related revolutionary groups expands. 
The author eventually focuses on six additional women, as well 
as two men, as the linchpins of M19. All of them used one or 
more aliases hoping to avoid capture by law enforcement agen-
cies; the welter of names can feel difficult to track, though the 
list of members and associates helps. Then Rosenau introduces 

“The Family,” an associate group. Their names, plus their aliases, 
as well as their intermingling with M19 further complicate the 
narrative. Nonetheless, the author relies on skilled, detailed 
research to outline both the goals and violent practices of 
the revolutionaries. The titular bombing of the U.S. Capitol 
occurred on Nov. 7, 1983; less than a year later, M19 also bombed 
the South African consulate in New York City. Various bank 



robberies receive attention, some of which resulted in serious 
injuries or death. Most of the revolutionaries introduced end 
up apprehended and imprisoned, and Rosenau concludes that 

“the far-left terrorist project that began with the Weathermen 
in 1969…and continued…with May 19th ended in abject failure.”

An intriguing history that holds relevance to domestic 
terrorism in our current era.

AMERICAN SPY
Wry Reflections on My Life in 
the CIA
Roy, H.K.
Prometheus Books (320 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-63388-588-2  

An ex–intelligence officer delivers a 
mixture of autobiography, insider tales, 
and occasional derring-do.

In his first book, former staff CIA 
operations officer Roy writes that his youthful ambition to 
become a spy owed less to a macho character than to his love of 
travel. After finishing law school and passing the bar, he under-
went the yearlong CIA training course, which included more 
fireworks and hardship than he encountered during a 13-year 
career (1983 to 1996), mostly in Latin America and the former 
Yugoslavia. Historians have revealed many of the CIA’s disas-
trous covert operations and intelligence failures, but few deny 
that its central function—gathering information on foreign 
nations’ leaders and public opinion—has been important. The 
author emphasizes that governments (no less than individu-
als) ignore accurate information that contradicts their beliefs. 
When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1989, Yugoslavia began 
breaking up. American policy insisted that the nation remain 
united despite CIA warnings that almost no one in Yugoslavia 
wanted this outcome and that murderous hatred between eth-
nic groups might require outside intervention. Roy recounts 
these dismal events and his own adventures when, after several 
years and many mass atrocities, the U.S. took notice. He adds 
that, having ignored the facts on Yugoslavia, the American gov-
ernment did the same with Iraq. Despite pressure from above, 
the CIA could not find a good reason to invade, but the lead-
ers went ahead anyway. Leaving the service, Roy became an 
entrepreneur, first in the former Yugoslavia and then in Iraq 
immediately after the 2003 conquest. He recounts often hair-
raising adventures, but readers curious about the nature of his 
business will be frustrated. The book is less an autobiography 
than a collection of short chapters recounting the mechanics of 
intelligence-gathering (successes as well as failures), the occa-
sional narrow escape, essays on world hot spots, complaints 
about political leaders, and plenty of CIA gossip.

Politically neutral, educational, and sometimes insight-
ful adventures of a working spy before and after retirement.

OUTSPOKEN 
Why Women’s Voices 
Get Silenced and How 
To Set Them Free
Rueckert, Veronica
Harper Business (240 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-06-287934-9  

A radio personality, communications 
coach, and trained opera singer convinc-
ingly argues that learning to use their 

voices properly will take women surprisingly far.
In her debut book, grounded in her own experience and 

her work with others, Peabody-winning communications spe-
cialist Rueckert makes her case clearly and concisely, drawing 
on sound research without becoming bogged down in it. The 
author begins by telling readers how to start from wherever 
they are with their voice and make it bigger and better. Then 
she moves on to social and business situations in which that 
voice might be suppressed. On the physical level, Rueckert goes 
through the mechanics of the breathing process and advises 
women not just to learn to breathe more fully (no Spanx), but 
to take up more space, emulating the “manspreaders” who 
have taken up their fair share. She considers the pros and cons 
of the politically fraught question of whether women should 
modulate their voices to please others, and she suggests ways to 
raise girls who are comfortable speaking out loud and in public. 
On the social level, the author covers the many ways in which 
women are silenced by men interrupting them and by the pres-
sure to be “the good, quiet girl,” and she offers techniques on 
how to avoid being interrupted and how to interrupt a con-
versation—or monologue—successfully. Most of the chapters 
culminate with a list of exercises—how to transcend “cubicle 
voice” by lying on your back with a book the size of a “Nordic 
cooking compendium” on your belly and project: “Don’t push 
from the throat but from the lower abdomen, the seat of vocal 
power.” Rueckert’s own literary voice is encouraging, support-
ive, and cheerful, and it’s hard to imagine anyone who wouldn’t 
benefit from her advice. In a sea of self-help books for women, 
this one stands out both for its unique perspective and its con-
crete recommendations.

A practical and fascinating guide to liberating the 
female voice as a key to liberating the self.
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A practical and fascinating guide to liberating the
female voice as a key to liberating the self.
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FOR THE GOOD OF THE GAME
The Inside Story of the 
Surprising and Dramatic 
Transformation of Major 
League Baseball
Selig, Bud
Morrow/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-06-290595-6  

A former commissioner of baseball 
rehearses his years and achievements in 

the game.
After a foreword by Doris Kearns Goodwin, Selig begins 

with a difficult year for him and baseball—2007, a year domi-
nated by Barry Bonds’ chase for the all-time home run record 
and steroid scandals—before settling in to a fairly conventional 
chronological (and sometimes clichéd) summary of his experi-
ences as a fan, owner (Milwaukee Brewers), and commissioner, 
the job that earned him a Baseball Hall of Fame induction in 
2017. Although the author focuses almost entirely on his base-
ball life, he briefly discusses his marriage, his daughter’s man-
agement of the Brewers, and his friendships, especially with 
Hank Aaron, whose record Bonds broke, and George W. Bush. 
Selig provides a fairly extensive account of 9/11, how baseball 
contributed to public healing, and how then-President Bush 
was, in the author’s view, a hero. He also includes a tribute to 
the late Sen. John McCain, whom he greatly admired (he offers 
no comment about Donald Trump, who has publicly denigrated 
McCain). Baseball fans will appreciate Selig’s coverage of the 
key issues that arose during his tenure, including the introduc-
tion of the “wild card” teams, the Pete Rose gambling case (Selig 
believes Rose’s banishment from baseball remains just), the rise 
of the players’ union, the destructive battle about steroids and 
other drugs, the notion of revenue-sharing among the teams (a 
concept borrowed from the NFL and its former commissioner 
Pete Rozelle, whom Selig praises extensively), the financial 
resurgence of baseball, and the spread of the game around the 
world. Selig does not express a lot of modesty or offer much in 
the way of confessions of failure, human or professional; in all, 
he maintained “clear eyes, an open mind, and a willingness to 
make personal sacrifices for the good of the game.”

A broken-bat blooper that falls for a double. (16 pages of 
photos)

THE TRANSPACIFIC 
EXPERIMENT
How China and California 
Collaborate and Compete for 
Our Future
Sheehan, Matt
Counterpoint (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-64009-214-3  

The United States and China are 
rivals on many fronts—and in California, 

“the world’s two most powerful countries are meeting, cooperat-
ing, and competing.”

Journalist Sheehan, a Californian who logged more than 
five years working in China, turns in a suggestive portrait of 
a place in which Chinese money has been responsible for no 
small amount of economic activity: the San Francisco Ship-
yards, say, “the city’s largest housing and retail development in 
decades,” and Hollywood, where many of today’s blockbusters 
have Chinese backing. In exchange, California-based compa-
nies such as Apple and Google have provided a lucrative outlet 
for Chinese manufacture while introducing new technologies 
into the Chinese market. In all, writes the author, China has 
reversed the position it held a century ago, a poor country 
whose chief export was labor. It has done so in at least some 
respects by shaping an image of California to suit itself: “blue 
skies, top universities, innovative technology, and global block-
busters.” The transformation has left China less dependent on 
outside markets—where Chinese graduate students in Ameri-
can universities once remained here, by one measure, most now 
return home with their advanced learning and skills—but has 
not substantially diminished the relationship between what 
Sheehan characterizes as America’s most liberal state and a 
stubbornly totalitarian government. Politics enters the picture 
along several fronts. Sheehan notes, for one thing, that whereas 
for generations California’s Chinese-descended population has 
been reliably Democratic, new immigrants, scornful of their 
predecessors, are often volubly conservative. Chinese compa-
nies have made missteps in California, notably in Hollywood, 
and American firms have made missteps in China, as when eBay 
opened the door for the emergence of Jack Ma’s giant Alibaba 
firm and was forced to retreat from the Chinese market, “the 
first time a Chinese internet company had gone head-to-head 
with its American rival and won.” Though the relationship has 
lately been troubled, Sheehan foresees continued interactions 
and mutual influence in decades to come.

Timely reading in an era of looming trade wars and the 
decline of American economic supremacy.
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DO DICE PLAY GOD?
The Mathematics 
of Uncertainty
Stewart, Ian
Basic (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019  
978-1-5416-9947-2

A definitely-not-dumbed-down explo-
ration of predicting outcomes, whether of 
an election, card game, medical test, or 
weather front.

Stewart (Emeritus, Mathematics/Univ. of Warwick; Signifi-
cant Figures: The Lives and Work of Great Mathematicians, 2017), 
the prolific popular author of books on his specialty, points out 
that “an aspect of the human condition that arguably singles 
out our species from most other animals is time-binding. We’re 
conscious that there will be a future, and we plan our current 
behavior in the context of our expectations of that future.” Pre-
dicting odds is straightforward (though not always easy), and 
predicting the future turns out to be surprisingly possible, but 
both require calculations—in other words, mathematics. Popu-
lar writers on difficult topics involving math and science often 
assure readers that they will limit the equations, but Stewart has 
no patience with this tradition, so readers who do not remem-
ber high school algebra will have a difficult time. The author 
interweaves his account with a lively history that, few readers 
will be surprised to learn, began in the Renaissance, largely 
with gamblers who wrote long monographs that teased out the 
unnerving peculiarities of dice and cards. Stewart states bluntly 
that “the human intuition for probability is hopeless.” Evolu-
tion has trained us to make quick decisions, which are essen-
tial in the struggle for existence but a bad idea when faced with 
even simple abstractions such as estimating odds. He illustrates 
with plenty of squirm-inducing paradoxes. Example: A couple 
has two children; at least one is a girl. What is the chance that 
they have two girls? Almost everyone answers 1 in 2, but it’s 1 in 
3. Now suppose that the elder child is a girl. What is the chance 
that they have two girls? This time 1 in 2 is correct.

The innumerate will struggle, but every reader 
will encounter gems and jolts in this expert analysis of 
probability.

THE BORGIAS 
Power and Depravity in 
Renaissance Italy
Strathern, Paul
Pegasus (400 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-64313-083-5  

Strathern’s (The Medici: Power, Money 
and Ambition in the Italian Renaissance, 
2016, etc.) latest venture into Renais-
sance Italy proves just as exciting as his 

previous histories.

Rodrigo Borgia (1431-1503), his son, Cesare, and daughter, 
Lucretia, are the central characters, following in the footsteps of 
Rodrigo’s uncle, Pope Callixtus III. Rodrigo was by all accounts 
rich, charming, and an excellent administrator, but he was also 
impious, avaricious, and cruel. Callixtus appointed him Vice 
Chancellor, giving him the power of the purse in the Vatican. 
He held that post through multiple papacies until he became 
Pope Alexander VI in 1492. He had one ambition: to unify Italy 
under a Borgia hereditary papacy centered in Rome. Cesare was 
groomed to take his place, first as a cardinal and then as head 
of the Papal Forces. Alexander’s diplomatic machinations and 
Cesare’s brash but effective soldiering made that a possibility. 
Alexander’s diplomacy came down to being friendly to both 
Spanish and French forces as they fought over Naples and sup-
porting Venetian, Florentine, and Siennese governments while 
undermining everyone else. Rodrigo even married Cesare to 
a woman raised at the French court of Louis XII. With Louis’ 
help and the Papal Forces, Cesare managed to take almost 
all the Romagna under his protection. Strathern points to an 

“inappropriate closeness” in the family. Rodrigo trusted Lucretia 
above everyone; he not only put her in charge of a province, but 
also let her administer the papacy in his absence. Cesare’s manic 
jealousy of Lucretia was powerful, and rumors of his siring of 
her child and murders of her lover and husband complete that 
picture of a dangerous man. One of the author’s great strengths 
has always been his ability to keep the many assorted players 
from confusing readers, and that holds true in his latest.

Strathern’s smooth narrative and comprehensive 
insight bring the Borgias to life for scholars and amateurs 
alike. (8 pages of color illustrations)

THREE WOMEN
Taddeo, Lisa
Avid Reader Press (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-4516-4229-2  

Based on eight years of reporting 
and thousands of hours of interaction, a 
journalist chronicles the inner worlds of 
three women’s erotic desires.

In her dramatic debut about “what 
longing in America looks like,” Taddeo, 

who has contributed to Esquire, Elle, and other publications, 
follows the sex lives of three American women. On the surface, 
each woman’s story could be a soap opera. There’s Maggie, a 
teenager engaged in a secret relationship with her high school 
teacher; Lina, a housewife consumed by a torrid affair with an 
old flame; and Sloane, a wealthy restaurateur encouraged by her 
husband to sleep with other people while he watches. Instead 
of sensationalizing, the author illuminates Maggie’s, Lina’s, and 
Sloane’s erotic experiences in the context of their human com-
plexities and personal histories, revealing deeper wounds and 
emotional yearnings. Lina’s infidelity was driven by a decade 
of her husband’s romantic and sexual refusal despite marriage 
counseling and Lina’s pleading. Sloane’s Fifty Shades of Grey–like 
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Strathern’s smooth narrative and comprehensive insight bring 
the Borgias to life for scholars and amateurs alike.
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lifestyle seems far less exotic when readers learn that she has 
felt pressured to perform for her husband’s pleasure. Taddeo’s 
coverage is at its most nuanced when she chronicles Maggie’s 
decision to go to the authorities a few years after her traumatic 
tryst. Recounting the subsequent trial against Maggie’s abuser, 
the author honors the triumph of Maggie’s courageous vul-
nerability as well as the devastating ramifications of her com-
munity’s disbelief. Unfortunately, this book on “female desire” 
conspicuously omits any meaningful discussion of social identi-
ties beyond gender and class; only in the epilogue does Taddeo 
mention race and its impacts on women’s experiences with sex 
and longing. Such oversight brings a palpable white gaze to the 
narrative. Compounded by the author’s occasionally lackluster 
prose, the book’s flaws compete with its meaningful contribu-
tion to #MeToo–era reporting.

Dramatic, immersive, and wanting—much like desire 
itself.

THE YEARS THAT 
MATTER MOST
How College Makes or 
Breaks Us
Tough, Paul
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-544-94448-0  

A broad survey of the nature and role 
of the college experience.

In his latest book on education, 
Tough (How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power 
of Character, 2012, etc.) provides a common-sensical overview 
of the critical role the college years play in the course of the 
rest of life. It comes as little surprise that educational attain-
ment, and the quality of that educational setting, is directly cor-
related with income. But what makes the author’s exploration 
of elite schools intriguing is the class analysis he brings to his 
discussion of who is admitted to the top schools and how they 
do once they get there. If a student was prepped for the expe-
rience at a boarding school or a high-performing high school, 
then the transition is likely to be a lot less overwhelming than 
for a first-generation college-goer or a low-income student. 
The book is fueled by anecdotal evidence, putting readers in 
the shoes of students navigating the cultural disruptions and 
emotionally wrenching times that attend social mobility. Tough 
closely scrutinizes one of the determinants of the college peck-
ing order: the SAT and ACT tests. Again, the results are hardly 
a surprise. If you can afford an expensive tutor who explains 
that the tests are designed to measure your ability to take the 
tests, not your math or verbal skills, you have an advantage. The 
admissions process, with its “market-based dictates of enroll-
ment management,” its predictive analytics and yield rates, has 
resulted in a situation where the admissions staff spend more 
time looking for low-performing, high-income students than 
the reverse: “That’s how they make their budget.” Still, while 
jobs available to those without a degree are routinely unstable 

and unreliable, the degree’s wage premium these days is chiefly 
insurance against moving downward. Thankfully, the author 
includes inspiring anecdotes about low-income students, which 
lightens the mostly bleak-looking landscape. Though offering 
little groundbreaking news, Tough clearly shows that college 
placement remains mostly about wealth at the expense of a col-
lective educational environment.

A good choice for aspiring college students and their 
parents.

WHEN I WAS WHITE
Valentine, Sarah
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-250-14675-5  

“You’re the blackest white girl I’ve 
ever seen”: Writer and translator Valen-
tine explores a past that had been care-
fully hidden from her.

There are phenotypes, and then 
there are culture, nature and nurture, and 

all that comes between. Born in 1977, the author, whose biologi-
cal father was African American, grew up thinking she was Irish 
and Italian, the fact of her parentage deliberately hidden. “I 
didn’t know much about race,” she writes of a childhood friend-
ship with a child who looked like her, “but I knew it existed; I 
thought some people were black, but most people were normal.” 
That learned sense of “normalcy” comes under close examina-
tion in this deftly written book, marked by all kinds of telling 
milestones: Her classmates called her “Slash,” the nickname of 
the mixed-race Guns N’ Roses guitarist, while a Nigerian guest 
speaker in a middle school social studies class called on her to 
model a fabric used in traditional clothing, yielding a dawning 
awareness that she, and not someone else, was “the other.” The 
point was driven home when a guidance counselor encouraged 
her to apply for minority scholarships, to which her adoptive 
father responded that she would be depriving someone who 
needed them; he added, “don’t tell your mother about this.” Her 
family’s denial of the obvious seems puzzling, but Valentine has 
much to say about the intersection of the personal, the biologi-
cal, and the cultural. She writes, for instance, that she became 
a fluent speaker of Russian, with the ability to think and write 
at a highly accomplished level about Russian literature and with 
plenty of time on the ground in Russia, but all that near-native 
ability “didn’t make me Russian.” In a nice turn, she later writes 
of discovering the existence of a diasporic group that moved 
into the Caucasus in the 17th century, “making them literal Afri-
can Caucasians.” Valentine’s journey of self-discovery is affect-
ing, a hard-won quest to arrive at an origin story that suits the 
facts rather than turns away from them.

A valuable contribution to the literature of race and its 
problematics. (8-page color photo insert)
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THE KNOWLEDGE GAP
The Hidden Cause of 
America’s Broken Education 
System—and How To Fix It
Wexler, Natalie
Avery (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-7352-1355-5  

Education journalist Wexler (co-
author: The Writing Revolution: A Guide to 
Advancing Thinking Through Writing in All 

Subjects and Grades, 2017, etc.) mounts a compelling critique of 
American elementary schools, which, she argues, focus exclu-
sively—and futilely—on boosting reading and math test scores, 
ignoring social studies, history, and science.

As a reaction to the drilling and rote memorization that 
characterized 19th-century public schools, child-centered pro-
gressive education systems began to emphasize “hand-on activi-
ties” that would respond to students’ interests and minimize 
teachers’ roles in “the transmission of knowledge.” By the mid-
20th century, the “bitter, long-running conflict known as the 
Reading Wars” pitted those who supported teaching phonics 
against “whole language” theorists who believe that children 
will “naturally pick up the ability to read and write if allowed to 
choose books and topics that interest them.” Neither approach 
accounts for content. Wexler distinguishes between decoding, 
which she asserts can best be taught by “systematic phonics,” 
and comprehension, which she finds is now taught by system-
atic strategies—finding the main idea, summarizing—rather 
than by building a student’s knowledge base. The author finds 
this lack of teacher-directed knowledge egregious: There is little 
evidence that practicing skills improves test scores. In contrast, 

“nine countries that consistently outrank the United States on 
international assessments all provide their students with a com-
prehensive, content-rich curricula.” Comprehension is related 
not to skills but to a student’s familiarity with a subject, Wexler 
argues, and yet some educators believe that teaching history to 
young children is “developmentally inappropriate.” Besides cit-
ing various studies, the author offers vivid anecdotal evidence 
from classroom observation of a content-rich curriculum. Like 
E.D. Hirsch, whose 1987 book Cultural Literacy unleashed “a 
political firestorm,” Wexler admits the considerable challenge 
of creating curricula that foster critical thinking abilities, build 
logically from grade to grade, reflect “a diversity of viewpoints” 
with texts that “appeal to different constituencies,” and can be 
assessed by “general knowledge tests.”

An informative analysis of elementary education that 
highlights pervasive problems.

THE MOSQUITO
A Human History of Our 
Deadliest Predator
Winegard, Timothy C.
Dutton (496 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5247-4341-3  

A wandering treatment of one of 
life’s constant annoyances and worse.

“We are at war with the mosquito,” 
writes former military officer Winegard 

(History and Political Science/Colorado Mesa Univ.; The First 
World Oil War, 2016, etc.). There’s reason for that: There are 
something like 110 trillion mosquitoes floating around human-
kind’s ankles and nostrils at any given moment, and when you 
count up the death toll from malaria, Zika virus, dengue fever, 
and the like, mosquitoes are responsible for some 830,000 
human deaths per year, logarithmic orders from the 10 or so 
humans who fall victim to sharks. Indeed, writes the author, 
doing the math, as many as half of all the humans who have 
ever lived may have fallen to mosquitoes, especially in the 
days before we discovered quinine, gin and tonics, and DDT. 
The case isn’t overwrought; yellow fever alone is a cause for 
much misery in Africa and has otherwise been “a global his-
torical game-changer.” Winegard’s drawn-out survey of history 
covers ground that is largely well known, including the role 
of mosquito-borne illnesses in the American Revolution and 
Civil War and the long effort, planned under Julius Caesar but 
not effected until Benito Mussolini’s reign, to drain the Pon-
tine Marshes outside Rome. The author does uncover some 
lesser-known moments, however, such as the malaria research 
conducted by Chinese scientists during the Vietnam War, and 
he’s good on why some human populations seem more vul-
nerable to mosquito-borne illnesses than others. Overall, the 
book is serviceable but less fluent than Sonia Shah’s The Fever, 
David DeKok’s The Epidemic, Michael Osterholm and Mark 
Olshaker’s Deadliest Enemy, and other popular accounts of all 
the malign things that await us out in the open air. And readers 
could probably have done without the anemic valediction to 
the fanged female at the close: “My judgment of her now vacil-
lates between that sincere, loathing revulsion and a genuine 
respect and admiration.”

An intermittently interesting but overlong book that is 
not likely to make much of a buzz.
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DOGFIGHT OVER TOKYO
The Final Air Battle of the 
Pacific and the Last Four Men 
To Die in World War II
Wukovits, John
Da Capo (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-306-92205-3  

A new World War II history from a 
stalwart in the genre.

Plenty of niches remain to be 
explored in WWII history; Wukovits (Soldiers of a Different 
Cloth: Notre Dame Chaplains in World War II, 2018), who special-
izes in finding them, has found another. Military buffs will be 
grateful. The author begins with accounts of two promising 
young men—Billy Hoggs, a bright farmer’s son, and Eugene 
Mandeberg, a scholarly city dweller—who responded to Ameri-
can entry into the war by volunteering as naval aviators. After 
more than a year of highly technical and dangerous training, 
their unit arrived off the coast of Japan in July 1945. By then, no 
one doubted that the Allies had won, but since enemy leaders 
continued to proclaim that they would fight to the death, Amer-
ican forces concentrated on softening up Japan for a massive 
invasion scheduled for the end of the year. This was extremely 
dangerous work. Japan’s once-vaunted air force barely existed, 
but anti-aircraft defenses were stronger than ever. Wukovits 
delivers gripping nuts-and-bolts descriptions of the group’s mis-
sions over the following month. The atomic bomb destroyed 
Hiroshima on Aug. 6. The soldiers on the aircraft carrier in the 
area heard the news a day later and drew the obvious conclu-
sion; no one was happy when their commander, William Halsey, 
announced that strikes would continue as long as Japan held out. 
Two more men died before the Aug. 15 mission. Japan officially 
surrendered two hours after it left, and it was called back. Dur-
ing the return, 20 Japanese fighters attacked suddenly, shooting 
down four American planes before being driven off. Inevita-
bly, this cast a pall over the carrier’s victory celebrations. The 
survivors and the men’s families never forgave Halsey, but the 
incident faded from history until Wukovits, author of a Halsey 
biography, discovered enough material about two of the fliers 
to tell their stories.

An expertly researched addition to the military his-
tory/biography genre.

An expertly researched addition to the 
military history/biography genre.

dogfight over tokyo
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children’s
OUT TO GET YOU
13 Tales of Weirdness 
and Woe

Allen, Joshua
Illus. by Coleman, Sarah J.
Holiday House (176 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-8234-4366-6  

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

A friend mysteriously vanishes. A 
kid runs into the devil on the way to school. The figures on 
a street sign change places. A stain on the school cafeteria’s 
floor is more than just a stain—it has a mouth. A straight-laced 
teacher gets a creative form of discipline for her “problematic” 
classroom-management style. Paper-towel dispensers pro-
duce ominous messages. Someone’s missing marker is used 
to make art that brings to life a new invasive species. Even 
the shadows get bad ideas. For everything, there’s a price or a 
consequence. Which kids can beat the odds and figure out a 
way for their lives to go back to normal? Or, is normal the real 
myth in this wondrously eerie world? Allen’s debut is mostly 
plot-focused, a quick (but not too quick) relay race from story 
to story—the longest of which spans 15 pages. Mostly creepy 
instead of bone-chillingly terrifying, the collection’s overall 
tone is more Twilight Zone than Scary Stories To Tell in the Dark. 
It’s also a textbook example of how horror contextualizes 
social anxieties, particularly those relevant to school-aged 
youth. Coleman mixes hand lettering with scratchy, sketchy 
linework to create single- or double-page black-and-white 
illustrations that accentuate each story. With a lack of racial 
descriptors, the cast presumes a white default.

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

WAIT, REST, PAUSE by Marcie Flinchum Atkins ............................ 88

THE LIGHT IN THE LAKE by Sarah R. Baughman........................... 90

THE LONG RIDE by Marina Budhos ..................................................93

HERE AND NOW by Julia Denos; illus. by E.B. Goodale ................ 99

STORMY by Guojing ..........................................................................106

BEST FRIENDS by Shannon Hale; illus. by LeUyen Pham .............. 107

BERNARD PEPPERLIN by Cara Hoffman; 
illus. by Olga Demidova ....................................................................109

FING’S WAR by Benny Lindelauf; illus. by Dasha Tolstikova; 
trans. by John Nieuwenhuizen ........................................................... 113

TROUBLEMAKER FOR JUSTICE by Michael G. Long, 
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CHILD OF THE DREAM by Sharon Robinson...................................120

DID YOU BURP? by April Pulley Sayre; 
illus. by Leeza Hernandez .................................................................. 121

THE PHONE BOOTH IN MR. HIROTA’S GARDEN by Heather Smith; 
illus. by Rachel Wada ......................................................................... 123

MANHATTAN by Jennifer Thermes ..................................................126
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THE BORING BOOK
Yoshitake, Shinsuke
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (40 pp.)
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4521-7456-3
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A ROYAL GUIDE TO 
MONSTER SLAYING
Armstrong, Kelley
Illus. by Daumarie, Xavière
Puffin/Penguin Random House Canada 
(288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-7352-6535-6 
Series: A Royal Guide to Monster Slay-
ing, 1 

A young princess would rather hunt 
monsters than sit on a throne but soon finds that she has a lot to 
learn if she is going to save her kingdom.

In each generation of Tamerel’s royal clan, the firstborn 
inherits the throne to become monarch and the secondborn 
inherits the sword to become royal monster hunter. Twelve-year-
old Rowan will be queen, and her twin brother, Rhydd, will wield 
the sword. There’s only one problem—each of them is far better 
suited to the other’s role. Despite her natural monster-hunting 
gifts, Rowan is resigned to be the best queen she can, though 
that doesn’t stop her from learning all she can about monsters 
and following her brother on hunts. But when tragedy strikes 
the family, royal roles are thrown out the window, and with the 
fate of the kingdom hanging in the balance, Rowan must hunt 
down one of the deadliest monsters of all or lose everything. 
Longtime master of YA thrills Armstrong (Aftermath, 2018, etc.) 
now brings her talent for frissons, drama, and dark humor to 
middle-grade fantasy. The primary plot is driven by equal parts 
hunt-or-be-hunted action, character motivations, and unex-
pected emotional depth. And in the background simmers politi-
cal intrigue, personal ambition, and looming upheaval bound 
to spill over into the sequel. Rowan and Rhydd are children of 
color, and the world they inhabit is an inclusive one. An illus-
trated monster field guide appears in the backmatter. 

A rousing romp for monster hunters and monster lovers 
alike. (Fantasy. 9-12)

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

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

Many books for young children address the concept of 
hibernation, but Atkins develops the concept further, intro-
ducing the many different forms dormancy takes. Her simple, 
second-person text asks readers to imagine being a tree, ladybug, 
Arctic ground squirrel, chickadee, or alligator in cold weather 
or an earthworm in a drought. She describes the situation that 
leads to a timeout, repeating the line, “You would pause,” then 
tells what happens next: Leaves unfurl, ladybugs “wiggle awake,” 

This is our Pride Issue, and proud 
we are to be highlighting some truly 
great recent LGBTQ–themed books 
in it. A picture-book biography that 
acknowledges in the primary text 
that its subject was bisexual? Cool. 
An animal new-sibling book that 
takes place in the home of an inter-
racial same-sex female couple? Fabu-
lous. The first traditionally published 
picture book about a trans boy—a bi-

racial child of color at that? Hurrah! Five other new books 
on queer topics? Great, great, great, great, great.

To be sure, these are not the 
only recent titles worthy of cele-
bration, and there are more com-
ing soon. In this issue, we review 
Billie Jean!, by Mara Rockliff and il-
lustrated by Elizabeth Baddeley, a 
picture-book biography of the ten-
nis great. It stops before King came 
out, but that fact is acknowledged 
straightforwardly in a biographical note. We also review 
Ghost’s Journey, a picture book by Robin Stevenson about a 
real-life gay Indonesian couple who immigrated to Canada 

to escape persecution. Just last issue, 
we reviewed What Riley Wore, by Ela-
na K. Arnold and illustrated by Lin-
da Davick, about a comfortably gen-
der-nonconforming child. All will hit 
shelves in August.

To have three queer-themed 
books aimed at a child audience 
coming out in one month is a huge 
improvement over not so long ago, 

when just one or two might come out in a year—and that 
would have been a mighty good year.

But life just over the children/YA divide is so much rich-
er for readers searching for LGBTQ mirrors and windows. 
You can read more about the specifics in my colleague Lau-
ra Simeon’s column. But there, intersectionality abounds, 
as do books with multiple LGBTQ characters. With a few 
notable exceptions, the few LGBTQ characters in picture 
books and books for middle graders tend not to share the 
complexity of their cousins in YA or, crucially, their real-
world counterparts.

I hope I’m saying something different in next year’s 
Pride Issue column. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

pride: marking 
progress

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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ground squirrels’ heartbeats “quicken,” chickadees fly, alligators 
come out to sun themselves, and earthworms “moisten [their] 
skin…and squirm.” She makes clear that this resting state may 
last anywhere from a few hours to a season. Large, close-up pho-
tographs from various sources show the trees and animals and 
the weather conditions that prompt these activities. Helpful 
backmatter explains the different forms of dormancy, including 
diapause, hibernation, torpor, brumation, and estivation, for 
older readers. Here, the author gives further detail about dor-
mancy in volcanoes as well as seeds and deciduous trees, and she 
mentions that, contrary to popular knowledge, some scientists 
use the word “torpor” to describe bears in winter. The attractive 
design uses display type to highlight the action words. 

A refreshingly original exploration of a physical process 
both common and important in the natural world. (further 
reading, photo acknowledgments) (Informational picture book. 
4-9)

COUNT ME IN
Bajaj, Varsha
Nancy Paulsen Books (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-525-51724-5  

Seventh graders Karina Chopra and 
Chris Daniels live in Houston, Texas, and 
although they are next-door neighbors, 
they have different interests and their 
paths rarely cross.

In fact, Karina, whose family is 
Indian, doesn’t want to be friends with Chris, whose family 
is white, because the boys he hangs out with are mean to her. 
Things change when Karina’s immigrant paternal grandfather, 
Papa, moves in with Karina’s family. Papa begins tutoring Chris 
in math, and, as a result, Chris and Karina begin spending time 
with each other. Karina even comes to realize that Chris is not 
at all like the rest of his friends and that she should give him 
a second chance. One day, when Karina, Papa, and Chris are 
walking home from school, something terrible happens: They 
are assaulted by a stranger who calls Papa a Muslim terrorist, 
and he is badly injured. The children find themselves wanting 
to speak out for Papa and for other first-generation Americans 
like him. Narrated by Karina and Chris in alternate chapters, 
Bajaj’s novel gives readers varied and valuable perspectives of 
what it means to be first- and third-generation Indian Ameri-
cans in an increasingly diverse nation. Unfortunately, however, 
Bajaj’s characters are quite bland, and the present-tense narra-
tive voices of the preteen protagonists lack both distinction 
and authenticity.

The novel’s dryness is mitigated in part by its explora-
tion of immigrant identity, xenophobia, and hate crimes. 
(Fiction. 10-13)

WILHELM’S JOURNEY
Bär, Anke
NorthSouth (72 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7358-4352-3  

A German teen describes his 1872 
journey to America on the sailing ship 
Columbia.

Growing up poor on a farm in Ger-
many, Wilhelm attends woodcarving 

school, where he learns to draw, sculpt, read, and write. Hearing 
about free farmland in America, he eagerly joins an expedition 
of emigrants from neighboring villages and travels by foot and 
train to Bremerhaven, where he boards the Columbia and finds a 
bunk in steerage for the crossing to New York City, which takes 
over four weeks. Presented in the format of an illustrated diary, 
Wilhelm’s record of his experiences includes the nitty-gritty of 
seasickness, bedbugs, bucket lavatories, and hardtack as well 
as the games children play, a storm at sea, essential navigation 
tools, animals and birds encountered, nautical knots, and the 
life of the ship’s crew. This fictional account offers the immedi-
acy and realism of a first-person narration enlivened by sponta-
neous-feeling, quick sketches of passengers and crew. Sidebars 
and appended notes expand Wilhelm’s story with fascinating 
historical facts pertinent to life on an emigrant ship and Ameri-
can immigration, including a map of the Columbia’s route and a 
cross-section of the ship.

This lively, informative peek at life aboard a 19th-cen-
tury emigrant sailing ship ably complements other titles on 
immigration. (timeline, list of museums) (Historical fiction. 4-8)

ME AND THE SKY
Captain Beverley Bass, 
Pioneering Pilot
Bass, Beverley & Williams, Cynthia
Illus. by Stone, Joanie
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-525-64549-8
978-0-525-64550-4 PLB  

For Beverley Bass, the sky had no limits. 
Bass always dreamed of taking to the skies. In her teens, she 

took flying lessons and earned her license. Her flights of fancy 
transcended recreational soaring, though: She yearned to be an 
airline pilot—when only men had that job. Undeterred, Bass 
continued training, earned more licenses, and took jobs male 
pilots turned down or left when better ones arose. Thanks to 
intelligence, determination, and skill, she developed solid expe-
rience and established an enviable reputation. Bass’ big breaks 
came when American Airlines hired her as a flight engineer, 
then promoted her to co-pilot. Her lifelong aspiration became 
a reality when she became the first woman ever to captain an 
American Airlines commercial airliner. More history-making 
achievements followed. Then came 9/11. Flying from Paris to 

Sidebars and appended notes expand Wilhelm’s 
story with fascinating historical facts.

wilhelm’s journey
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Dallas, Bass’ jet was directed to Gander, Newfoundland, along 
with 37 other carriers, when U.S. airspace was closed after the 
twin towers fell. This is a soaring tale, told with verve by Bass 
herself together with Williams. The retro, cartoonish illustra-
tions might seem at odds with the recent setting, but they suc-
ceed with this narrative, as they also evoke spirited enthusiasm. 
The artwork, starring a smiling, plucky white, blonde Bass, 
embraces people of color as well as of various ages, including 
among airline professionals; readers will notice graying and 
gray-haired individuals.

Inspiring and up, up, and away all the way. (biographi-
cal note) (Picture book/biography. 4-8)

GHASTLY GHOSTS
Bateman, Teresa
Illus. by Lamug, Kenneth Lit
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-2864-8  

When Dave inherits a remote cot-
tage, the house speaks to him. Literally. 

The hinges on the door “squeeeeeak,” 
the bathroom pipes “moooan,” and the cellar “waaillls.” Dave 
takes it all in stride, but he wishes for a human voice—but that 
night, he hears, “Ghastly ghosts in the old coal shed!” Dave 
tries to shake his fear, but the voice repeats the phrase in an 
ever louder voice as expressive illustrations capture Dave’s 
increasing alarm. When the fireplace coal burns down, Dave is 
cold enough to steel himself for a trip to the monstrous coal 
shed. Braving the “ghastly ghosts,” Dave gains their respect by 
requesting their help gathering coal and inviting them to share 
his fire—if they can “find something ELSE to say!” Practiced 
picture-book readers will appreciate the subtext in the cheery, 
cartoon illustrations, such as the cat companion that mimics 
Dave’s actions and reactions and the potential friends hiding 
in the shadows. This is a great rhyming read-aloud, especially if 
the reader’s voice embraces the drama. Before the story resolves 
on a happy note (Dave is playing his fiddle while surrounded by 
new friends, both spectral and otherwise), the tension escalates 
until the ghastly ghosts are finally confronted. Dave presents as 
a spry, gray-bearded white man.

A delicious scare for audiences ready for chills. (Picture 
book. 5-8)

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

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

Addie, a future aquatic biologist, scoffed when Amos 
insisted a large creature lived in the lake. Joining a scientific 
team investigating Maple Lake for the summer allows her to 
revisit what she regrets dismissing. Her parents and extended 
family cherish the pristine lake too, but Addie’s eagerness to 
explore it troubles them and limits the time she can devote to 
raising a 4-H calf with her cousin, Liza. (Their fathers grew up 
on the dairy farm Liza’s family runs). All are reluctant to believe 
Maple Lake’s in trouble, but there’s no denying the evidence 
Addie produces with the Chinese American lead scientist’s son, 
Tai. Also 12, Tai’s a likable city kid who reminds her of Amos. 
Addie shares her brother’s theory with Tai, and this—with 
the water samples they’ve collected—points to an unexpected 
source for the lake’s problems. Tai shares her concern; he’s seen 
pollution’s impact when in China. Addie’s close-knit, homoge-
nous (presumably white) community wants to blame superstore 
construction and overdevelopment for the pollution, but not 
all problems come from outside. Baughman convincingly por-
trays the varied reactions to the findings as well as everybody’s 
desire for the lake to thrive. Without a villain to blame or super-
hero offering easy solutions, the book offers appealing charac-
ters whose opposing interests embody what’s at stake. 

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

DON’T LET THE BEASTIES 
ESCAPE THIS BOOK!
Berry, Julie
Illus. by Lee, April
Getty Publications (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-947440-04-3  

Creatures step out of a bestiary in 
this tie-in to a manuscript exhibit at the 

Getty Museum.
The cheery if surreal episode features a young castle worker 

who swipes an unfinished bestiary and dreams of nonviolent 
knightly encounters with a lion, unicorn, dragon, and other 
mighty beasts of yore—somehow failing to notice until the end 
that his supposed foes have swirled out of the pages to feed 
the chickens, spread straw, light a fire, and finish the rest of his 
assigned tasks. Lee places richly hued, friendly looking versions 

Offers appealing characters whose opposing 
interests embody what’s at stake.

the light in the lake



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   9 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

of the creatures into bland castle-yard settings and adds a 
wizard-ish artist who watches and ultimately draws the ani-
mals back into their book. Readers may wonder if there’s a leaf 
missing partway through, where two very different full-page 
illustrations collide at the gutter. Further confusion will likely 
follow as the captions to a set of images from actual bestiaries 
at the end (following an inconspicuous cautionary note) pres-
ent fancy as factoid: Lions “are afraid of fire and the sight of a 
white rooster”; a “dog that crosses a hyena’s shadow will lose its 
voice.” Even a chimeric bonnacon, which “attacks by expelling 
a fiery dung that can travel as far as two acres, burning anything 
it touches,” can’t quite redeem this artless outing. Save for the 
Asian-presenting wizard/artist, the human cast is white. 

An exotic menagerie fenced in by design flubs and an 
anemic plotline. (appendix) (Picture book. 7-9)

SUMOKITTY
Biedrzycki, David
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-58089-682-5  

A furry feline has sumo-sized aspira-
tions in this Japan-set tale.

A stray black-and-white kitty with 
round emerald eyes watches a sumo match from afar and then 
follows a group of rikishi back to the heya, where the pickings 
are good. Caught by the manager of the training center, the 
feline narrator is offered a place to stay: “Kuma is afraid of 
mice. Can you get rid of them?” The arrangement hits a snag 
when the Kitty’s weight gain affects its efficiency as a mouser 
and it is turned out of the heya. Dejected, Kitty gives up until 
Kuma quietly offers encouragement: “The cat that does not cry 
catches the mouse.” Kuma and Kitty are shown in action side 
by side, showcasing their parallel use of sumo moves. Japanese 
terms are defined, with pronunciation guides, next to the text: 

“shiko (shee-koh): leg stomp.” While Kitty finds the strength to 
reclaim its place and is deemed SumoKitty, Kuma now must 
face his own fear of mice in order to overcome his biggest sumo 
opponent. Kitty’s straightforward narration is set against comi-
cally charming illustrations that evoke scenes from classic Japa-
nese woodblock art. Extensive research is expressed in both the 
inclusion of Japanese terms and the detailed illustrations. How-
ever, the inclusion of the Indian spiritual practice of yoga as part 
of the rikishi’s training regimen seems unlikely given sumo’s 
own deeply traditional and spiritual nature.

SumoKitty’s antics delight despite a muffed cultural 
detail. (Picture book. 5-8)

ACTING WILD
How We Behave Like Birds, 
Bugs, and Beasts
Birmingham, Maria
Illus. by Whamond, Dave
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-77147-326-2  

“Hey human! How goes it?”
Cheerful, factual text narrated by a jovial and opinion-

ated ant introduces readers to some of the characteristics that 
humans have in common with other animals. Replete with puns 
and goofy humor, and illustrated with quirky, cartoon illustra-
tions, various shared behaviors—both the familiar and the 
lesser-known—are explored in some detail, emphasizing the 
concept that humans are members rather than observers of the 
animal kingdom. Each spread focuses on a particular example 
such as farming (farmer ants, yeti crabs, damselfish), teaching 
(meerkats, fairy wrens, rock ants), laughing (dogs, rats, spotted 
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hyenas), grieving (elephants, scrub jays, dogs), building (termites, 
beavers, wasps), using tools (chimps, bottlenose dolphins, sea 
otters), communicating (honeybees, prairie dogs, woodpeckers), 
grooming (cleaner shrimp, macaques, cats), playing (kangaroos, 
ravens, octopuses), cooperating (pied flycatchers, vampire bats, 
moray eels, groupers), and traveling (spiders, Alpine silver ants, 
saltwater crocodiles). Speech bubbles, spot illustrations, and 
easily digestible blocks of information make this a nice choice 
for reluctant readers or those who prefer graphic novels, while 
the concise, relevant, and humorously presented info will work 
well for school reports or just a fun read.

Chock full of interesting ideas, this entertaining and 
informative selection’s distinct focus makes it stand out. 
(glossary, suggested reading) (Informational picture book. 6-10)

DON’T CALL ME BEAR!
Blabey, Aaron
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-338-36002-8  

An anguished koala beseeches read-
ers not to confuse koalas with bears.

Warren, a frustrated marsupial, introduces himself and care-
fully explains the confusion. Yes, he’s furry, and yes, the explorer 
Capt. Cook misidentified his species years ago, but Cook was 
wrong. Bears live in the U.S., Canada, and the polar regions. 

“Australia doesn’t have bears!” Australia has marsupials such as 
kangaroos and wombats, emus (which are not chickens), and 
platypuses (which are not ducks). Blabey’s smoothly rhyming 
text is set in varying typefaces and fonts to emphasize War-
ren’s vexation. Australian terms, such as “chook” for chicken 
(defined in context) and “bush,” meaning a sparsely inhabited 
region, have been retained in this U.S. edition of a title first pub-
lished in Australia in 2016. Humorous acrylic paintings feature 
the koala wearing various types of garb. In a chart of five mar-
supial species, all wear only tighty whities, guaranteeing giggles. 
Speech bubbles set on commanding background colors (lime 
green, deep yellow, ginger orange, light olive, and a deep red) 
carry the text and will show well to a group of kids who may 
want to chime in. Observant viewers will notice the crossed-
out word in the phrase “koala bear” on a book cover and a toy 
store sign. When the kangaroo, emu, and platypus point out 
the obvious—he looks like a bear—he leaves in disgust. Pair with 
Jackie French and Bruce Whatley’s Diary of a Wombat (2003) for 
an Australian storytime.

Modestly informational and totally fun. (Picture book. 3-7)

PARROTS, PUGS, AND 
PIXIE DUST
A Book About Fashion 
Designer Judith Leiber
Blumenthal, Deborah
Illus. by D’yans, Masha
Page Street (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4998-0898-8  

Judith Leiber designed over-the-top jeweled evening bags 
that have become cherished collector’s items. 

She and her family survived World War II and the Holo-
caust as forced laborers in factories, living in shared apartments 
with other Jewish families and later hiding in a basement. All 
the while she kept dreaming of the bags she would make some-
day. She married an American and moved to New York, where 
she worked for many handbag companies and then started her 
own, making her signature bags for the rich and famous. They 
took the form of animals or food and all kinds of imaginative 
shapes. Each bag was covered in jewels and crystals in a pleth-
ora of shining, gleaming, bright colors. Blumenthal blends bio-
graphical facts with glowing, almost breathless descriptions of 
the unusual, beautiful bags and their celebrated owners. Read-
ers may notice that the chronology is off; they learn that Leiber 
started her own company in 1963 and then, a few pages later, 
that Leiber designed Mamie Eisenhower’s bag for the 1953 
inaugural balls. D’yans’ softly hued, slightly fuzzy illustrations 
depict many of the bags noted by the author and seem to shine 
as brightly as the bags themselves. Dark, muddy hues appropri-
ately limn the Holocaust years.

Admiration for a unique talent shines as brightly as her 
jeweled creations in this biographical homage. (author’s 
note, photographs, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 7-9)

SNACK ATTACK!
Border, Terry
Illus. by the author
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-524-74011-5  

The snacks are under attack!
Border’s photography anthropomor-

phizes a pink sugar wafer, a pretzel, and a cheese doodle—not 
with facial features but with limbs and spectacles made of bent 
wire. The three sentient foodstuffs escape from their respective 
packaging and encounter a note left for a child (“a kind of mon-
ster,” explains Cookie) reading, in part: “I left you some snacks 
because I’ll be late. Love Mom.” Alarmed, the trio tries to figure 
out how to avoid such fates as being dipped in milk, snapped 
in two, or gulped. Border’s photographic scenes humorously 
depict each calamitous scenario in a kitchen setting scaled like 
that of Chris Van Allsburg’s Two Bad Ants (1988). While the pret-
zel thinks it makes itself sufficiently unappetizing by rolling 
around on the floor for six seconds, Cookie says the five-second 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   9 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

rule “only works with Monster Moms. Not Monster Kids.” Hid-
ing in a cheese grater causes minor injury, prompting Cheese 
Doodle to say, “I don’t feel greater….It’s really a cheese worser!” 
That’s just one instance of wordplay in the silly story, which cul-
minates with the snacks forging a different note for the child: 

“DEAR KID, Please drink some water and eat NOTHING 
ELSE. From your loving Momma.” When the kid returns home, 
it initially seems the trick works, but a twist ending suggests 
that’s not the way the cookie crumbles.

Satisfyingly silly. (Picture book. 4-7)

CASSANDRA STEPS OUT
Bottier, Isabelle
Illus. by Canac, Hélène 
Trans. by MacTire, Norwyn 
Graphic Universe (56 pp.) 
$26.65  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5415-4397-3 
Series: Cassandra: Animal Psychic, 1 

French author-illustrator team Bot-
tier and Canac bring a new graphic-novel series across the pond 
with this first volume.

At 14, Cassandra is in for some big and largely unwelcome 
changes. Her single mom is getting serious with a new partner, 
whose own daughter is not a fan of Cassandra’s, creating tension 
at home. Meanwhile, her best friend has just announced she is 
moving away. Through it all Cassandra questions whether now 
is the time to embrace her power. This Cassandra is no harbin-
ger of doom, although she does have a unique gift: the ability to 
communicate with animals in images and feelings. Compelled 
to act when she sees a poster of a missing tabby called Titus, 
Cassandra takes on her first case, using her psychic ability to 
track Titus down with the help of Miss Dolly, her beloved Old 
English sheepdog (incorrectly identified in the backmatter as 
an English shepherd and as having a bobbed tail), and some new 
friends met along the way. The full-color paneled illustrations 
are vibrant, with a touch of anime inspiration. Though the tale 
turns preachy at times, the teenage protagonists grappling with 
angst and change combine with the fast-paced graphic form to 
make this a great hi-lo option for younger YA readers as well as 
middle-grade audiences. Brown-skinned Cassandra’s mom pres-
ents white, suggesting Cassandra’s either biracial or adopted, 
and her best friend presents East Asian in the illustrations.

Cassandra’s struggles and triumphs make this an enter-
taining series opener with broad appeal. (Graphic fantasy. 8-13)

MY BRIGHT FRIEND
Boulerice, Simon
Illus. by Faucher, Marilyn
Trans. by Watson, Sophie B. 
Orca (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-4598-2189-7  

A child coping with divorce finds 
comfort in an unexpected place.

The opening lines, translated from French, explain in a very 
unchildlike tone that “Ludo’s parents didn’t love each other 
anymore. There was nothing to be done—love is like a flame, 
and their love had been extinguished.” After this early men-
tion of Ludo’s mother, she never appears again, and instead the 
story takes place when Ludo stays with his city-dwelling father. 
Ludo doesn’t like being there and spends his days indoors, but 
when he looks outside he sees a traffic light and is captivated. 
His father playfully tells him a “very patient little man” lives 
inside of it and changes the lights. Ludo believes him and wor-
ries about the man, so he decides to leave him toast with jam 
each night. He’s delighted when he finds only crumbs on the 
plate the next day, and Ludo’s father is, in turn, delighted by his 
son’s spirited imagination. A series of curious events suggests 
that Ludo isn’t imagining this exchange at all and that the lit-
tle man really does live in the traffic light. Unfortunately, the 
wordy story’s logic has many holes, and they aren’t filled by the 
illustrations, resulting in a less-than-satisfying picture book. In 
Faucher’s bright, naïve illustrations, the cast is an all-white one.

Readers hoping for strong storytelling won’t find it 
here. (Picture book. 4-8)

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

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

It’s 1971, and best friends Jamila, 
Josie, and Francesca are excited to start seventh grade. But 
when their school district decides to bus the students in their 
northern Queens neighborhood to a middle school in pre-
dominantly black southern Queens in an attempt to desegre-
gate New York City schools, their trio threatens to fall apart. 
Though their multicultural identities in a predominantly white 
neighborhood have united them in the past—Jamila is white 
and Bajan, Josie is Latinx and Jamaican, Francesca is black and 
white—their families’ and community’s divisions over the new 
policy chip away at their camaraderie. Along with all of the usual 
adolescent milestones, including first love, juggling old friend-
ships and new, and moments of burgeoning independence from 

Readers will find a powerful window into the past and, 
unfortunately, a way-too-accurate mirror of the present.

the long ride
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parents, Budhos deftly explores the tensions that pulled at the 
seams of the fraught and divided city during this time. Jamila’s 
narration is thoughtful, capturing the growing pains of seventh 
grade and the injustices, big and small, that young adolescents 
face. She portrays with nuance the ways multiracial identities, 
socio-economic status, microaggressions, and interracial rela-
tionships can impact and shape identity.

Readers will find a powerful window into the past and, 
unfortunately, a way-too-accurate mirror of the present. 
(Historical fiction. 9-12)

RISE OF THE DRAGON MOON
Byrne, Gabrielle K.
Imprint (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-250-19555-5  

A girl sets out across the ice fields to 
rescue her mother from dragons.

Princess Anatolia’s only 12, so she fig-
ures there’s a long time left before she’ll 
rule the Queendom of Gall—but then 
dragons take her mother, Queen Una. 

Toli’s still traumatized from her father’s death by dragon a year 
ago, which she secretly, agonizingly, deems her own fault. But 
her mother may yet be alive, and Toli can’t see anything beyond 
rescuing her. In this two-mooned world of “ice upon ice, wind 
following wind,” dangers include giant predatory beetles that 
live under the ice. The dragons are brightly colored and verbal 
but harsh and enigmatic. Even if Toli—unwillingly accompa-
nied by her little sister and her friend, who stow away in her 
sled to accompany her, and a baby dragon thrust into her care 
by cold coincidence—can reach the queen, the dragons may kill 
them all anyway. Byrne’s sober prose constructs a stern, urgent 
setting—Gall appears to have the world’s only human popu-
lation, and it’s so isolated by temperature that it almost feels 
claustrophobic—eased with rare bits of warmth and humor. 
Some key elements of the physical geography are unclear, how-
ever. Gall is an explicitly multiracial culture; Toli and her family 
are white, her best friend’s brown. Disfigurement and chronic 
pain are, unfortunately, associated with moral ruin.

Grave and solemn fantasy for readers attracted by the 
severe. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND 
THE BOSSY
Cala, Caroline
HMH Books (304 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-328-85090-4 
Series: Best Babysitters Ever, 2 

In this follow-up to Best Babysitters 
Ever (2019), Malia, Bree, and Dot need 
money to go see their favorite pop star 
in concert. Problem is, these middle 

schoolers don’t have time to increase their babysitting service 
hours to earn it.

Malia is forced into an internship with her evil older sister 
and an even more demanding boss. Bree has just adopted a fero-
cious cat that she has to watch at all times to prevent it from 
destroying the entire house. Dot has to get ready for the big 
science fair. To solve their concert fundraising problem, Malia 
comes up with the idea to subcontract to “satellite” sitters who 
can babysit in their place while paying them a percentage. After 
training their new recruits, the girls soon realize it’s more com-
plicated than they imagined. With third-person perspective 
shifting chapter by chapter, the girls struggle with their respon-
sibilities while slowly regretting their decision as they discover 
that the satellite sitters threaten to replace their bosses in the 
hearts of their charges. With lessons smoothly woven into 
the storytelling—Bree’s cat’s psychotherapist has advice that 
applies amazingly well to humans, for instance—the narrative 
neatly balances humor and wisdom. The book’s cover shows 
Malia to be black, Dot to be white, and Bree to have light brown 
skin and long, dark hair. 

This smart, humorous tale should inspire girls to 
dream big, experiment, and problem-solve through chal-
lenges. (Fiction. 10-12)

HELEN’S BIRDS
Cassidy, Sara
Illus. by Casson, Sophie
Groundwood (44 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77306-038-5  

This wordless graphic novel is sur-
prisingly direct in its treatment of inter-
generational friendship, grief, and hope.

Casson’s four-color illustrations—rendered in colored pen-
cil, Photoshop, and pastel—gently take up Cassidy’s story of a 
mother and her young child who move into a new neighbor-
hood and befriend an elderly neighbor: Helen. Panels of varying 
sizes trace the child’s friendship with Helen over what appears 
to be several years as they play cards, read together, and study 
the birds that visit Helen’s yard. One night, the child is awak-
ened by sirens and flashing lights, silently conveyed through dis-
orienting, large red circles splashed across the pages. From the 
window, the child sees Helen being loaded into an ambulance; 

Byrne’s sober prose constructs a stern, urgent setting, 
eased with rare bits of warmth and humor.

rise of the dragon moon
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within two pages, Helen’s house is for sale. The child observes 
workmen removing Helen’s bird feeder and birdbath before 
the house itself is demolished, but the child does not appear to 
process the grief triggered by Helen’s passing until discovering 
one of their playing cards in the construction rubble. Facing 
grief seems to empower the child to move forward and carry 
on Helen’s legacy, tenderly rescuing a bird’s nest from a bush on 
Helen’s old property. Soon, the neighborhood is bursting with 
bird song once more. The three main characters, and indeed 
all others excepting two brown-skinned passersby, have yellow 
skin that could be read here as white.

A moving testimony to the process of navigating abrupt, 
painful change—and the life-altering impact of true 
friendship. (Graphic novel. 6-10)

POPPY & SAM AND THE 
MOLE MYSTERY
Cathon
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Ouriou, Susan
Owlkids Books (48 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-77147-379-8 
Series: Poppy & Sam 

Following their introduction in Poppy & Sam and the Leaf 
Thief (2018), miniature girl Poppy and her diminutive panda 
friend, Sam, are back, with another mystery to solve.

It’s a lovely day for a stroll among the flowers, and Poppy 
and Sam decide to pay a visit to Snuggles the mole. Snuggles’ 
home is full of freshly baked pies, which attract Sam’s focus, but 
Snuggles’ glasses have gone missing, so the nearsighted animal 
can’t read. Sam gets right to work investigating the pies for the 
glasses while Poppy asks Snuggles what else the mole has done 
today so they can retrace steps and hopefully find the missing 
specs. Their efforts take the trio to the riverside, a spider web, 
a mushroom, and up a tree. In each place, they find lost items 
belonging to other creatures, and they begin quite a collection. 
After much walking and interviewing, they finally find what they 
are seeking and manage to return all the items they found—a 
tiring but satisfying adventure that ends in bed. Cathon’s sweet 
illustrations feature spring colors and nature scenes; various 
small, smiling creatures that fly or crawl and have bit parts are a 
fun addition to the main story. Comics panels are interspersed 
with full-page illustrations. Poppy, who presents as a girl of 
color, is a thoughtful, creative, caring leader. 

With its admirable protagonist, this is delightful easy 
reading with equal parts humor and heart. (Graphic novel. 
4-9)

THE FIRE KEEPER
Cervantes, J.C.
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (432 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-368-04188-1 
Series: Storm Runners, 2 

Zane Obispo must die in order to 
save all the other young godborns of the 
world after he accidentally reveals their 
existence to the gods.

Since the events of series opener The 
Storm Runner (2018), Mexican American Zane has been holed 
up on an island off Mexico’s Caribbean coast with his mother, 
uncle Hondo, best-friend-and-maybe-crush Brooks, and Ms. 
Cab the seer, kept hidden from the other Maya gods’ eyes by 
a magical barrier drawn by the goddess Ixtab. When another 
godborn named Ren shows up, she sets off a chain of events that 
forces them off the island to save both other godborns, who 
have been kidnapped, and Zane’s father, the disgraced Maya 
god Hurakan. That journey will take them to the underworld 
and back to the U.S. in search of a god named the Fire Keeper. 
As in the first book, the plot is busy, and the conclusion feels 
unfinished, even for a series entry. Readers without a detailed 
memory of the first book may find themselves confused for the 
lack of backstory. The female characters, though full of person-
ality and with major magical powers, feel underused, alas. What 
gives the book its charm is the many Maya gods and demons, 
who do not present like stereotypical old, wise beings but come 
with all the snark and melodrama of any 21st-century character.

Diagnosis: middle-book syndrome, but it’ll satisfy hun-
gry readers who are fans of fast-paced stories. (Fantasy. 8-12)

POOP
Champignon, Poppy
Illus. by Hoffmann, Mark
Cameron + Company (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-944903-74-9  

A raccoon drops a silly word over and over and OVER…but a 
little mouse will have none of it.

Set up to be a hilarity-inducing storytime back and forth, 
this monosyllabic all-caps exchange alternates an overalls-clad 
and increasingly frustrated raccoon provocatively misidentify-
ing round objects with the titular epithet in louder and louder 
type and the poker-faced mouse (with a page turn) offering con-
tradictory, rhyming counters. First, after the raccoon points at 
an egg and says, “POOP,” a squad of nattily dressed chickens 
marches out of a “NOPE, COOP.” Then a ball of yarn forms 
a “NOPE, LOOP,” and then a bear sinks a basketball through a 

“NOPE, HOOP,” and on, as characters pile up. Finally the crowd 
of followers at last stops at an ice cream truck for a “NOPE, 
SCOOP” (or two or three or four). And when, in a turn likely to 
excite as much honest dismay as schadenfreude in young audi-
ences, the raccoon’s ice cream falls to the ground, the mouse 
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IN HER NEW PICTURE BOOK, THERE’S A SAME-SEX COUPLE… 
AND IT’S NOT A BIG DEAL
By Laura Jenkins

It all began with author Susin Nielsen’s two cats: a 
tortoiseshell named Emily Brontë and an orange tab-
by named Erwin Schrödinger. In real life they are bio-
logical siblings, but in Nielsen’s Kirkus-starred picture 
book they represent Princess Puffybottom…and Darryl 
(Feb. 5)—a feline aristocrat and a feisty black puppy, re-
spectively. As is often the case in cat-dog relationships 
and new-sibling narratives, Puffybottom balks when her 

“subjects” (aka the couple that adopted her) bring Darryl 
home. But as the animals’ reckoning unfolds into a de-

lightful story, there’s another subplot developing in the 
background: Their humans are preparing for the birth 
of their first baby. And they happen to be an interracial, 
same-sex couple.

“I was mainly thinking more about the new-sibling 
story,” says Nielsen, reflecting on the earliest iterations 
of the book. “But I also knew that what was going to 
make the story hopefully stand out was the inclusion of 
a same-sex couple who are about to start their own fam-
ily, beyond their pet family. I knew from the very begin-
ning that the pets’ parents would be two women. But I 
wanted to represent them in a very quiet way. I didn’t 
want their relationship to be the story; I just wanted it 
to be.”

Nielsen, who has penned several critically ac-
claimed, Kirkus-starred YA novels, including Optimists 
Die First (2017) and No Fixed Address (2018), handed off 
an early manuscript to her editor, Tara Walker, who se-
lected Olivia Chin Mueller to bring the story to life, vi-
sually speaking. Nielsen knew how important it was to 
leave room for the illustrator’s contribution to the sto-
ry because Mueller got her start writing scripts for the 
award-winning television series Degrassi Junior High 
and Degrassi High. 

“I think the best illustrators are the ones who bring a 
whole other layer to the story,” says Nielsen. “And Olivia 
did that so beautifully. Coming from a television back-
ground is a real advantage with picture books, because 
I totally understand that the pictures are telling a large 
part of the story. I don’t need to tell everything in words 
because the pictures are going to do a great deal of that 
job.”

As it turns out, Mueller—who graduated from the 
Rhode Island School of Design in 2014 and has illus-
trated more than a half-dozen books for children and 
young adults—immediately connected with Nielsen’s 
subtle storytelling vision for the book. Nielsen remem-
bers making a note that it would be nice to have some 
racial diversity in the human relationship and was ab-

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Susin Nielsen
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answers his dismal “POOP” with a sympathetic “YEP.” The 
growing parade of simply drawn, egg-shaped animals in Hoff-
mann’s cheery illustrations adds both comical side business to 
keep readers poring over the pages and a clear sense of antici-
pation to the proceedings, and a pug in the last scene delivers a 
final, literal twist.

A crowd pleaser sure to squeeze out piles of giggles. 
(Picture book. 3-10)

GIRL UNDER A RED MOON
Growing Up During China’s 
Cultural Revolution
Chen, Da
Scholastic (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-26386-2  

When 8-year-old Da’s sister is tar-
geted during the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution, the two siblings flee their 
hometown for uneasy sanctuary at a 

remote agricultural school.
This first-person autobiographical account is told in Da’s 

voice, but the titular girl is his 13-year-old sister, Sisi. The Chens, 
a landowning family, have been brought low by the social rever-
sal of Mao’s Cultural Revolution. Da’s father is in a labor camp, 
his family is destitute, and their safety is threatened. Da and 
Sisi’s new school is a respite until a Communist political com-
missar arrives to oversee the political climate. The situation 
reaches a graphically violent head when Sisi is brought to tes-
tify against their kind principal, who’s been accused of rape, 
and she must choose between truth and her own safety. Chen’s 
memoir for adults Colors of the Mountain (1999) was adapted for 
young adults in 2001 as China’s Son, but this book aims for an 
even younger audience. While this period in China’s history is 
heartbreaking and important, the brief explanation of the Cul-
tural Revolution in the prologue may not be enough to allow 
this age group to fully comprehend the nuances of either the 
plot or its implications. Terms likely to be unfamiliar to the 
audience, such as “Marxism,” “bourgeois,” and “feudalism,” are 
used frequently with little explanation. Lacking deeper contex-
tual insights, the events of this book are merely disturbing.

Young readers won’t miss much by skipping this book 
and going straight to Chen’s adult memoir when it’s time. 
(Memoir. 8-12)

solutely thrilled when she saw how Mueller developed 
the characters. Making the same-sex element a nonis-
sue didn’t come from a place of minimization but of 
normalization. Books about heterosexual or racially 
homogenous couples rarely make it a point to explic-
itly state the obvious. In much the same way, Nielsen 
just wanted to tell a fun sibling story that happened to 
come out of diversity. In essence, the same-sex, inter-
racial dimension is treated in a way that many think it 
should’ve been long ago: as old news.

“I just like the idea of representing family in all of 
its forms, particularly these days when I know more 
and more families who come in all shapes and sizes,” 
says Nielsen. “I’ve actually had same-sex couples reach 
out to me on Facebook and Instagram who said that 
they teared up when they read the book because they’d 
never seen themselves represented in this way. There 
are obviously other books—even picture books—that 
have same-sex couples. But in our story, they’re just 
there. They are the subjects, not the story.”

Laura Jenkins is a writer who lives in the Texas Hill Coun-
try with her husband, their two dogs, and one very needy or-
ange tabby. Princess Puffybottom…and Darryl received a 
starred review in the Oct. 1, 2018, issue. 
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TWINS
Ciccotello, Mike
Illus. by the author
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-374-31212-1  

A human child and a giraffe share the 
ups and downs of being twins.

“Being a twin is great. / Sometimes 
our friends can’t tell us apart.” The giraffe and the preschool-
age child smile at each other, wearing matching green bowties. 
Each has a constant “pal” for games that require two. They 
enjoy the same activities, “but we like to do them differently”; 
the giraffe’s trike and snowman look quite different than the 
child’s. Being twins isn’t always fun. Sometimes they disagree 
and fight. Sometimes they “just need to be apart for a while.” 
But never for long. They know how to compromise, and they 
realize that they are better together than apart. This simple 
story pairs easy-to-read sentences with figures placed on gen-
erous white backgrounds, eventually culminating in full-color 
spreads at the end, when the two have gotten over their feud 
and come together again. The twins are eminently likable char-
acters, and their constant use of “we” is endearing. As for the 
fact of their obvious differences—one is, well, a giraffe, and the 
other is a brown-skinned child wearing an Afro—readers will 
find it either hilarious or perplexing; some may take issue with 
the equation of a black-presenting child with an animal.

Readers most likely to appreciate both the story and 
the joke are probably those who are twins themselves. 
(Picture book. 2-7)

PLANT, SOW, MAKE, & GROW
Mud-tastic Activities for 
Budding Gardeners
Coombs, Esther
Illus. by the author
Button Books (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-78708-025-6  

Propelled by her volunteer work run-
ning a garden club at her daughter’s school, professional illus-
trator Coombs presents 38 garden projects organized by season.

The activities incorporate garden how-tos for eight types 
of plants as well as STEAM-oriented DIY projects such as 
charting plant growth, pressing flowers, and making seed 
bombs. Emphasizing budget-friendly options, Coombs encour-
ages composting, seed saving, and repurposing plastic jugs as 
hanging baskets, watering cans, and scoops. Information about 
water conservation and the importance of fostering habitat for 
pollinators sharpens the ecological focus. An occasional British 
reference (e.g. encouraging slug-eating hedgehogs) slips into 
this import, and two superficial references to Native American 
gardening practices, incorporated in sidebars, come across as 
implications that they are quaint relics of a bygone, monolithic 

culture. With Coombs’ illustrated school newsletters as impe-
tus, the text is often directed to adults. Only one project 
(pumpkin carving) mandates adult participation; others require 
the cutting of plastic bottles and bins with scissors, a metal 
skewer, and a drill and hacksaw. Illustrations are whimsical and 
clear. Coombs’ breezy, encouraging advice is often appealingly 
casual. However, certain specifics potentially mislead: planting 
pea seeds 12 inches apart (most packets advise closer spacing); 
suggesting that cherry tomatoes are reliably compact, bush 
varieties (in fact, many cherry varieties are free-growing, inde-
terminate types). 

Cheerfully delivered, this array of projects should 
inspire adults ready to dig into gardening adventures with 
kids. (Informational picture book. 5-10)

OH NO! LOOK WHAT THE CAT 
DRAGGED IN
Davidson, Joy H.
Illus. by Cooper, Jenny
Scribblers/Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-912904-60-0  

Grandma’s black cat collects some 
dreadful stuff.

The sibling protagonists say they like to stay with their 
grandmother…but her cat drags all things gross and frightful 
through the flap each night of the week. On Monday, there are 
bugs crawling all over the kitchen, as well as a hedgehog and an 
enormous, possibly dead, rat; Grandma is not pleased. “When 
we woke up on Tuesday, / got dressed and ran downstairs, / we 
found our troubled grandma tearing out her hair.” Now the 
cat’s brought in a bat, mice, lizards, ants, and some strang-
er’s underwear! On Wednesday when the kids come down, 
Grandma is “pointing at the kitchen and looking very grim. / 
‘OH NO NO NO!’ she cried. / ‘Look what the CAT dragged in.’ ” 
Snakes, spiders, maggots, possibly dead birds, and a cheesed-
off weasel—as well as a stranger’s laundry—have been added to 
the pile. On Saturday, the kids are just too scared to go into the 
kitchen, but Sunday brings a surprise: All is clean and normal….
Grandma’s nailed up the cat flap and vowed the cat would stay in 
at night. Published in New Zealand in 2018, Davidson’s synco-
pated story of feline sneakiness will delight the youngest gross-
out–loving crowd. The rhymed text almost begs to be sung, and 
Cooper’s exaggerated cartoon illustrations are expressive, silly, 
and satisfyingly ookie. The family presents white, and, refresh-
ingly, this grandma is not gray-haired.

This week’s worth of yucky, rhyming fun (and giggles) 
is a pleaser. (Picture book. 3-7)

Coombs’ breezy, encouraging advice is often appealingly casual.
plant, sow, make, & grow



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   9 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

THE BIG BOOK OF BLING
Ritzy Rocks, Extravagant 
Animals, Sparkling Science, 
and More!
Davidson, Rose
National Geographic Kids (192 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4263-3531-0  

All that glitters.
Opening with a blinding, nearly life-

size picture of the U.K.’s jewel-encrusted St. Edward’s crown, 
this fulsome gallery of shiny extravagance encompasses both 
manufactured treasures and natural wonders. Among the for-
mer are King Tut’s golden mask and the fantastically expensive 
International Space Station, and the latter range from birth-
stones and gloriously iridescent insects on to Omega Centauri, 
the biggest star cluster in our galaxy. To the photos, most of 
which are close-ups processed for maximum color intensity, 
Davidson adds general descriptive notes—extolling each one’s 
magnificence but also adding historical, biological, or geologi-
cal background. Occasional featurettes explain how to tell gold 
from pyrite, for instance, or real from imitation pearls. Young 
dreamers with a taste for over-the-top toys, pets, film props 
(ruby slippers, anyone?), foreign currency, or food won’t be 
disappointed either. “Bling is all around us,” the author writes. 
Maybe so…but rarely is the razzle-dazzle this cranked up.

Should come with a cautionary note: sunglasses a must! 
(Nonfiction. 7-12)

SNOWMEN LIVE FOREVER
Dedieu, Thierry
Illus. by the author
Eerdmans (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-8028-5526-8  

Even though a beloved snowman 
melts away, his friends learn he isn’t gone 
forever.

Four forest animals depend on the 
Snowman’s wisdom and antics. When spring’s arrival melts him 
away, the group sets off to the seaside to search for what’s left 
of the Snowman, ultimately finding him watching them from 
above as a puffy, snowman-shaped cloud. Learning that they 
can reunite with the Snowman when the snow falls is a clever 
and sweet wrap-up, but as a whole, the book feels stuck in the 
slush. The wordy, meandering plot makes the book feel aim-
less—is it meant to be a reflection on friendship and loss or a 
rollicking journey story? Since the initial relationship between 
the critters and their frosty friend feels underdeveloped, their 
grief seems contrived, and given his moderately uncanny black 
button eyes, some readers might be a little relieved to see the 
Snowman thaw. Rabbit, Hedgehog, Squirrel, and Owl share the 
same flaw, all portrayed in a semirealistic style but with discon-
certingly blank eyes that aren’t entirely offset by their darling 

winter hats. Charming or moving pages are scattered through—
a boisterous wagon ride; a beautifully blurred page in olive, tan, 
and brown of small faces staring up in wonder—but they don’t 
quite overcome the illustrations in which the animal’s bodies 
are peculiarly shaped and scaled.

This French import is well intentioned but unlikely to 
melt many hearts. (Picture book. 4-7)

HERE AND NOW 
Denos, Julia
Illus. by Goodale, E.B.
HMH Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-328-46564-1  

Following Windows (2017), Denos and 
Goodale reteam to offer a guided meditation through reading.

The inviting cover shows a little black child touching the 
reflection in a stream as creatures fly about and the moon rises 
behind into a starlit sky. The first spread is white space with two 
pairs of hands positioned as if holding the book. “Right here, 
right now, / you are reading this book.” The simple text contin-
ues to bring awareness to the present moment: the placement of 
the book, the position of the reader’s body, the floor and Earth 
beneath us, the spinning of the Earth in space. Next, the reader 
is invited to imagine how “many, many things are happening” 
while they read this book—rain is forming, a phone somewhere 
is ringing, an “idea is blooming.” Finally, the text circles back to 
the reader: “Right here, right now, / YOU are becoming.” The 
ink and watercolor images complement the text beautifully, with 
close-ups and panoramic views shifting to cozy vignettes, all 
emphasizing the focus on emotional connection between charac-
ters. The illustration accompanying “Unseen work is being done” 
shows two people, the black child from the cover and an Asian-
presenting older figure, embracing in the field. These characters, 
followed intermittently throughout, are reading their own copy 
of Here and Now, which allows several opportunities for playful-
ness in the pictures, which tell their own story.

Readers will find themselves returning for a thoughtful 
moment again and again. (author’s note) (Picture book. 3-12)

GRACE GOES TO 
WASHINGTON
DiPucchio, Kelly
Illus. by Pham, LeUyen 
Disney-Hyperion (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-368-02433-4  

Grace learns about the branches of 
government and uses a democratic pro-

cess at school to make their community a kinder place.
Grace can’t wait for her class trip to Washington, D.C. But 

that’s not the only thing happening at school. The bake sale 
was a success, and the student council is charged with deciding 
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THEIR NEW PICTURE BOOK CELEBRATES ALL ASPECTS OF MARGARET 
WISE BROWN’S LIFE, INCLUDING HER BISEXUALITY
By Jessica Jernigan

Anyone who has read Goodnight Moon once has probably 

read it 1,000 times. Still, it retains the power to surprise 

us—with its offbeat tempo, its imperfect rhymes, and that 

strange and haunting, “Goodnight, nobody.” It’s no exag-

geration to say that Margaret Wise Brown transformed 

children’s literature. Goodnight Moon is probably her most 

famous work, but she wrote a number of books that re-

main beloved classics, such as The Runaway Bunny, Little 
Fur Family, and Mister Dog. 

The Important Thing About Margaret Wise Brown (May 

21), written by Mac Barnett and illustrated by Sarah Jacoby, 

has 42 pages, one page for each year of her fascinating life. 

The fact that the narrator states this plainly at the very be-

ginning of the story demonstrates the extent to which, in 

telling young readers about this important author, Barnett 

pays homage to Brown’s philosophy and style. This task 

was, as he explains via email, not an easy one. “Early on I 

got it into my head that I wanted to write a book that Mar-

garet Wise Brown would have liked, and so I spent at least 

the first six months of work in a self-induced flop sweat, 

because I’m pretty certain she wouldn’t have liked picture-

book biographies generally.” Luckily, Barnett got past this 

anxiety to produce words that echo Brown’s ability to cap-

ture “the joyful rhythms of childhood as well as what Lewis 

Carroll called ‘the graver cadences of Life.’ ”

Like his subject, Barnett believes in speaking honestly 

with children. He is candid not only about the tragic brev-

ity of Brown’s life, but also the censorship she faced during 

her career and her bisexuality. “Margaret Wise Brown was 

in love with a woman and a man. That this biographical 

fact might strike some adults as ‘inappropriate for children’ 

is part of a strain of prejudice that has led many queer kids’ 

book authors to hide their sexualities, partly or entirely, 

for fear of damaging their careers,” Barnett says. “There’s 

a long history of sham paternalism in children’s books—

adult gatekeepers dressing up their own bigotries, biases, 

and tastes in concocted notions of ‘kid-friendliness’ that 

have nothing to do with actual kids.” Barnett adds that 

Photo courtesy Sarah Jacoby

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Mac Barnett & Sarah Jacoby

Sarah Jacoby

Photo courtesy Sonya Sones

Mac Barnett
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how to spend the money. Various classroom representatives and 
committees have suggestions, as does Principal Pérez. Should 
they buy new library books, musical instruments, or sports 
equipment? Sam likens the student-government system to the 
national government, with an executive branch (Principal Pérez) 
and a legislative branch (the elected leaders on the student coun-
cil). The class has an inspiring trip to Washington, D.C., but back 
at school, everyone is still arguing over how to spend the money. 
Grace notices a new student sitting alone, and when she sees his 
sketchpad, she gets an idea. They collaborate on a proposal for 
a “Friendship Mall,” and voting day becomes a time for unity 
instead of fighting. The text effectively ties together the story’s 
threads while using child-friendly parallels to familiarize read-
ers with the branches of government. Pham’s characteristically 
exuberant illustrations depict a diverse school community in 
which learning, leadership, and kindness coexist. Grace herself 
is a black girl with locs, Sam presents white, the new boy is South 
Asian, and Principal Pérez also has brown skin.

A layered story with educational and entertainment 
appeal. (author’s note, suggested activities, chart of checks 
and balances) (Picture book. 6-10)

LITTLE WITCHES
Magic in Concord
Dragoon, Leigh
Illus. by the author
Oni Press (160 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-62010-553-5
978-1-62010-648-8 paper  

In this new graphic-novel take on Lit-
tle Women, the March sisters are witches.

When two witch finders move in 
next door, the March women initially panic. But writer Augustus 
Laurence and his grandson, Laurie, say they pose no threat—they 
pursue only witches of the nefarious brand. Meanwhile, crotch-
ety Aunt March insists on training the youngest sister, Amy, in 
proper witchcraft as her apprentice in exchange for her financial 
assistance. Jo is quickly distracted from her jealousy by the hand-
some, charismatic Laurie. When, as in the original story, Marmee 
departs Concord to visit their father in a Union hospital, the tim-
ing couldn’t be worse. Things begin to mysteriously disappear 
around town: a bolt of silk, a cow, and eventually an actual girl. 
The March sisters team up with Laurie to get to the bottom of the 
strange happenings. The witchcraft element isn’t the only depar-
ture from the original. Both Laurie and his grandfather are black, 
and they are not the only townspeople of color; all the Marches 
are white, however. This story goes awry when Augustus Laurence, 
a former slave, tells the girls that the reason Africans are slaves in 
America is because the plantation owners “use magic to keep the 
slaves tied to them and the land.” This supernatural revisionist his-
tory makes mockery of the factual history of kidnapping, brutality, 
and violence that kept Africans enslaved.

Miserably fails both the original Alcott classic and, 
more importantly, readers. (Graphic fantasy. 10-14)

when he talks to young readers at schools and bookstores, 

one of the questions they often ask is, “Are you in love?” 

So, it felt important for him to answer the question, “Did 

Margaret Wise Brown fall in love?” 

Like Barnett, illustrator Sarah Jacoby had to find her 

own way into a celebrated legacy. After trying to use the 

restricted color scheme Clement Hurd created for Good-
night Moon, she ultimately decided on something closer to 

her own style. 

Nevertheless, a great deal of thought went into how 

to complement Barnett’s seemingly simple but incredibly 

sophisticated text. “In the end,” Jacoby offers, “it came 

down to simple stuff. There would have to be images of 

Margaret and her life in there somewhere, right? I let 

that be the one rule of the book: If the text was discuss-

ing a story about Margaret, I would try and draw it. But 

then I had to consider: Who might be telling this history? 

Where would it manifest? Would it just be a voice talking 

to air?”

Jacoby did decide to retain one visual element famil-

iar to Brown’s fans. In a storybook that is, in part, a story 

about books, Jacoby let rabbits stand in for the uncount-

able number of adults who have read Brown’s work aloud 

and the youngsters who have formed their audience. And 

to them, Jacoby says, “Thanks, bunnies!”

Jessica Jernigan is a writer and editor living in Michigan. She 
was a 2018 Kirkus Prize judge. The Important Thing About 

Margaret Wise Brown received a starred review in the March 
1, 2019, issue. 
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PUSHINKA THE BARKING FOX
A True Story of Unexpected 
Friendship
Dugatkin, Lee Alan & Trut, Lyudmila
Persnickety Press (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 4, 2019
978-1-943978-46-5  

A sidebar to a true story of fox-domestication experiments 
in Siberia is presented in this picture book.

For 60 years, Russian scientist and co-author Trut has been 
involved in the genetic experimentation on the domestication 
of foxes, and this picture book tells a story of her relationship 
with one particular fox named Pushinka. Pushinka lived in 

“Lyudmila’s” home in Siberia, as did her pups after they were 
born. Dugatkin and Trut’s feel-good story (accompanied by 
uninspired photos that trot along in a predictable manner) 
omits the less-uplifting facts. The majority of the foxes used in 
the domestication experiment live in small wire cages in sheds, 
and each year the friendliest, as determined by human-admin-
istered tests, are selected to breed. The ones not selected are 
sold to fur farms to become pelts. In addition to selectively 
breeding foxes for friendliness, Trut also selects and breeds 
the most aggressive foxes to create hyperaggression in order 
to study the biology of domestication. Perhaps the most egre-
gious misrepresentation, though, is the schmaltzy attribution 
of Pushinka’s domesticated behavior toward Trut as the result 
of love. One day Pushinka barks to warn Trut of an intruder: 

“Foxes DON’T bark! But love, you see, changes us”—an asser-
tion that ignores the very science that created Pushinka’s 
behavior: the product of decades of selected breeding, not 
love. Also, foxes do bark.

A whitewashed account that gravely misleads readers. 
(additional information) (Informational picture book. 5-8)

EEE-MOO!
Dunklee, Annika  
Illus. by Won, Brian
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5344-0174-7  

A little platypus finds himself stranded far from his own 
kind, but with the help of friends, he travels back to Australia, 
where he is united with his parents.

The stork delivers a large egg on the opening endpapers 
of this whimsical story, the egg hatching on a farm next to a 
pig (“EEE!”) and a cow (“MOO!”). The baby platypus names 
himself Eee-Moo, and the farm animals send him on his way 
to Australia to find other emus. The resourceful creature uses 
several kinds of transportation to return to Australia, where 
a kangaroo, a kookaburra, some actual emus, and a koala 
help him find his family. Eee-Moo invites all the animals 
that helped him to visit, and they all ride off into the sunset 
on a bicycle built for eight. The closing endpapers offer an 

intriguing, wordless conclusion as Eee-Moo, holding another 
egg, flies toward a new adventure on the back of the stork. 
The clever plot has a fairy-tale flavor, with talking animal 
characters and Eee-Moo’s travels that transcend logical rules 
of time and space. Digitally composed illustrations have the 
appearance of delicate watercolor paintings with ink outlines. 
The clothed, anthropomorphic animals all appear to be male 
except for a hen and Eee-Moo’s mother. 

An unusual, robustly Antipodean cast of animal char-
acters makes this whimsical, charming story stand out. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

RUCKUS
Elmquist, Laurie
Illus. by Parkins, David
Orca (96 pp.) 
$7.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4598-1795-1 
Series: Orca Echoes 

Things are hard for middle grader 
Reece, with his parents newly split up 
and Ruckus, his young, energetic, and 
appropriately named Jack Russell terrier, 

proving to be a behavioral challenge.
The final straw is when Ruckus eats Reece’s mom’s diamond 

earrings. Will he be able to pass them, or might it make him 
terribly sick? Reece is tasked with pushing all of Ruckus’ poop 
through a sieve in an effort to recover the missing jewels—a sto-
ryline with a significant ick factor that’s sure to appeal to the 
young intended audience. Meanwhile Reece frets about his par-
ents’ uncertain relationship and his rising worry that his mom 
will return Ruckus to the breeder. Although this is a brief tale, 
the characters all are believably depicted, and the theme of a 
family in flux is pertinent for many potential readers. Elmquist 
keeps the story real: Reece’s parents aren’t likely to reunite, but 
he begins to develop some understanding of their individual 
needs, and Ruckus is given an outlet for his boundless energy, 
making for an optimistic conclusion. Parkins’ detailed illustra-
tions are particularly attractive and break up the brief chapters, 
making this an inviting read for those newly transitioned to 
chapter books. They depict Reece and his family as white.

A good choice for pet lovers and those who are dealing 
with uncertain family dynamics. (Fiction. 6-8)

The clever plot has a fairy-tale flavor.
eee -moo!
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THE CREAKERS
Fletcher, Tom
Illus. by Devries, Shane
Random House (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5247-7334-2
978-1-5247-7335-9 PLB  

Where have all the grown-ups gone, 
and why? Lucy finds the answers under 
her bed.

Suddenly left to their own devices, 
the children of Whiffington Town quickly devolve into a bewil-
dered mob—except for 11-year-old Lucy Dungston. Unwillingly 
finding herself cast in the role of “the girl who knows what to 
do,” she determines to find out “what the jiggins is going on.” 
As it turns out, the garbage-loving, under-the-bed Creakers 
have bundled the adults off to the mysterious realm of Woleb 
to stop them from sending their lovely rubbish away to distant 
landfills. True to the spirit of his Dinosaur That Pooped a Planet 
(2017) and its sequels, Fletcher goes for the grotty, sending his 
doughty protagonist through slimy tunnels bearing an uncom-
fortable resemblance to alimentary tubes, past shops offering 
such delicacies as earwax ice cream, to a tavern where favored 
patrons get “extra snot drops” in their slops. From there the tale 
takes a distasteful white-savior turn: Lucy realizes that despite 
their nonstandard English and slovenly habits, Creakers have 
needs and children too, so she arranges to give them the mold-
ering contents of the town dump. Devries’ playful illustrations 
feature wide-eyed humans (all white except for one 6-year-
old brown-skinned diva with “bouncy hair” and her father) in 
expressive poses and stubby, comically ugly monsters. 

Begins with a premise that doesn’t bear examination 
and goes badly off the rails toward the end: skip. (map) 
(Farce. 9-11)

CHELM FOR THE HOLIDAYS
Frankel, Valerie Estelle
Kar-Ben (72 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-5461-0  

Chelm is a real town in Poland, but 
more importantly, it is a mythical place 
where some very silly things happen. 

This collection includes stories about 
10 Jewish festivals, including the weekly 

Shabbat. Some are adaptations of Jewish folktales, and some 
are original, but all highlight both the town’s citizenry and its 
elders, a small group of men even more foolish than the people 
they lead. The stories follow the Jewish year, starting with Rosh 
Hashanah. Some themes are quite recognizable. “It Will Get 
Better,” a story set on Lag Ba’Omer, is a variant of the popu-
lar “It Could Always Be Worse,” memorably adapted by Margot 
Zemach. In it, the holiday picnic, bonfire, and archery tourna-
ment are forced into a barn because of rain. The animals smell 

and eat all the food. The barn almost burns down, but the vil-
lagers have pulled some boards out of the roof to let the sun 
shine in on their picnic—but remember, it’s raining. The stories 
are short and accessible, and they will work well as read-alouds. 
Children can also enjoy the whole book at once, laughing to 
themselves about the names alone: There’s Fishel the Foolish 
and Uri the Unwise, among others. The book assumes an audi-
ence already familiar with Jewish customs and traditions—or 
one willing just to laugh without understanding everything—as 
there is no additional contextual material.

Humorous stories for Jewish holidays lighten up the 
year. (Short stories. 6-9)

RAT RULE 79
Galchen, Rivka
Illus. by Megalos, Elena
Restless Books (224 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-63206-099-0  

The day before Fred’s 13th birthday, 
she enters a magical world on an adven-
ture that pays homage to classic chil-
dren’s fantasy.

Fred and her mother have moved 
four times in six years, and Fred is frankly sick and tired of it. 
Angry at her mom though she may be, however, when Fred sees 
her mother step into an enormous paper lantern and vanish, she 
still plunges to the rescue. So it is that this young white girl finds 
herself locked in a dungeon with an elephant called Downer, in 
a land where much is illegal under “THE ESSENTIAL AND 
VERY GOOD AND NO ONE CAN DISAGREE WITH RAT 
RULE 79”: no keeping time, no getting older or wiser, and abso-
lutely no birthday parties. Also no peanut butter. Downer wants 
to rescue the Rat Queen, Fred wants to rescue her mother, and a 
mongoose named Gogo needs to earn money to take care of her 
17 children. The Land of Impossibility (depicted incompletely 
on a “topo-illogical” map) is a metaphor-heavy dreamscape 
evocative of The Phantom Tollbooth, while its magical animals 
speak with a combination of pedantry and nonsense paralleling 
that found in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Two-color illus-
trations similarly evoke historical styles. Snarky cleverness and 
famous paradoxes charm, but they are weakened by too-quick 
resolutions to both major and minor plot threads. Troublingly, a 
character’s depression is treated as a matter of personal choice.

High nonsense that almost lives up to its potential—
but not quite. (Fantasy. 9-11) 
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IN THE WRITER’S NEW PICTURE BOOK, A TRANSGENDER BOY HELPS HIS 
PARENTS PREPARE FOR HIS BABY SIBLING’S ARRIVAL
By James Feder

Kyle Lukoff has written a lot—essays, reviews, 
A Storytelling of Ravens, which was named a Kirkus 
Best Picture Book for 2018—yet in his words he 
remains a librarian “first and foremost.” As a trans 
man, he has also often found himself acting as an un-
official authority within librarian circles on books 
for transgender children, something that left him 
conflicted, as he’s not overenthused by the current 
offerings. He’s felt for a long time that he ought to 
write a children’s book himself, but he was cautious: 
So many books he saw rested on simplistic tropes or 
seemed more interested in teaching lessons rather 

than telling stories. Lukoff wanted to create a piece 
of literature that could stand on its own. So when 
the seed of a story lodged itself in his mind over 
breakfast one day, he set out to do just that.

In When Aidan Became a Big Brother (May 7), we 
follow the eponymous character, a preschool-age 
trans boy, as he undergoes a monumental shift in 
his young life: He is going to become a big brother. 
Beautifully illustrated by Kaylani Juanita, the book 
offers an endearing and intimate portrayal of a fam-
ily (refreshingly, all members of the family are peo-
ple of color) learning to adapt to new realities. And 
without being too obvious in the delivery, the sto-
ry relays the important message that stories about 
trans people don’t need to be restricted to their 
coming out as trans.

“I believe that trans people can be subjects of lit-
erature just like anyone else,” Lukoff says. “There is 
real art and real literature that we trans people cre-
ate about our lives, and it’s as rich and complex and 
nuanced as anything cis people can write. I wanted 
to write a picture book about a trans kid that really 
felt like a picture book.”

For Lukoff, that meant crafting a narrative that 
would appeal to young readers; something with a 
plot and illustrations that would capture children’s 
minds and leave them coming back to the story 
more than once. At the same time, noting that “pic-
ture books are written as much for children as they 
are for the adults who read them to those children,” 
he included specific messages for his older readers.

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kyle Lukoff
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FERN AND HORN
Gay, Marie-Louise
Illus. by the author
Groundwood (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77306-226-6  

Sibling rivalry as an art form. 
Fern, a little girl with big curly hair 

and an imagination as vast as the universe, loves to draw, espe-
cially natural things like plants and insects. The illustrations 
suggest that Fern draws on everything: the walls, couch, floor, 
window—turning the indoors into an outdoor garden. When 
her brother, Horn, ambles in, Fern offers him her “favorite 
purple crayon,” but he wants to borrow them all. Although 
Horn feels that “his flowers look like purple pancakes” (they 
do!) and “his caterpillars look like striped socks” (he’s right!), 
Fern advises him to draw whatever he wants. Horn might not 
draw objects accurately, but he can surely draw them big. He 
creates a ferocious, floor-sized elephant that comes to life 
and stomps Fern’s flowers and swallows her insects. Faced 
with the destructive nature of Horn’s sentient creations, Fern 
sets her sights somewhere out of reach: the stars. She loans 
Horn her scissors, not realizing that while cutting out stars, 
he will deconstruct the page on which he appears…to make 
a star-eating polar bear. Gay’s take-you-by-surprise, childlike 
mixed-media illustrations wittily shine a spotlight on chil-
dren’s creativity and ingenuity, affirming that sharing can solve 
a multitude of conflicts…sometimes. Both children have light-
brown skin and tightly curled black hair.

A real winner that’s as delightful as it is constructive. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

SWEEP
Greig, Louise
Illus. by Sardà, Júlia
Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5344-3908-5  

As a boy sweeps leaves, a mood 
sweeps him away.

It might be the single leaf wafting straight into his face 
that puts Ed into a bad mood. Or it might be tripping over 
his broom, or the wind trying to blow his leaf pile away. This 
bad mood “swept over him in a raging storm and stuck,” and 
off goes Ed, taking his broom to everything in sight. Sardà’s 
digital art begins elegantly, playing with gravity (stepping, Ed 
is seen to be slightly aloft), swirling lines showing movement 
and breeze—then it leaps into a world of diagonals and scale 
changes. As Ed’s leaf pile expands to engulf bikes, cars, and a 
whole city bus, the illustration represents three street scenes 
diagonally tipped and juxtaposed: Everything’s sliding out of 
control. Ed’s leaf pile envelops trees, a four-story building, and 
eventually the city. A tiny bicyclist speeds down its very steep 
slope; a skier shusses down it. When the background blackens, 

“I wanted to show a loving and supportive family 
that also still makes mistakes,” he says of his por-
trayal of Aidan’s parents. “It can be hard to have 
loved ones change in a way that you don’t necessar-
ily understand or weren’t expecting or equipped for. 
And while in many ways that’s just parenthood, I 
wanted to acknowledge it can be hard and that it’s 
OK—but only if you acknowledge that it’s hard and 
then work at loving your kid as best you can.” 

In his author’s note, Lukoff says that while this 
is a specifically trans story, one doesn’t need to 
be trans to identify with it on any number of lev-
els. “There’s this weird impulse when talking about 
trans people, which is to say, ‘Wow can you imag-
ine what that must feel like to have a weird body 
that you hate?’ Or, ‘Could you imagine people not 
seeing you the way you want to be seen?’ First of 
all, we don’t all hate our bodies, and also a lot of 
people can imagine those things. Being trans is a 
specific experience,” he says, “but there are other 
ways of feeling marginalized, or feeling different or 
oppressed, and you can use that to build solidarity 
with other people.”

When Aidan Became a Brother received a starred re-
view in the April 1, 2019, issue. Kyle Lukoff is a freelance 
contributor to Kirkus Reviews.
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is it natural nighttime or the darkness of Ed’s mood? It even has 
its own point of view: “Is this really worth it? he asked himself. 
Yes, his bad mood decided.” No matter: “A new wind whip[s] up” 
to change everything. Offsetting drama with understatement 
and humor, Greig and Sardà thus carry readers through a mood 
and out the other side. Ed and most of the townspeople present 
white. 

An artful, elegant metaphor for mood. (Picture book. 3-7)

GONE IS GONE
Wildlife Under Threat
Groc, Isabelle
Photos by the author
Orca (128 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-4598-1685-5  

Photographs and examples from 
years of travel and wildlife observation 

support this introduction to current wildlife threats. 
Humans are causing the sixth mass extinction in the animal 

world, but humans can also be part of the solution asserts Groc 
in her plea to restore nature’s balance. Opening with a depress-
ing chapter of examples of disappearing species, she continues 
in a more positive vein, explaining how scientists study the 
issue. She points out possible remedies and concludes with a 
chapter offering ways readers can be involved. She explains 
important concepts—extinction, ecosystems, habitat, and cli-
mate change—and the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature’s Red List of Threatened Species. The bulk of her narra-
tive consists of anecdotes from her own experiences around the 
world: in old-growth forests of the Pacific Northwest; on the 
Laysan Islands in the Pacific; in Alaska, Namibia, and the Galá-
pagos; and more. Interrupting the narrative are full-page side-
bars with stories of specific encounters and organized measures 
taken to protect wildlife. Words defined in the backmatter glos-
sary are set off typographically within the text. The author/illus-
trator makes her call for action even more personal by including 
photos of her own children interacting with the natural world. 
But she has so many stories. With wave after wave of examples, 
she almost drowns the message. Nancy Castaldo’s Back From the 
Brink (2018) covers the same territory more succinctly.

An overcrowded if heartfelt testament to a lifetime of 
concern for the natural world. (resources, acknowledg-
ments, index) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

SEÑORITA MARIPOSA
Gundersheimer, Ben
Illus. by Almada Rivero, Marcos
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5247-4070-2  

A bilingual love poem of admiration 
and respect for the millions of monarch butterflies that journey 
south to Mexico every year.

From a chrysalis on the title page, Señorita Mariposa 
invites readers to follow the monarch butterfly as it embarks 
on a journey spanning thousands of miles, “Over mountains 
capped with snow… / To the deserts down below.” In the same 
manner, the monarch butterfly exiting the chrysalis at the end 
of the book then invites readers to flip back to the beginning 
and restart the journey. Almada Rivero’s warm and friendly 
illustrations showcase the various people and animals the mon-
arch encounters in its 3,000-mile journey, including a couple of 
brown-skinned children who welcome Señorita Mariposa to 
Mexico as the text reads, “Can’t believe how far you’ve come.” 
Gundersheimer’s recounting of the lepidoptera’s journey is told 
in a bilingual poem, English set in a serif type and Spanish set 
in sans-serif. Like the butterfly traveling south and north, the 
languages switch prominence, displaying in the larger font the 
principal—and rhyming—language in each spread. Although 
at times distracting, this technique is a valiant attempt to give 
equal importance to each language. Backmatter includes facts 
on the round trip the butterflies undertake, the “super genera-
tion” that makes the trek south, and a call to action to protect 
the monarchs as they slowly lose their habitats.

Uplifting and inspiring of further research. (Picture book. 
3-6)

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

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

The scruffy dog has floppy ears and long, reddish hair, and 
the light-skinned woman has long hair of the same auburn shade. 
The story is set in a modern city and a nearby park with a huge 
tree and a wooden bench that serves as the only shelter for the 
dog at night. When the woman comes to read on the bench, she 
spots the shy dog, gradually befriending the appealing canine 
over several visits by playing with a tennis ball. One night the 
dog follows the woman to her apartment building, waiting 
outside in the rain for her to reappear even as the woman goes 
back to the park in the pelting rain to search for the dog. In an 

The narrative is conveyed so capably through the 
compelling illustrations that not a word is needed.

stormy
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emotionally satisfying reunion they find each other outside the 
apartment, and the woman takes the dog into her home. The 
heartwarming conclusion shows the dog sleeping on the end of 
the woman’s bed as morning sunlight streams in the windows. 
Skillfully composed illustrations in a muted palette alternate 
between small panels in rows and full-page spreads with dra-
matic effects in mood and lighting. The narrative is conveyed 
so capably through the compelling illustrations that not a word 
is needed.

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

DÍAS Y DÍAS / DAYS AND DAYS
Guy, Ginger Foglesong
Illus. by Moreno, Rene King
Greenwillow (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-06-173182-2  

Following ¡Bravo! (2010) and others, 
Guy and Moreno team up again to take readers through a year 
and its changing seasons.

The year and its seasons are presented according to a pleas-
ing, repetitive pattern. The season is named in both Spanish 
and English, then three words that typify the weather of the 
season are introduced in each language. A refrain that shows the 
passage of time simply states: “Días y días y días. / Days and 
days and days.” And finally the three months usually associated 
with the season are named. Each new season is introduced with 
a simple “Entonces… / And then….” The soft-edged pastel illus-
trations make a nice counterbalance to the minimal, bilingual 
text by filling each page with details that capture the essence 
of each season. The full-bleed, double-page spreads show two 
children that appear to be siblings, fully enjoying all that each 
season brings. Sledding in winter, strolling under umbrellas in 
spring rain, reading perched on the branch of a shady tree in 
summer, playing in leaves in fall. The two children have brown 
skin and dark hair; other children and adults depicted have a 
range of skin tones. In tune with the patterned text, the illustra-
tions too have a repeated scene of a home with a pond next to a 
barn with alpacas.

Simple, sweet, and just right for readers looking for an 
early bilingual book. (Picture book. 2-5)

BEST FRIENDS 
Hale, Shannon
Illus. by Pham, LeUyen  with 
Sycamore, Hillary 
First Second (256 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-250-31745-2
978-1-250-31746-9 paper  

After traveling the rocky road of ele-
mentary school friendship in Real Friends 

(2017), Hale returns with another graphic memoir delving even 
deeper into preteen tribulations.

Now in sixth grade, young Shannon is a member of “the 
Group,” an assortment of popular and pretty girls that most 
notably includes best friend and group ringleader Jen and unre-
lenting mean-girl Jenny. However, infighting and treachery 
proliferate, leaving Shannon feeling frequently off balance as 
she strives to fit in and suppresses things she enjoys. She cap-
tures the dynamic brilliantly: “Sixth grade friendships were 
like a game… / only as soon as I’d figure out the rules… / they’d 
change again.” In addition to laying bare the back-stabbing and 
cattiness, Hale also examines her struggles with anxiety and 
obsessive-compulsive tendencies with openness and honesty. 
Shannon’s story is ultimately empowering, showing the satisfac-
tion she feels following her own path. Hale and illustrator Pham 
(working with colorist Sycamore) capture the nuances of a typi-
cal middle school life, balancing Shannon’s public woes with her 
inner conflicts and adding a fun dose of 1980s nostalgia. Pham’s 
art is evocative in its simplicity; detailed facial expressions add 
emotional depth and accessibility for even the most reluctant 
readers. An author’s note talks earnestly and age-appropriately 
about anxiety. Consider this a must-read for fans of Raina Teleg-
meier or Victoria Jamieson. Hale and her friends are predomi-
nately white, although students of color are present throughout. 

This glimpse into middle school is insightful, intro-
spective, and important. (Graphic memoir. 7-12)

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

A collection of creepy cryptids for 
the courageous connoisseur.

This alphabetic encyclopedia of 50 
creatures rates each from one to six stars, where one is a con-
firmed hoax (Australia’s Drop Bear, a killer koala conceived 
to scare tourists) and six is a creature once known as a cryptid 
that is now accepted as real (Peru’s Isothrix barbarabrownae, an 
elusive tree squirrel). In addition, Halls classifies each by type: 
aerial, aquatic, humanoid, etc., and offers a comparison to a 
familiar real-world animal (e.g. the Dingonek from Kenya is 
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“cat-like”). Along with the date and location of the first putative 
sighting, each entry offers a “factoid,” a summary of eyewitness 
accounts, and usually three black-and-white pencil illustrations: 
the adult beast, its skull, and a baby or juvenile version. Factoids 
are tidbits not included in the eyewitness accounts that usually 
relate the beast’s history. Here and there throughout the text are 
single-page “Cryptid Extras,” including a rundown of cryptid 
appearances in cartoons and video games and the address of the 
International Museum of Cryptozoology in Portland, Maine. A 
list of cryptids by type, many more than are in this volume, a 
further reading list of books and online articles, and a glossary 
close this fantastical field guide. 

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

SHARON, LOIS AND BRAM’S 
SKINNAMARINK
Hampson, Sharon, Lilienstein, Lois & 
Morrison, Bram with Hampson, Randi
Illus. by Leng, Qin
Tundra (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7352-6406-9  

A beloved children’s song is expanded for a new generation.
Sharon, Lois, and Bram, a folk trio from Toronto, began 

singing “Skinnamarink” in 1978. They didn’t write the song, but 
it gained fame thanks to their popular Canadian TV show, The 
Elephant Show. With three new verses written by Sharon’s daugh-
ter, Randi, this catchy ditty is re-imagined for a new audience 
of youngsters. Beginning with the classic lines “I love you in the 
morning, / and in the afternoon. // I love you in the evening, / 
underneath the moon,” young tots are encouraged to find and 
share love at all times of the day. The new verses expand to cover 
emotions (“I love you when you’re happy, / and when you’re feel-
ing blue”), geography (“I love you in the Arctic, the desert, by the 
sea”) and seasons (“I love you in the summer, / the fall and winter 
too”). The landscape orientation showcases the growing crowd 
that joins in to sing during the chorus, which turns into a full-
fledged happy throng of many races, ethnicities, abilities, ages, 
and even species (fans of Sharon, Lois, and Bram will delight in 
the large pachyderm included). The smooth timing of the page 
turns lends the book beautifully to reading—or, of course, sing-
ing—aloud, but the relatively small figures and busy composi-
tions mean it will be best enjoyed up close or in a lap.

A lighthearted frolic ready for a rousing singalong. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

5 must-read lgbtq 
children’s books

Ashley Herring Blake Lisa Bunker

Michael Genhart, 
illus. by Anne 

Passchier

Rob Sanders, 
illus. by Jamey 

Christoph

Robin Stevenson
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THE KOOKY KINKAJOU
Hecht, Tracey
Illus. by Yee, Josie
Fabled Films (64 pp.) 
$12.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-944020-25-5
978-1-944020-24-8 paper 
Series: The Nocturnals

Bismark again finds himself on the 
outside as a new nocturnal animal intro-
duces herself to his group. 

The sugar glider is bored. Dawn, a red fox, says he just needs 
to use his imagination. As if on cue, Karina the kinkajou arrives. 
Bismark doesn’t appreciate her vibrant imagination. He calls 
both her and her “sparkle sprites” (aka fireflies) “kooky,” later 
saying she is “full of ballyhoo” and telling her, “I think you are 
cuckoo.” This comes after the trio of friends has followed Kar-
ina over a stone-path “river,” under a weeping-willow “waterfall,” 
and past a tree-trunk “rainbow” on the way to a “sparkle sprite 
spectacular.” Tobin the pangolin gleefully joins in with the 
imaginative fun, Bismark remains skeptical, and Dawn, a sage 
look on her face, seems to take the role of adult. After Bismark’s 
furious outburst, Karina hugs him, explains “We’re just finding 
fun things to do!” and then “flies” across a “canyon.” Tobin and 
Dawn follow, and Bismark has to choose between being “a little 
kooky, too,” or being bored alone. Yee’s animation-inspired 
illustrations do little to extend the tale other than overpor-
traying Bismark’s bad attitude and anger. Backmatter includes 
factual information about each of the nocturnal animals and a 
glossary of “kooky words.” Unfortunately, there is no mention 
of mental health, bullying, or the hurtful nature of the words 
Bismark uses. 

Imagination can surely overcome boredom, but the 
unkindness in this book isn’t imaginary. (Early reader. 6-8)

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

Maya Angelou: writer, performer, 
activist.

In a foreword, Angelou’s grandson, Colin Johnson, prepares 
readers for a story that is not at all a fairy tale and will inevitably 
prompt conversations. Hegedus’ poem starts with young Maya 
and older brother Bailey heading to Stamps, Arkansas, where 
they will live with their paternal grandmother, Momma Hen-
derson, owner of the local general store. Illustrating Hender-
son’s stoicism in the face of racism, Engel uses the symbolism of 
a scale with Henderson as its fulcrum, Maya weighing down the 
pan on one side as jeering white girls are lifted on the other. The 

children’s brief sojourn with their mother and her boyfriend is 
marred by his sexual abuse—the text alludes to “a visit to the 
hospital”—of young Maya; his shadow on the wall as Maya 
huddles on her bed will haunt readers. Back in Stamps Maya 
discovers her love of reading, powerfully depicted in an image 
that shows words swirling above her head. The narrative con-
tinues, Hegedus’ spare words finding symbolic representation 
in Engel’s oil paintings, as Maya moves through her difficult 
childhood  to emerge as a rare talent with a young son to sup-
port, later to turn her talents to activism. The final page shows 
an African American girl reading and reflecting on Angelou’s 
words; they swirl about her, closing the circle. 

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

BERNARD PEPPERLIN 
Hoffman, Cara
Illus. by Demidova, Olga
Harper/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-06-286544-1  

In this spinoff of Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland, the Dormouse longs 
to escape “liv[ing] forever at half past 
teatime.”

His chance comes when, during an argument with the 
March Hare and the Mad Hatter, the Dormouse is dropped in a 
teapot, and he is pulled by a strong current, swims through end-
less, bottomless liquid, and surfaces in a river beneath a bridge 
with huge, strange buildings on both shores. Of course this is 
modern-day New York City—or really two intertwining, paral-
lel cities, one an accurate depiction of real places and the other 
populated by varieties of rodents, birds, bugs, and many other 
creatures, all living mostly unnoticed by almost all humans. 
They speak, wear clothes, have jobs, use their own transporta-
tion system, and enjoy interspecies friendships as well as share 
a dangerous common enemy. They welcome the Dormouse and 
introduce him to the delights and perils of this strange new 
world. Bernard, using his actual name for the first time ever, 
finds a sense of purpose in joining the fight to stop the dreaded 
Pork Pie Gang of weasels from achieving their goal of halting 
time. In this parallel New York City, Hoffman deftly creates a 
compellingly different kind of Wonderland, a place with its own 
set of realities and whose residents understand that, in spite of 
their differences, they are stronger together than apart. 

Everything a fantasy should be and more. (Fantasy. 8-12) 

Hoffman deftly creates a compellingly 
different kind of Wonderland.

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

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

As dressmaker’s daughter Louise becomes enamored with 
language, readers see the nascent poet even as the young girl 
deals with the conflicts of balancing what feels like two worlds. 
This struggle will be familiar to children who speak multiple 
languages. In school, Louise is taught standard English, as it is 
the official language of her country, Jamaica, but at home and 
on the streets of Kingston, she is wrapped in the more jovial 
and just as significant Jamaican Creole. The juxtaposition of 
the King’s English and Jamaican patois will make for an early, 
fun lesson in code-switching. “I must say I love the silhouette,” 
one of Louise’s mother’s customers says; “Naw, miss, de frock fit 
you nice,” Louise’s mother replies. Vibrant, playful, sunny-hued 
illustrations depict the people, places, animals, and food that 
are characteristic of Jamaica. English and patois ornamentally 
splashed on a couple of pages serve to give even more life to 
the story and will enable readers to get a glimpse of the world 
through young Louise’s eyes. 

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

AALFRED AND AALBERT
Hood, Morag
Illus. by the author
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-121-8  

A little blue bird helps two aardvarks 
find each other.

Aalfred and Aalbert are aardvarks. Nocturnal Aalfred 
“love[s] stars, broccoli, and picnics” while diurnal Aalbert 
“love[s] flowers, sunshine, and cheese.” Both solitary creatures 
are happy enough, but occasionally they each wish they had a 
companion. A perky, curious blue bird decides to play match-
maker, trying to get the two to meet, but each attempt—a night-
time alarm, a tangle of string connecting the two—fails to draw 
them together. Moved by the bird’s despair (though ignorant 
of its cause), Aalfred tries to help—and when he tumbles into 
Aalbert’s burrow by accident in his attempt, it’s happily-ever-
after from then on. The simple, deadpan narrative shows 
flashes of laugh-out-loud moments, as when Aalbert solemnly 
muses, “Will I have enough cheese?” while in a room crammed 

full of wedges and wheels, or when the unnamed bird stoically 
marches around with a broccoli hat (toward signs indicating 

“BROKOLI” and “BEST BROLOCI”) in an attempt to bring 
the two together. Dramatic background colors, mostly blue and 
orange, help distinguish between the identically endearing pink 
aardvarks. In other hands, the sweetness of the plot could have 
tipped over into cloying, but the steadfast resignation of the 
only-occasionally-lonely aardvarks and the bird’s wordless but 
powerful expressiveness keep the story light, dry, and satisfying. 

A charming depiction of friendship and love. (Picture 
book. 3-7)

EMILINE
Knight in Training
Johnson, Kimberli
Illus. by the author
Oni Press (40 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-62010-644-0  

A brave young knight-in-training 
persists through her struggles to learn 
to read in this elementary-level graphic 
novel.

“Once upon a time…” there was a knight-in-training named 
Emiline, tan-skinned, with puffy brown hair, riding a purple 
unicorn. When she encounters a gate with written instruc-
tions, the words jumble together as she tries to read them. A 
classmate reads it for her, but Emiline feels discouraged. Her 
teacher, a woman with pink-toned skin and wavy purple hair, 
assures Emiline that she is smart even if it is taking her a while 
to learn to read. She is also learning the most important parts 
of being a knight, like sharing. Emiline spends more time prac-
ticing her reading, telling herself, “I can do hard things.” Dur-
ing the students’ next adventure, the group encounters danger 
when everyone but Emiline begins to fall asleep. She realizes 
it is because of the moon flowers, which she read about. The 
only one awake, Emiline must get the group to safety, mastering 
one more reading task along the way. The soft watercolors and 
pastel color scheme make this a gentle read suitable for younger 
children. Emiline’s struggles and triumph will find resonance 
with some readers, but many will not have the patience to fol-
low her quest due to the absences of a strong personality and 
clear story direction. 

Sweet and thick with lessons but unlikely to find a large 
readership. (Graphic fantasy. 6-9)

English and patois enable readers to get a glimpse 
of the world through young Louise’s eyes.

a likkle miss lou
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THE BRAVE PRINCESS 
AND ME
Kacer, Kathy
Illus. by Kolesova, Juliana
Second Story Press (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-77260-102-2  

A clever princess hides a young Jewish 
girl and her mother during the Holocaust.

The story is told from the point of view of Tilde, a Greek 
Jewish girl whose mother brings her to the home of Princess 
Alice von Battenberg to plead for a place to hide. Princess Alice 
agrees to hide them, even risking her safety to hinder a Gestapo 
search. In what reads as a cheap twist, Alice reveals her secret 
deafness to an astonished Tilde. The moment falls flat, in part 
because readers have already learned of Alice’s deafness in an 
unnecessary preamble. Despite its basis in true events, the 
stilted narrative reduces deafness to inspirational set dress-
ing. In a concluding note Kacer explains, “[Alice] was also very 
smart. She learned to lip-read in three languages with such skill 
that many people never knew she couldn’t hear.” Regardless of 
the author’s intent, this correlation perpetuates the common 
misconception that the ability to communicate using spoken 
language is a barometer for intelligence. Also impossible to 
ignore is the book’s resounding silence on the fates of those 
d/Deaf people who lacked the political connections that 
shielded Princess Alice. There is a need for literature address-
ing the experiences of d/Deaf people in the Holocaust, but 
this book does not rise to the task. Kolesova’s illustrations are 
attractive but static, neither clarifying nor augmenting the text.

With many higher-quality Holocaust narratives to 
choose from, this is one to skip. (biographical note, photos) 
(Picture book. 7-12)

AWESOME ACHIEVERS 
IN TECHNOLOGY
Super and Strange Facts 
About 12 Almost Famous 
History Makers
Katz, Alan
Illus. by Judge, Chris
Running Press Kids (112 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-7624-6336-7  

This chatty collective biography 
highlights achievements of 12 lesser-known inventors and inno-
vators in technologies that are now commonplace in homes, 
workplaces, and public spaces. 

With the exceptions of windshield wipers, Scotchguard™, 
and the three-point lap-and-shoulder seat belt, the technolo-
gies discussed are either digital or electronic. Nolan Bushnell, 
the co-founder of Atari, unleashed Pong upon the world in 1972. 
Adam Cheyer and Dag Kittlaus invented the conversational 
personal assistant Siri. Marie Van Brittan Brown pioneered the 

use of closed-circuit television. The research of Shirley Ann 
Jackson, the first African American woman to receive a Ph.D. 
from MIT, led to the faster and more reliable transmission of 
data through fiber optic cables and to the development of the 
solar cell. The biographical profiles and explanations of the 
technologies, written in an informal, conversational tone, are 
quite brief, even superficial, with little or no elaboration about 
their greater cultural or societal impacts. Katz includes light-
hearted elements such as imagined poems, song lyrics, and diary 
entries with each profile. Neither these nor the unremarkable 
pencil-drawn illustrations that complement the comical adden-
dums shed significant light on the figures profiled. A serious 
flaw is the lack of source notes, bibliographic information, and 
any other backmatter. The lineup has a greater proportion of 
women than seen in many tech overviews, but only Jackson and 
Brown, both African American, seem to be people of color.

Poor execution sinks this effort. (Collective biography. 8-12)

MUSICAL MAC
Kearney, Brendan
Illus. by the author
Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4549-3370-0  

A talented bug wants to play music 
but is nervous about taking the stage solo.

To compete in the Soggy Bog Talent Show, Mac the mil-
lipede decides to join a band. He grabs his many instruments 
in his many, many hands and heads out. Mac joins in with each 
rehearsing group he finds, playing violin with a tiny, anten-
naed orchestra, blowing his trumpet with some alley cats, and 
crooning with a bird a cappella group, among others. Each 
group’s spokesanimal compliments his talents but dismisses 
the prospective musician. The birds even try to eat him! They 
scare Mac so much that he runs all the way onto the talent show 
stage—alone. Then all “his new friends” in the audience—the 
bands he’s recently met—call out for him to play a different 
instrument (and “Sorry for trying to eat you!” yells one bird). 
Mac breathes deeply, then starts playing every instrument at 
once, embracing his (reader-anticipated) calling to be “his very 
own ONE MAN BAND!” The text incorporates some play-
ful elements, including some internal rhyme and sequential 
panels, although its simple story with predictable plot turns 
provides little beyond the first read-through. All the animal 
characters, even mammals, are bug-eyed, rendered in satu-
rated colors and placed against detailed backgrounds that pro-
vide some visual fodder.

A cohesive chord that nevertheless rings hollow. (Picture 
book. 4-6)
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KOL HAKAVOD
Way to Go!
Kiffel-Alcheh, Jamie
Illus. by Mercer, Sarah-Jayne
Kar-Ben (24 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-2211-4  

A series of kindhearted acts and good deeds by a commu-
nity’s residents illustrates how the world can be a better place.

The opening narrative offers a more nuanced and expan-
sive translation of the basic Hebrew idiom than is noted in the 
subtitle. “It’s everything. It’s all. It’s whole. / Entire. The Most. 
In Hebrew, it’s kol.… / And what’s kavod? It’s gee! It’s wow. / It’s 
honor, respect. It’s whoa, holy cow!” The two Hebrew words put 
together literally translate to “all respect,” making it a powerful 
message to acknowledge when something good and important 
is achieved. Various scenarios follow this introduction, depict-
ing a harmonious community of children performing simple 
altruistic acts that summon a “Kol Hakavod!” Such acts as giv-
ing up a seat on the subway for an elderly person, feeding the 
dog, recycling, giving money to charity, visiting an ailing friend, 
inviting a new classmate to sit with you, and so on may seem 
minor but will produce major goodwill. The text rhymes—a 
little unevenly—and is illustrated with cartoon figures colored 
digitally (sometimes with bits of fabric swatches that add inter-
est). The cast is made up of an assortment of races and ages, 
and one child uses a wheelchair. The message is clear: How one 
conducts oneself throughout life is important—at school, in the 
community, and beyond.

This expression of a core Jewish value should resonate 
with readers of all ethnic groups and faiths. (Picture book. 4-7)

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

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

Many people know the origin story 
of Chelm. As Kimmel puts it: “God called the angels and said to 
them, ‘Take these sacks and spread the souls [inside] through-
out the world.’ ” But a sack of fools tore open in transit, and they 
all landed in the same village. Kimmel’s Chelmites are a very 
diverse group. He writes: “Some readers may be surprised to 
encounter a woman rabbi and people of color in a Chelm story. 
That would have been highly unusual in Eastern Europe of the 
time, and the original Chelm stories reflected their time. So 
should ours.” Brown’s drawings make the wide variety of char-
acters instantly lovable in just a few lines. The author embel-
lishes the stories in ways that might startle people familiar with 

more-traditional versions. These Chelmites tore the sack them-
selves, clamoring to see where they were going. Some passages 
appear to be brand new. The Chelmites say morning prayers at 
all times of day or night, in case they get snowed in at daybreak. 
This leads the rabbi to make a truly lovely speech: “God always 
hears our prayers, no matter when we say them. And the beauti-
ful snow is a blessing from Heaven, so why not enjoy it?” 

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

RUBY’S HOPE
A Story of How the Famous 

“Migrant Mother” Photograph 
Became the Face of the Great 
Depression
Kulling, Monica
Illus. by Dvojack, Sarah
Page Street (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-62414-818-7  

Kulling and Dvojack bring the migrant history of the Okla-
homa Dust Bowl to life for young readers.

A young girl and her family navigate hard times after the 
stock market crash of 1929. Food on Ruby’s farm is scarce, but 
that doesn’t mean she wants to leave it. She loves the big sky 
above her family land and is devastated when drought forces her 
parents to load up their car and take her and her siblings to Cali-
fornia. Like many Midwesterners, they must work as migrant 
field hands, picking lettuce in exchange for food. Illustrations 
dominated by grays and sepia capture the dry wasteland as well 
as the etched lines of worry on the farmers’ faces. Even a flat tire 
can be dangerous in a time of extreme poverty, and the author 
creates a satisfying depiction of people sharing what little they 
have in migrant camps. The book turns on an added element of 
history when a photographer arrives at Ruby’s makeshift com-
munity and decides to photograph her mother. The presence of 
the iconic photo entitled “Migrant Mother” lends a metaliter-
ary element to the story as the author imagines the photogra-
pher recording history. An endnote on Roosevelt’s handling of 
the crisis adds to the book’s appeal.

The eyes of a loving daughter make a compassionate 
lens for this moving story. (bibliography) (Picture book. 6-10)
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THE WOLF WHO SOLVED THE 
MYSTERY OF THE MISSING 
MASK
Lallemand, Orianne
Illus. by Thullier, Elenore 
Trans. by Bradley, MaryChris
Auzou Publishing (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-2-7338-6740-2  

Wolf ’s reluctant visit to a museum turns out to be exciting 
in more ways than anyone could have foreseen.

“There once was a wolf who didn’t like museums. ‘Muse-
ums are boring,’ he told everyone.” In fact, when Wolf ’s animal 
friends show up to invite him, he goes along solely for the com-
pany of curly-lashed lupine Wolfette. Wolf and friends are car-
toons with wide, round eyes, wearing a few human accessories. 
The first museum room is a double-page spread of an art gallery, 
containing portraits with humorous, wolflike resemblance to 
world-famous subjects. Older readers will chuckle at the art-
ists’ names, which include Leonardo da Wolfinci and Wolfmeer. 
Wolf soon meets museum guard Barnabas, a rat in a blue uni-
form. Barnabas begins to help Wolf appreciate the artwork until 
he learns that a “tribal mask” has disappeared from its pedestal 
in the “early art” gallery. Searching for the mask, the two new 
friends move past interactive exhibits, natural history diora-
mas, dinosaur skeletons, and more. Barnabas imparts museum 
etiquette and wisdom to Wolf as Wolf uses logic and observa-
tion to track down and expose the thief. Wolf evolves from 
indifferent visitor to active promoter, and even the thief finds 
museum-inspired happiness. The lack of specificity around 
non-European cultures in both text and illustrations, and the 
unfortunate—if not downright racist—implications behind the 
simian-appearing thief ’s reasons for stealing the generic “tribal 
mask” mar the intended endorsement of museums.

Beware: an unquestioningly Eurocentric salute to 
brick-and-mortar museums. (Picture book. 5-9)

ARNICA
The Duck Princess
Lázár, Ervin
Illus. by Molnár, Jacqueline
Trans. by Bentley, Anna
Pushkin Press (96 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-78269-220-1  

A princess and her beloved improve 
their kingdom with intelligence and gen-

erosity while seeking to reverse a fowl curse.
Far away, in a castle with 36 towers and 300 windows, lives 

clever Princess Arnica. The princess and honest, practical Poor 
Johnny, “the most footloose and fancy-free of all people,” fall 
in love and are cursed by the Witch of a Hundred Faces. One 
will be a duck and the other a human until the Seven-Headed 
Fairy breaks the spell. As they search for the fairy, the pair 

encounters eclectic characters and situations, the episodes 
illustrating modern virtues that include the value of anger man-
agement, the power of love, and the pitfalls of material wealth. 
The book closes with a nuanced moral: “The important thing 
is to really, really want something. Even if it won’t necessarily 
succeed.” The short, connected episodes are built from folk-
talelike phrases. Two nameless narrators interrupt the story 
frequently for humorous, candid discussions of plot and char-
acters. Mixed-media full-page and spot illustrations grace every 
other page and depict a largely white cast. Rounded shapes and 
bodies work in tandem with a sparkling jewel-toned palette to 
create a charming fantasy world, softening the ferocity of the 
witch and her animal minions. Readers will hope this is just the 
first of many works by Lázár, who died in 2006, to be translated 
into English.

Translated from Hungarian, this whimsical, modern 
folktale begs to be read aloud. (Fable. 4-10)

FING’S WAR 
Lindelauf, Benny
Illus. by Tolstikova, Dasha
Trans. by Nieuwenhuizen, John
Enchanted Lion Books (376 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-59270-269-5  

As if weathering adolescence weren’t 
hard enough, war casts Fing into further 
maelstroms of terror and heartbreak in 
this sequel to Nine Open Arms (2014).

As a narrator, Josephine “Fing” Boon makes a particu-
larly sharp-tongued, angry, and naïve observer of events. It’s 
hard to blame her for coming across as unlikable. The series 
of scourges she endures begins with having to leave school to 
take a job as hired companion to Liesl—a demanding, manipu-
lative, and deeply traumatized child in the household of the 
Dutch town’s wealthy Cigar Emperor and his German wife, 
called, in the region’s Limburgish slang, the Pruusin. It con-
tinues with the departure of her first boyfriend, who returns 
a Nazi-sympathizing Blackshirt, and the unexpected arrival 
of what she deems her “Red Flood.” It escalates through the 
German occupation, increasing hardships, a devastating fam-
ily breakup, and the rescue of one of her two sisters from being 
bundled aboard a train with a group of Jewish deportees…
including, shockingly, the Pruusin. As the absorbingly com-
plex narrative progresses, Fing isn’t the only character in the 
white-default cast apt to leave readers with conflicted sym-
pathies. Coming almost as a relief, the emotional bombshells 
ultimately culminate in an air raid’s physical one that leaves 
Fing and readers poised with no end in sight. 

Hard battles form this satisfying novel’s throughline, 
some fought in the open but most won or lost in the heart. 
(cast list, glossaries) (Historical fiction. 12-15)

Fing isn’t the only character apt to leave readers 
with conflicted sympathies.

fing’s war
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TROUBLEMAKER 
FOR JUSTICE 
The Story of Bayard 
Rustin, the Man Behind the 
March on Washington
Long, Michael G. & Houtman, Jacqueline & 
Naegle, Walter
City Lights (168 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-87286-765-9  

Readers are introduced to Bayard 
Rustin, a brilliant, black, gay civil rights leader. 

Principle organizer of the 1963 March on Washington, 
Rustin was a landmark contributor to many of the turnkey 
moments of the civil rights movement, though his name and 
the fullness of his life have been relegated to the shadows due to 
his personal commitment to living as an out gay black man and 
his youthful relationship with communist organizing which he 
later renounced. Over time many people would attempt to wea-
ponize these facts against him, yet Rustin remained true to his 
convictions, and his wisdom and clarity would ultimately be val-
ued by many of those same people and institutions. This brief 
but comprehensive biography, written with the help of Rustin’s 
longtime partner, Naegle, and featuring stunning archival pho-
tographs, covers the legacy of a man who utilized the roots of 
his Quaker faith to uplift movements throughout the world. In 
clear prose with informative sidebars that provide important 
context, it follows Rustin from his pacifist beginnings to his 
work mentoring Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his later years 
traveling the world to support the rights of refugees. In today’s 
political landscape, this volume is a lesson in the courage to live 
according to one’s truth and the dedication it takes to create a 
better world. 

An essential guide to the life of Bayard Rustin, architect 
of critical movements for freedom and justice. (endnotes, 
timeline, discussion questions, bibliography) (Biography. 
10-18)

MY BIG, DUMB, INVISIBLE 
DRAGON
Lucas, Angie
Illus. by Sif, Birgitta
Sounds True (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-68364-184-1  

The weight of profound loss looks just like a dragon as it sits 
atop a grieving child.

“Have you ever seen an invisible dragon?” the unnamed nar-
rator asks, describing how just such a creature came one day 
out of the blue and changed everything—making it hard to 
get out of bed, casting heavy shadows, ignoring tantrums and 
attempts to bargain. Gradually, though, the dragon takes leave 
for ever longer intervals, and, at last, after a day in the park with 
a friend and then an eighth birthday party, even when present 

it seems less oppressive. The nature of the loss is never directly 
mentioned, but the narrator remarks that “We had to get used 
to movie night without her famous peanut brittle popcorn,” as 
the child snuggles disconsolately with a sad-looking adult, and 
Sif leaves further hints in glimpses of an open photo album and 
an extra apron in the kitchen. The semitransparent, cartoon-
ish dragon never looks threatening; by the end it has not van-
ished but shrunk down to a manageable size. Finally, pointing 
out that the initial question about seeing an invisible dragon 
was silly, the child closes with a wonderfully perceptive insight: 

“You can never see one by looking straight at it. You have to look 
at the person underneath.” The white-presenting child is never 
gendered.

Both sensitive and sensible: If some dragons can’t be 
vanquished, with time and help they can be borne. (Picture 
book. 6-8)

THE HUNDRED-YEAR BARN
MacLachlan, Patricia
Illus. by Pak, Kenard
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-268773-9  

Known for animating America’s past for young readers, 
MacLachlan here imagines a community barn-raising from a 
century ago.

The setting is simply “a meadow,” leaving room for Pak’s 
atmospheric mixed-media and digital compositions to fill in 
physical and emotional elements. Burnt sienna is the predomi-
nant color of the landscape; it surrounds the minimalist figures 
like a textured veil, emphasizing their ties to the Earth. The 
narrator, 5 years old at the start, is identified by a red cap and 
dark hair. He holds the ladder while wooden frames are bolted 
to beams, plays with neighbors in the stream, and enjoys the cel-
ebratory picnic and the photograph that records the gathering. 
Characters have various skin tones—whether from ethnicity or 
sun, it is hard to say—but the protagonist and his family present 
white. This quiet tale captures the rhythm of rural life through-
out seasons—and then over generations—with the solid 
structure at the center of daily chores, fond interactions with 
animals, sleepovers with cousins, and weddings. The moments 
of highest drama involve a wedding ring lost by the protago-
nist’s father during construction and recovered in a barn owl’s 
nest when the son has become the farmer. MacLachlan weaves 
in an abundance of details that will appeal to children with no 
firsthand experience with farming: “Once, a lamb named Baby 
pushed me over and licked my face with his little tongue.”

A cozy filter through which to imagine growing up. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

A lesson in the courage to live according to one’s truth and 
the dedication it takes to create a better world.

troublemaker for justice
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REMARKABLES
Mantchev, Lisa
Illus. by Litchfield, David
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4814-9717-6  

In this circus-themed tale, a lonely mermaid experiments 
with friendship, belonging, and adventure. 

A brown-skinned, dark-haired kid dives into the ocean and 
meets a pale, green-eyed mermaid. The two strike up a fast 
friendship. Together, they explore the depths of the mermaid’s 
underwater home, where a framed photograph implies that the 
finned protagonist once had a family but is now an orphan. Can 
the mermaid find family with this new friend, whose home is 
in a circus on dry land? The tale that follows is a tangle of busy 
images, sparse text, and an underdeveloped plot, told through 
the unfortunate metaphor of the big top. The mermaid joins 
the traveling carnival for a short time before becoming home-
sick and returning to the sea, but Mantchev’s narration claims 
that the mermaid’s fellow troupe members are “strangers who 
become friends, / and friends who become family.” Lines like 
this, matched incongruently with the story’s sequence of events, 
make for an inconsistent read with little emotional resonance. 
Complete with the strong man, the tattooed lady, the Orien-
talized brown man in a turban (seemingly a prop rather than 
garment of faith), and a nearly all-white audience—and the 
shocking display of the mermaid in a tank for crowds to gape 
at—Litchfield’s circus does little to challenge the dehumanizing 
spectacle that this institution is well known for.

A big flop. (Picture book. 5-9)

TERRIBLE TIMES TABLES
Markel, Michelle
Illus. by Liddiard, Merrilee
Cameron + Company (80 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-944903-75-6  

A multiracial classroom recites the 
multiplication tables from two through 
nine, making each equation into a tiny 

poem by adding a second line.
There’s no text here beyond each equation-couplet, but a 

table of contents lays out that each multiplication table has 
a theme: “Back to School,” “Halloween,” “Lunchtime,” etc. 
Markel’s scansion is often smooth as silk: “4 x 6 is 24 / Bella rode 
a dinosaur” (who knew that museum field trips include skele-
ton-riding? Or do they?); “4 x 7 is 28 / Pick up a knife. Decapi-
tate” (worm dissection!). Other times the scansion’s impossible 
(“9 x 2 is 18 / Scrub them ’til they’re clean”) or, in a handful or 
examples, scannable only if the reader unearths an unintuitive 
beat (“2 x 8 is 16 / Ick. A moldy tangerine”). Some rhymes falter, 
too. However, the combination of squick (“4 x 1 is 4 / Sam Pukes. 
Sam Pukes some more”), naughtiness (“8 x 4 is 32 / Someone 

painted Nibbles blue”—poor classroom rat), and humor (“6 x 
9 is 54 / Uh oh, Santa’s pants just tore”) will hold gleeful atten-
tion. Most of the first-person narration comes from a white 
child named Jonas, but two pages show children of color nar-
rating. Liddiard’s line drawings offer sly expressions, especially 
through the characters’ eyes; muted oranges, browns, grays, and 
purples in a washlike texture keep the vibe mellow even when 
the humor’s tangy.

Math with mischief. (Picture book/poetry. 6-10)

THE GHOST COLLECTOR
Mills, Allison
Annick Press (192 pp.) 
$18.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-77321-296-8
978-1-77321-295-1 paper  

When people need to rid their homes 
of pesky ghosts, Shelly is right by her Ili-
liw/Cree grandmother’s side to learn how 
to help the lingering spirits of the dead 

get to the other side. 
Once she and her grandmother identify a ghost, whether 

of a person, a pet, or even household vermin, they allow it to 
attach itself to their hair before releasing it to dissipate from the 
earthly plane. Though this ability is matrilineal, Shelly’s mother 
objects to her daughter’s taking up the practice; she’d rather 
Shelly not spend so much time with the dead. When a sudden 
loss hits the family, Shelly sinks into a depression, spending 
time in the graveyard with her ghostly friends and desperately 
seeking to reconcile her grief. Mills (who’s of Ililiw/Cree and 
settler descent) mentions Shelly’s First Nations heritage at the 
outset and includes brief references to the ceremonial use of 
burning sweet grass, but that heritage is very much just a back-
drop to the story. Most of the living people Shelly encounters, 
as well as the ghosts in the graveyard that she befriends, are not 
Indigenous, and the story centers on the ghost-hunting busi-
ness and Shelly’s grief rather than exploring death as it relates to 
Cree culture. But that cultural identity raises questions. When 
Shelly’s grandmother gives music-loving ghost Joseph a new cas-
sette tape, for instance, is she interacting with the dead teen-
ager within a Cree paradigm or a mainstream paranormal one? 
Readers can only speculate. 

Unclear cultural connections muddy the waters of this 
original paranormal tale. (Paranormal fiction. 10-14)
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ELLA MCKEEN, 
KICKBALL QUEEN
Mills, Beth
Illus. by the author
Carolrhoda (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5415-2897-0  

When a new girl shows up at 
school with kickball skills rivaling Ella 

McKeen’s, Ella learns how to tolerate the challenge to her 
queendom.

Everyone knows that when Ella kicks the ball, you get out 
of the way. “Her kicks have never been caught.” Whether it’s 
the “zinger,” the “bouncer,” or the “bomb,” Ella’s kicks send 
everybody running. But one day, the new girl, Riya Patel, races 
toward the falling ball. When she actually catches it, everyone 
cheers—except for Ella, who doesn’t handle the disappoint-
ment very well. In fact, she dissolves into a crying, screaming fit 
right there on the field. Everyone stares. She thinks about this 
moment for the rest of the day. The next day, when they’re head-
ing out for recess, Ella opens up to Riya, apologizing for her 
behavior and explaining her surprise. The two form a friendly 
rivalry that promises to continue beyond the book’s cliffhanger 
end. Ella’s physical and emotional feelings are well-described 
and utterly recognizable. Her tantrum makes readers stop in 
their tracks, and her turnaround is believable enough to satisfy. 
Clean, expressive illustrations use white space, perspective, and 
display type to enhance the experience. Ella, white-presenting 
with long ponytails, wears overalls, and dark-skinned South 
Asian Riya wears skirts and leggings.

Readers will close this emotionally intelligent book 
with strong feelings—and will likely ask to hear it again 
and again. (Picture book. 4-9)

I REALLY LOVE YOU
Miyanishi, Tatsuya
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Gharbi, Mariko Shii
Museyon (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-1-940842-26-4 
Series: Tyrannosaurus 

Miyanishi’s Tyrannosaurus discovers 
real love is communicated through actions rather than words. 

It’s winter, and the Tyrannosaurus shivers with cold and 
aches with hunger. Unfurling its wings, a Tapejara offers to lead 
the Tyrannosaurus to a green forest beyond the mountains with 
plenty of food. During the arduous journey, the Tyrannosaurs 
falls, and the flying reptile encourages him on. But when the 
Tyrannosaurs looks dead, the tricky Tapejara reveals its scheme 
and tries to eat him. Flinging the Tapejara away, the Tyranno-
saurs stumbles into the forest and meets three small Homalo-
cephales who speak a different language (represented as English 
words written backward). When the mighty sauropod collapses 

again, they come to his rescue and bring him food until he is 
well. The Tyrannosaurus and the three Homalocephales form 
a parent-child–like relationship. He even tries to teach them 
his language, which leads to a terrible misunderstanding with 
another dinosaur. Miyanishi’s trademark bold lines and colors 
capture the sounds, landscape, and emotions that the Tyran-
nosaurus experiences in this sixth book of the Japanese series. 
Addressing contemporary issues of sacrifice, friendship, and 
vulnerability through these prehistoric creatures, the book 
teaches readers that love can overcome barriers and differences. 
The humanness of the dinosaurs illuminates the power and 
strength the “language of the heart” can have. 

A fun, heartfelt story you’ll really love. (Picture book. 4-8)

A BOY LIKE YOU
Murphy, Frank
Illus. by Harren, Kayla
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jul. 15, 2019
978-1-53411-046-5  

The title answers a question: What 
does the world need?

In simple, aphorism-laced language, 
Murphy offers a positive vision of masculinity that focuses on 
what he dubs “ ‘inside’ strength”—the sort that privileges kind-
ness, respect for self and for others, knowing when to ask for 
help, and daring to dream big. He begins with guidelines for 
right behavior on the playing field (“Say ‘Nice goal!’ and ‘Good 
try!’ / Don’t say ‘You throw like a girl.’ Ever”). With the heartily 
welcome reminder that “there’s so much more than sports,” he 
goes on to suggest that spending time in a garden, kitchen, or 
science lab, playing music, reading or writing stories can all be 
just as valid and satisfying. Likewise showing consideration for 
others, working toward goals, and finally realizing that “the best 
you / is the you that is ALL you…. / Not a little you and a little 
someone else.” Harren adds life and color to this earnest but 
not exactly electrifying advice in vignettes depicting a black lad 
with mobile features and interracial parents playing or other-
wise posing in various settings amid a thoroughly diverse cast 
of peers, pets, and passersby. The figures, human and otherwise, 
are rendered with fetching individuality that really comes out 
in group scenes…particularly on the closing pages, where the 
illustrator lines up smiling young children, including girls, in 
informal rows.

This visually buoyant book may well succeed at redi-
recting gender expectations—though not bending them. 
(Picture book. 6-8)
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LITTLE SMOKEY
Neubecker, Robert
Illus. by the author
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-9848-5104-8
978-1-9848-5105-5 PLB  

The little spotter plane that could.
Channeling old Disney shorts, Neu-

becker sets his tale among the aerial firefighters of the National 
Interagency Fire Center. When it comes to forest fires, the 
water-scooper and air-tanker planes have clearly defined jobs 
to do. One little plane, who hasn’t even “earned her name” yet, 
yearns to help her companions, but her every attempt is denied. 
Then one day, a fire starts that can only be reached by someone 
small, fast, and brave, and the rest is history. The story of a little 
vehicle that could has been done before, but this book stands 
apart. Fully half the emergency planes featured are identified 
as female (including the biggest tanker and the titular heroine). 
Meanwhile, watercolor, pencil, and computer illustrations cre-
ate thick evergreens engulfed in swirls of orange and red flames 
as white and gray smoke permeates the space that is left. So 
enthralling are these landscape scenes that they feel positively 
cinematic. Angled views often present the planes with just one 
eyeball instead of the two that are clearly present when seen 
face on, but this inconsistency is only mildly unnerving. Copi-
ous backmatter discusses how wildfires start, who fights them, 
who the crews are, what aerial firefighting is, what readers can 
do, and where readers can go for more wildfire information. 

This book may look like a classic, but with forest fires 
ever more frequent and intense, it’s truly timely. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

MARY BLAIR’S UNIQUE FLAIR
The Girl Who Became One of 
the Disney Legends
Novesky, Amy
Illus. by Lee, Brittney
Disney Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4847-5720-8  

A girl grows up to be an instrumental 
Disney artist.

Mary Blair, nee Mary Browne Robinson, enjoys colors 
and painting in childhood. She dreams of being an artist and 
earns a spot at an art school. Later, she accepts a job at Walt 
Disney Studios. Over the course of her career, she paints 
Dumbo, creates concept art for iconic animated films (Cinder-
ella, Alice in Wonderland, and Peter Pan), and helps create and 
design the world–famous Disney park attraction “It’s a small 
world.” Novesky’s plotline and prose about Blair’s massively 
influential achievements are oddly lackluster, reporting facts 
without spirit. Likewise, Lee’s cut-paper and gouache media 
have a flatness—neither cut paper nor gouache is recognizable 

on most spreads—and a lack of vitality. Blair’s a generic, tiny-
waisted blonde white lady; characters smile almost unceasingly, 
even when the subject is poverty. This art is styled similarly to 
Disney art, but it lacks pizzazz. “It’s a small world” is glorified, 
with no examination of how it stereotypes and exoticizes race, 
nationality, and ethnicity; Lee’s illustrations reinscribe that very 
problem while Novesky romantically calls “small world” a cel-
ebration of “unity, goodwill, and global peace” leading to “color-
ful happily ever afters” (for whom?). Amy Guglielmo, Jacqueline 
Tourville, and Brigette Barrager’s Pocket Full of Colors (2017) is 
a far livelier Blair biography, although it also ignores racism 
concerns.

Watch a Disney film instead. (illustrator’s note, note 
from Mary Blair’s niece, further reading) (Picture book/
biography. 5-8)

NEW SCHOOL NIGHTMARE
Nowak, Carolyn
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (160 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Sep. 25, 2019
978-0-316-48023-9 
Series: Buffy the Vampire Slayer 

Iconic vamp-stamper Buffy gets a 
middle school makeover.

Reimagined as a preteen middle 
schooler, Buffy Summers and her newly 

divorced mother move from sunny California to cold and dreary 
Cleveland. Her new school, she quickly learns, is quite unusual. 
In this Buffy-verse, Cleveland is located on a Heckmouth (a tem-
pered nod to the original Hellmouth) and is plagued with thirsty 
but not-too-bright vampires. School librarian Miss Sparks stuns 
Buffy when she divulges that she is a Watcher and that Buffy 
is a Slayer. Aided by new BFFs Alvaro and Sarafina, Buffy sets 
out to fight the mysterious and powerful Primum Dominum 
vampire before he makes snacks out of her classmates during 
a solar eclipse. With a light touch and a fast pace, this mix of 
fizzy journal entries, playful comics panels, and OMG–laden 
text messages is sure to please fans of both epistolary novels and 
vampire fare. Although Buffy stakes many vampires, the vio-
lence is nearly nonexistent, as the undead benignly evaporate 
into clouds of bats. Buffy’s problems are solidly of the middle-
class suburban ilk: mean girls with designer handbags, oodles of 
preteen angst, and predictable classroom and cafeteria mishaps. 
With its illustrations rendered in grayscale, Buffy appears to be 
white, and her two best friends present with darker-toned skin, 
although their races are not overtly specified. 

This breezy re-envisioning will prime the younger set 
for the real thing. (Graphic fantasy. 8-12)

So enthralling are these landscape scenes 
that they feel positively cinematic.

little smokey
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ANYA AND THE DRAGON
Pasternack, Sofiya
Versify/HMH (416 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-358-00607-7  

A Jewish girl meets dragons in a fan-
tastical version of Kievan Rus’, where 
magic has been illegal for 10 years.

Anya’s the only Jewish child in Zmey-
reka. In the mostly Christian 10th-cen-
tury village, Anya’s family stands out: Her 

father’s father remains pagan, while her mother’s people are 
refugee Khazars and Mountain Jews. But unbeknownst to Anya, 
her village is not like the rest of Kievan Rus’. Magical creatures 
are nearly extinct everywhere else but common in Zmeyreka. 
The tsar’s sent a “fool family”—users of fool magic, authorized 
to use magic despite the ban—to capture the last dragon in 
the land. The youngest fool is Anya’s age (he’s named Ivan, just 
like his seven older brothers), and the two become fast friends. 
But can Anya really bring herself to help Ivan kill a dragon that 
hasn’t harmed anyone? Zmeyreka’s magical creatures are both 
helpful and frightening; there are dragons, leshiye, vodyaniye, 
and even a Jewish domovoi with a little kippah. Ivan, unlike his 
pale father and brothers, is dark-skinned like his mother, a prin-
cess from “far to the east.” Though historical accuracy isn’t per-
fect (Anya anticipates her bat mitzvah, for instance, and reads 
Hebrew), it is a fantasy, and anachronisms don’t detract from 
the adventures of truly likable characters in this original setting. 

This delightful series opener is an exciting blend of 
Russian and Jewish traditions. (Fantasy. 10-12)

NUTS!
Peacock, Louise
Illus. by Ismail, Yasmeen
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5362-0824-5  

A cluster of fallen nuts is the setting 
for an exploration of one of life’s most difficult concepts: not 
mine? 

A fuzzy, red squirrel in blue overalls pushing a wheelbarrow 
is first on the scene, delighted to claim “my” nuts. This assump-
tion is soon challenged by a compatriot in a yellow dress with a 
red wagon. Clinging to the same morsel as other creatures take 
sides (“His nuts!” “Her nuts!”), the duo faces off across the gut-
ter while a rabbit tries to impose reason by division, suggesting 

“Your nuts… / and your nuts.” This leads to full-blown tantrums 
and a cooling-off period while the rodents sit, miffed, in their 
respective patches of grass. The action all takes place in the 
foreground. Vibrant, mixed-media animals and hints of land-
scaping are easy to follow against cream-colored pages. There 
are ladybugs and bees to count, a snail’s progress to track, and 
a minimal text in a large font; these elements, combined with 
the theme, make this a title that will serve young children well, 

visually and conceptually. Finally, the squirrel in blue thinks 
of a different pronoun: “Our nuts?” Peace is restored, and the 
departing characters summarize the solution: “Their nuts!” By 
the time the duo discovers apples, it seems they have assimi-
lated their new vocabulary.

This memorable story will help toddlers (and caregiv-
ers) connect behavior to the language of sharing. (Picture 
book. 2-4)

THE DISTANCE BETWEEN ME 
AND THE CHERRY TREE
Peretti, Paola
Illus. by Rabei, Carolina
Trans. by Muir, Denise
Atheneum (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5344-3962-7  

As she struggles with vision loss, 
Mafalda takes stock of her gains in this 
Italian import and debut.

Without her glasses, fifth grader Mafalda sees the world as 
a mist, a complication of her Stargardt disease, a rare form of 
macular degeneration. Because the mist will eventually turn 
into darkness, she keeps a list of “Things I care a lot about (but 
I won’t be able to do anymore).” In lyrical prose ably translated 
by Muir, Peretti, who also has Stargardt disease, takes readers 
through Mafalda’s school year as the preteen tracks the pro-
gression of her disease by crossing off the activities she can no 
longer perform and the decreasing number of steps it takes to 
reach the schoolyard cherry tree from when she can first see it. 
Many chapters end with a pleading to Cosimo, the protagonist 
of Italo Calvino’s The Baron in the Trees, for help. Young readers 
unfamiliar with this work will still understand Mafalda’s prayer-
like requests to this spirited boy who chose to live among the 
trees and her own decision to live in the cherry tree. The sor-
row of imminent darkness is tempered, however, by the girl’s 
friendships with the school custodian, a Romanian immigrant, 
and schoolmate Filippo, who lives with his single mother. Both 
experience their own losses and help Mafalda realize that life 
goes on with unexpected joys. A minor character is Indian; oth-
ers are assumed to be white Europeans. 

A quiet, philosophical story for thoughtful readers. 
(Fiction. 8-12)

There are dragons, leshiye, vodyaniye, and even 
a Jewish domovoi with a little kippah.

anya and the dragon
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HOW BIG IS OUR BABY?
Prasadam-Halls, Smriti
Illus. by Teckentrup, Britta
Kane/Miller (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-61067-953-4  

A month-to-month guide for expect-
ant older siblings.

The opening text offers “Congratulations!” to soon-to-be 
big brothers and sisters, assuring the racially diverse group of 
children depicted, “You’re going to be a very important part 
of their life.” While this last pronoun is gender-inclusive with 
regard to a new baby on the way, the text as a whole reinforces 
a strict gender binary in its address of brothers and sisters 
and in contemplating whether the baby will be a boy or a girl. 
Heteronormativity is also apparent in repeated references to 
a mom with illustrations that appear to depict only mom and 
dad couples. (A more inclusive, comparable title would be Cory 
Silverberg and Fiona Smyth’s What Makes a Baby, 2013). Along-
side these concerns, however, is accessible content regarding 
gestation that will answer many young children’s questions 
about pregnancy, fetal development, and birth. Included in the 
cartoon-style art, for example, are depictions of various foods 
and other objects that approximate the average size of a devel-
oping baby in the womb, ranging from “a speck of sand at the 
seaside” for Month 1 to a watermelon at Month 9. Additional 
information about fetal activity and characteristics is included 
on each spread, too, and there’s careful attention to respect for 
pregnant and postpartum parents’ need for rest and support.

Informative—though not expansive—in its vision for 
explaining gestation to children. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE SECRET LIFE OF THE 
SKUNK
Pringle, Laurence
Illus. by Garchinsky, Kate
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-62979-877-6  

Maligned and malodorous…but oh, so interesting.
Skunks may not be everyone’s favorites, but they are fas-

cinating. They live cozily in dark burrows deep underground. 
Kits, born while the weather is still cold, are fed and well pro-
tected by their mothers; as summer approaches, the youngsters 
emerge outside with “Mom” under cover of darkness and begin 
to forage independently. With fall’s arrival, they prepare for 
winter dormancy. As for those noxious aromas that make for 
skunks’ off-putting reputation? Before relying on their ultimate 
weapon, skunks actually give predators and other mischief-
makers a variety of advance warnings. Readers may be surprised 
to learn that the unwelcome sprays of smelly musk are given off 
only when other warnings go unheeded; afterward, unfortunate 
would-be attackers have learned not to target this prey again. 
The smoothly written, gentle narrative explores the life of a 

family from birth in early spring to the kits’ independence in 
late fall. Unfamiliar vocabulary is italicized; definitions appear 
in a glossary. The endearing digital illustrations, embellished in 
aqua crayon, have the chalky appearance of oil pastels, which 
highlights the skunks’ furriness. The primarily dark back-
grounds, softened with some bright touches, effectively cast the 
skunks’ black-and-white coats into sharp relief, the deep shades 
also reinforcing the striped creatures’ nocturnal existence.

Sweet—really: Animal lovers will find much to appreci-
ate here, and report writers are well served. (author’s note, 
glossary, bibliography) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

YOU ARE MY FRIEND
The Story of Mister Rogers 
and His Neighborhood
Reid, Aimee
Illus. by Phelan, Matt
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4197-3617-9  

Using straightforward words and a 
deliberate pace that emulate the tone of Fred Rogers himself, 
Reid chronicles the story of this extraordinary childhood icon.

“You are important. You are valuable. You are enough—just 
as you are.” Freddie, as he was known as a child, spent quite a bit 
of time inside due to illness. Lonely, he turned to his puppets for 
comfort and entertainment, foreshadowing Daniel Tiger, Hen-
rietta Pussycat, and other well-known characters who would 
later appear in Make-Believe. Fred’s grandfather McFeely 
taught him to believe in himself, to trust that he was special. 
Fred learned how to handle difficult emotions by playing piano 
music that evoked how he felt in the moment. His mother 
played an important part, too, encouraging him to look for help-
ers around him. So many of these early strategies and philoso-
phies would later form the ethos of the Emmy Award–winning 
Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, which ran for 895 episodes on PBS. 
Phelan’s watercolor illustrations perfectly capture, through 
vivid colors, the rainbow of emotions that Freddie experienced. 
Phelan also employs both classic vignettes and graphic-novel 
elements, offering a unique portrayal of this remarkable indi-
vidual. In one later image, he surrounds the sweater-clad white 
man with diverse children, including one who uses a wheelchair. 
Poignant notes from the author and illustrator explain the pur-
pose, vision, and heart behind this book.

A simply written, thoughtful tribute worthy of the 
incomparable Mister Rogers. (Picture book/biography. 5-8)
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UNDER OUR CLOTHES
Our First Talk About Our 
Bodies
Roberts, Jillian
Illus. by Heinrichs, Jane
Orca (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-4598-2097-5  

This Q-and-A–style informational picture book explores 
the topics of privacy, consent, and self-esteem.

No matter their size, shape, or age, everyone holds their 
own feelings and values about their bodies. Although everyone 
has a body and every body is different, some people feel com-
fortable showing more parts of their bodies while others seek 
privacy. As a person’s body develops, their attitude, self-image, 
and needs may change. In her latest in the World Around Us 
series, Roberts (On Our Street: Our First Talk About Poverty, 2018, 
etc.) addresses introductory questions about modesty, chang-
ing rooms, setting boundaries, consent, body safety, developing 
self-esteem, and helping friends feel confident. Photographs 
and ink-and-watercolor illustrations of diverse, active young 
people accompany the conversational text. In the discussion 
about sex-segregated changing rooms and bathrooms, Roberts 
expresses the importance of gender-neutral restrooms for cre-
ating a safe space. However, this sidebar is the only mention of 
transgender people in the book, and cis-centrism can be felt 
throughout. Roberts’ language describing breastfeeding limits 
the activity to women, ignoring the fact that trans men and 
nonbinary people can and do give birth and nurse. Additionally, 
the section on puberty includes binary language about “boys’ 
bodies” and “girls’ bodies” that perpetuates the notion that 
hormones determine the kind of body a person has. For those 
feeling insecure, Roberts presents a perfunctory solution: “start 
by accepting yourself and loving yourself just the way you are.” 

The message professes that all bodies are beautiful, 
but the text fails at including all bodies. (author’s note, 
resources) (Informational picture book. 7-12)

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

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

Legendary baseball player Jackie 
Robinson—most famously known for breaking baseball’s racial 
barrier when he played with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947—
gave this nuanced benediction to his only daughter, 13-year-
old Sharon, as the family heard the disheartening news of the 
bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, 

Alabama. What the memoirist also beautifully and accessibly 
conveys is how her parents succeeded—and, by their admission, 
sometimes failed—in rooting her and her two brothers, 10-year-
old David and 16-year-old Jackie Jr., in the realities of pater 
Robinson’s renown, Connecticut’s 1960s-style racial microag-
gressions, and the seismic social and political shifts augured by 
the emerging civil rights movement. Thanks to the author’s deft 
and down-to-earth style, readers understand how the personal 
and political converge: When her brother runs away from home 
in order to get away from his father’s shadow, she muses on the 
social pressures of a school dance in the midst of midcentury 
U.S. racism; it is at a jazz fundraiser her parents coordinate for 
the Southern Christian Leadership conference that she finally 
meets Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

A lovingly honest memoir of a racial—and social activ-
ist—past that really hasn’t passed. (Memoir. 8-14)

BILLIE JEAN!
How Tennis Star Billie 
Jean King Changed 
Women’s Sports
Rockliff, Mara
Illus. by Baddeley, Elizabeth
Putnam (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-525-51779-5  

Billie Jean King’s positive energy and dedication to her end-
less battle for the simple idea of equality are captured in this 
profile of the tennis legend.

Rockliff opens by showing those childhood moments when 
King refused to accept “no” as an answer. The unjust policies 
King encountered throughout her tennis career are shown along-
side her hard work and dedication to her sport. The storyline 
depicts success and struggle in a constant battle, exemplified 
by her first Wimbledon victory and the sexist press conference 
that followed it. Through it all, King’s actions remained posi-
tive and personal, as she used her charisma to move the equal-
ity needle forward. The repeated imprecation “Peanut butter!” 
allows a charming glimpse of the iceberg of frustration she must 
have felt while still playing harder than anyone else. Baddeley’s 
illustrations capture the tennis action well, but the story is the 
real attraction. The pacing expertly shows King capturing the 
hearts and minds of tennis fans by winning the major titles in 
1972 only to have to prove herself again in the Battle of the 
Sexes against Bobby Riggs. The account ends with her victory 
in that seminal match; the author’s note reveals plenty more to 
this legend’s story, including her lesbian identity.

A must-read for young equal rights warriors. Your 
advantage. (Picture book/biography. 4-8)
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THE KNIGHT WHO SAID “NO!”
Rowland, Lucy
Illus. by Hindley, Kate
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5362-0813-9  

Little knight Ned might be the most 
helpful child in the kingdom. 

When asked to help, Ned, the vil-
lage’s only kid, always answers, “YES!” He also obediently scur-
ries inside every night when the dragon comes and the grown-up 
knights tell people to take shelter. But one evening Ned thinks 
he hears the dragon sigh as everyone hides. Could the dragon 
be as lonely as he is? The next day, Ned feels “strange: all mad 
inside / and hot from top to toe,” and he begins to answer “NO!” 
Whether it’s a request for milk from his mother or assistance 
with his weaponry from his father, the answer is the same: “NO!” 
That night, when the dragon comes, Ned does not obey the 
knights but stays outside instead to beard the dragon, who is in 
fact lonely, triggering Ned’s resounding “YES!” to a new friend-
ship. Children will relate to Ned’s many emotions, and his “yes” 
and “no” responses in this rhyming story are predictable, allow-
ing them to chime in during read-alouds. Wonderfully detailed 
village scenes with strong primary colors and geometric designs 
inspire shape recognition. Dominating her scenes, the fiery-red 
dragon’s posture and often goofy facial expressions soften as she 
creates a new life with her friend. Ned, his family, and most of 
the townspeople present white, but the butcher appears to be 
a man of color.

This emotionally astute tale will strike chords of recog-
nition. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE GOOD THIEVES
Rundell, Katherine
Illus. by Santoso, Charles
Simon & Schuster (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4814-1948-2  

A Prohibition-era child enlists a 
gifted pickpocket and a pair of budding 
circus performers in a clever ruse to save 
her ancestral home from being stolen by 
developers.

Rundell sets her iron-jawed protagonist on a seemingly 
impossible quest: to break into the ramshackle Hudson River 
castle from which her grieving grandfather has been abruptly 
evicted by unscrupulous con man Victor Sorrotore and recover 
a fabulously valuable hidden emerald. Laying out an elaborate 
scheme in a notebook that itself turns out to be an integral part 
of the ensuing caper, Vita, only slowed by a bout with polio years 
before, enlists a team of helpers. Silk, a light-fingered orphan, 
aspiring aerialist Samuel Kawadza, and Arkady, a Russian lad 
with a remarkable affinity for and with animals, all join her in 
a series of expeditions, mostly nocturnal, through and under 

Manhattan. The city never comes to life the way the human 
characters do (Vita, for instance, “had six kinds of smile, and 
five of them were real”) but often does have a tangible presence, 
and notwithstanding Vita’s encounter with a (rather anachro-
nistically styled) “Latina” librarian, period attitudes toward race 
and class are convincingly drawn. Vita, Silk, and Arkady all pres-
ent white; Samuel, a Shona immigrant from Southern Rhode-
sia, is the only primary character of color. Santoso’s vignettes 
of, mostly, animals and small items add occasional visual grace 
notes. 

Narrow squeaks aplenty combine with bursts of lyrical 
prose for a satisfying adventure. (Historical fiction. 11-13)

ONE RED SOCK
Sattler, Jennifer
Illus. by the author
Sleeping Bear Press (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-53411-026-7  

A purple hippo in a polka-dot room 
learns that there’s more to personal style than matchy-matchy. 

It’s a lesson worth the learning. In rhymes that set up each 
color for younger audiences to predict before the page turn, the 
portly protagonist rummages through her dresser, pairing her 
one red sock with…a blue one, then a green one, then a succes-
sion of other mismatches—none quite right—until she’s left 
with only one last option…polka dots. “ ‘Well, it’s not perfect. / 
And it’s definitely not red. // But at least it matches / my room!’ 
she said.” Young readers will survey the frustrated hippo’s 
increasingly cluttered digs with glee…and likely be unsurprised 
to discover (once she’s tottered off with a slipper on one foot 
and a spike heel on the other) that fugitive red sock crammed 
into a chair cushion. Mismatched socks pair up to demonstrate 
a broader point in C.K. Smouha and Eleonora Marton’s Sock 
Story (2019), but the suggestion here that “try, try again” with 
apparel choices (or anything else, for that matter) can lead to 
success, or at least some pleasant surprises, may inspire budding 
fashionistas to think outside the dresser drawer.

A cheery invitation to sock synergy when same-old, 
same-old palls. (afterword) (Picture book. 5-7)

DID YOU BURP? 
How To Ask Questions 
(or Not!)
Sayre, April Pulley
Illus. by Hernandez, Leeza
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-58089-737-2  

What are questions, and what are they good for?
On a beach, in a garden, visiting a museum, sitting in class 

with the president of the United States (a woman of color, as 
it happens), and elsewhere, a racially diverse and compulsively 

Younger audiences, hard-wired to start asking 
questions from an early age, at last have a toolbox 

for formulating more and better ones.
did you burp?
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inquisitive group of children demonstrate the ins and outs of 
productive questioning: “Are you the new teacher?” “Is this a 
veggie burger?” “Do you know if walruses have ears?” “Where 
do you park Air Force One?” Sayre describes how speakers 
use words such as “who” or “where” plus intonation to formu-
late questions in English (with a brief excursion into Spanish: 

“Where is the gerbil?” “¿Dónde está el jerbo?”). In explaining 
that questions can express curiosity or care for others as well as 
simply act as requests for information, she also points out situ-
ational subtleties: “Did you burp, Madam President?” can be 
discomfiting in some contexts, for instance, but appropriate in, 
say, the course of a medical exam. She also suggests that “How” 
questions can “ask in a gentle way about feelings, tender topics, 
and complicated subjects,” and that it’s OK to make mistakes 
in the course of learning what works and when. Younger audi-
ences, hard-wired to start asking questions from an early age, at 
last have a toolbox for formulating more and better ones. “So be 
brave,” the author concludes. “Be bold. Ask questions!” 

Funny, thoughtful, and rewarding to read, no question. 
(Informational picture book. 6-9)

TUNNEL OF BONES
Schwab, Victoria
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-11104-0 
Series: City of Ghosts, 2 

The sequel to City of Ghosts (2018) 
takes Cassidy Blake to Paris.

Cass and her parents travel from 
Edinburgh, a city of shadows, to the 
City of Light for the next episode of the 

paranormal TV show The Inspecters. First stop: Paris’ catacombs, 
where, five stories underground, the remains of more than 6 
million people lie beneath the feet of the city’s 2 million living 
inhabitants. Here, in this tunnel of bones, the golden, glittering 
light of the metropolis above yields to an eerie dimness. Both 
Cass, who is a beacon for the dead, and her spectral best friend, 
Jacob, who continues acting as the voice of caution, immedi-
ately feel its psychic negativity. When Cass mistakenly frees a 
poltergeist from the catacombs, she and Jacob must race against 
the clock to stop it before it wreaks irrevocable havoc on all of 
Paris. From the the Tuileries to the Père Lachaise cemetery to 
the Paris Opera House, sense of place is tangible. Vivid descrip-
tions of the catacombs highlight the morbidly fascinating 
nature of one of the world’s creepiest locations. Knowledge of 
the previous book isn’t strictly necessary, but readers will want 
to delve into Cass’ first adventure before embarking on this one. 
The open ending will leave readers wondering where Cassidy’s 
paranormal adventures will take her next. Assume whiteness 
except for Cassidy’s Scottish Indian friend, Lara Chowdhury, 
who offers guidance via text and video.

Another spine-tinglingly satisfying trek into the world 
of the dead. (Paranormal adventure. 8-13)

ALMA AND THE BEAST
Shapiro, Esmé
Illus. by the author
Tundra (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7352-6396-3  

A beast-girl and a girl-beast become 
friends in a hairy landscape.

“Alma’s day began like any other.” The 
big-eyed galumph covered in flowing gray fur picks “one butter 
breakfast tulip” and tends to her trees that are in need of braid-
ing, the grass that needs combing, and the roof that needs a pat. 
Alma is sitting in her garden, a white “plumpooshkie butterfly” 
perched on her head, when a “little beast” comes to disturb 
her. Readers will quickly realize that the “beast” is a child like 
themselves, a very prim white girl in a yellow dress, but “Alma 
was frightened. She had never seen a hairless, button-nose beast 
before!” The girl, Mala, shouts that she is “TERRIBLY, TRE-
MENDOUSLY, STUPENDOUSLY LOST,” and after some hes-
itation, Alma decides to help. The two become friends (Alma 
confused about the hairlessness of the girl’s environment), and 

“Mala’s day ended like any other.” Busy, lush paintings illustrate 
the strangeness of Alma’s thoroughly furred world, contrasting 
with the slightly long but well-paced and neatly structured story. 
While the overarching conceit—getting children to question 
their definition of “beast”—is clever, the meat of the story is 
somewhat lacking; tepid prose and weak characterization mean 
that most of the story is carried by the rich illustrations and the 
assumptions about beasts and not-beasts.

A solid but ultimately unexciting entry in the who’s-
the-beast genre. (Picture book. 4-7)

JEROME THE STONE
Shaw, Dorothy
Illus. by the author
Doodle and Peck Publishing (34 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-1-73277-132-1  

A stone who dreams of flight gets his wish.
An anthropomorphized stone who sports a jaunty acorn-

cap hat observes the world around him and wishes he could see 
and do the things others do. But unlike the insects all around 
him—the hopping grasshoppers, the marching ants, the buzz-
ing bees—Jerome knows he cannot even move on his own. (In a 
funny sequence of vignettes, he exerts great effort, but only his 
facial features move.) But then, “Without any warning, Jerome 
was soaring through the air,” kicked by a boy who then stows 
the rock in his pocket. Readers—and Jerome—quickly learn 
the boy’s intent, as he places Jerome just so, pulls back, and lets 
fly with a slingshot. Jerome’s flight is marvelous, though impos-
sible with regard to the rules of physics; he ends up in space 
before coming back to Earth to hit a bullseye (hat still on) and 
wonder what tomorrow will bring. The simplistic cartoon illus-
trations don’t seem tailored for the same audience as the wordy, 

Vivid descriptions of Paris’ catacombs highlight the morbidly 
fascinating nature of one of the world’s creepiest locations.

tunnel of bones
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pedestrian text. Moreover, as a character, Jerome is literally 
inert; his only arc is his flight, and readers will wonder what the 
overall point is. The perspective changes and Jerome’s expres-
sive face really put readers in his shoes, uhmmm, hat, though. 

With no takeaway lesson and little to hold readers’ 
interest, this is one stone to skip. (Picture book. 3-7)

EVERYONE COUNTS
Sierra, Judy
Illus. by Brown, Marc
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-64620-4
978-0-525-64621-1 PLB  

Zoo animals of every size work 
together to turn an abandoned mall into 
a new zoo. 

Takoda the anthropomorphic tiger cub thinks the old build-
ing and grounds would make a wonderful zoo. (It’s entirely 
unclear why a new one’s warranted, as these animals seem to be 
self-governing, with no humans in sight.) His fellow animals are 
up to the challenge, and readers will be too as they count the 
animals on each page: “Two rough, tough rhinos” with bulldoz-
ers, three lemurs with paint rollers, four oryx cutting windows, 
etc. But the rhinos spurn the insects when they offer their help: 

“ ‘You bugs are too small.’ / ‘You’re pests. You’re annoying. / You 
don’t count at all.’ ” Before long the amusement park–like zoo 
is complete, but a new problem arises: Those rhinos won’t share 
the water slide. “Then silently, stealthily, down from the sky…” 
it’s bugs to the rescue, proving to even the rhinos that every-
one counts. The final spread is a riot of fun as the animals enjoy 
the slide, and those with good eyes and some patience will be 
able to spy the insects. Don’t miss the jokes on the endpapers 
(adults will surely hear them multiple times). Sierra’s rollicking 
rhymes are fun to read aloud and listen to, and Brown’s gouache 
and pencil illustrations give children lots of details to pore over, 
but it doesn’t do for counting what the team’s Wild About Books 
(2004) did for reading.

This rhythmic, imaginative romp practically reads 
itself aloud. (Picture book. 3-8)

RIVERS AND STREAMS
Sill, Cathryn
Illus. by Sill, John
Peachtree (48 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-091-4 
Series: About Habitats 

In this extremely elementary introduction to Earth’s sources 
of fresh water, a simple sentence on each verso is matched by 
full-page watercolor art on the recto.

The watercolors are quietly exquisite, using pale washes 
for the land and water plus some intricately detailed flora and 

fauna. Most full-page illustrations, here called plates, include 
one animal, sometimes producing a bright spot of color. Each 
sentence is set in large, black print against a stark white back-
ground, making it nonthreatening to young readers. The bot-
tom of each page of text offers a plate number for the art along 
with either a simple description—such as “dry stream bed”—or 
the name of the art’s specific location, such as “Rio Grande.” 
The name of any illustrated animal is also included. In most 
plates, it’s easy to identify the named animal, but one busy illus-
tration presents seven with no labels, which may require that 
caregivers do a bit of research. It’s sequenced carefully, begin-
ning with simple explanations of rivers and streams and mov-
ing on to such concepts as waterfalls, droughts, floods, erosion, 
and pollution. After a brief conclusion about the necessity of 
protecting rivers and streams, there follows an afterword with 
more complicated—but still appropriately simple—informa-
tion about each plate, widening the age range from preschool 
into the early primaries.

This powerful conservation message is both accessible 
and lovely. (glossary, bibliography) (Informational picture book. 
3-6)

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

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

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

A beautifully rendered tale of loss, love, grief, and gen-
tle healing. (author’s note) (Picture book. 6-8)
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THE MAGIC MIRROR
Staniszewski, Anna
Illus. by Pamintuan, Macky
Branches/Scholastic (96 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  $24.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-34971-9
978-1-338-34973-3 PLB 
Series: Once Upon a Fairy Tale, 1 

In this series opener, two children 
must solve a mystery to fix the magic 
mirror that makes winter possible.

A sweltering heat wave has descended upon the Enchanted 
Kingdom. When Kara visits her best friend, royal messen-
ger Zed, she can’t resist checking out a message rejected by 
its royal recipient and marked “Return to Sender.” Princess 
Aspen needs help fixing her magic mirror in order to enable 
her ice magic to bring winter. After receiving permission from 
Zed’s gram, the proactive duo—plus a crow named Rooster—
head off to try to help. They receive a frosty reception from 
the practically melting princess, who explains the mirror shat-
tered; upon reassembly, it was missing a piece. She believes the 
culprit to be the sun princess, her sister, Sola. The heroes visit 
Sola, finding her friendly but exhausted, ready for summer 
to be over. While Sola knows nothing about the mirror mis-
hap, the visit reveals the amusing true cause of the princesses’ 
feud—jealously over a shared monkey gifted by their parents. 
Both the monkey and the crow come into play in the satisfying 
resolution of the mirror mystery and in making peace between 
the princesses. The conflict is very gentle, posing no barrier to 
readers’ ability to grapple with the mystery, and the illustra-
tions, plentiful. Aside from dark-skinned Zed and Gram, all 
characters in seen art are pale.

A good-hearted good choice for budding fantasy fans. 
(Fantasy. 5-8)

ARITHMECHICKS ADD UP
A Math Story
Stephens, Ann Marie
Illus. by Liu, Jia
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-62979-807-3  

Ten exuberant chicks head to the park for playtime and a 
self-guided math lesson.

The chicks, who sport feathers in various shades of yel-
low, brown, and black, have brought a notepad and are “ready 
to add!” They observe and calculate different chick configura-
tions within each game or on a piece of playground equipment. 
Throughout, “a lonely mouse watches,” mimicking their play 
from afar. Ten stacked chicks are ultimately not tall enough to 
reach a basketball lodged in the hoop; but 10 chicks “plus 1 help-
ful mouse” are! The sums do not appear in order (4, 5 ,6, etc.), 
and this lack of pattern discourages guessing. They do appear 
on the same spreads as the setup: On the left, “2 chicks far plus 

/ 2 chicks near equals…” appears within eyesight of “4 chicks 
playing tag” on the right. This design aspect suits the book to 
younger readers who are still being introduced to basic arith-
metic functions and are not quite ready for independent work. 
On each calculation page, a chick uses the notepad to visualize 
one of many addition methods. Backmatter gives further expla-
nations on these tools, describing a standard equation, tally 
marks, number lines, a number bond, and fingers “(or feathers),” 
among others. Hand-done textures on the digital illustrations 
appear delightfully scratched, as if by chicken feet, and playful, 
emphasizing the lighthearted tone of the lesson.

Practical application mixes with play, adding up to 
enjoyable learning. (Picture book. 4-7)

GHOST’S JOURNEY
A Refugee Story
Stevenson, Robin
Rebel Mountain Press (40 pp.)
$17.99  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-1-77530-194-3  

The immigration story of Eka and 
Rainer, a gay Indonesian couple, centers on their cat, Ghost.

Ghost the white cat lives a seemingly idyllic life with her 
two dads on the island of Java. But because Eka and Rainer 

“love each other,” they are persecuted by law enforcement and 
must constantly move in order to stay safe, sometimes fleeing 
suddenly from immediate danger, much to Ghost’s distress. Her 
feelings of vulnerability will be easy for children to understand 
and sympathize with. The couple applies to immigrate to Can-
ada, and after months of waiting, the three fly to a new home 
and new life. Stevenson tells the real-life story of Eka Nasution 
and Rainer Oktovianus with simplicity and clarity for younger 
audiences, and the author’s note gives extended detail on the 
couple’s immigration, their application for refugee status on 
the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity persecution, 
and the Canadian organizations that aided this process. Photo-
shopped illustrations of Oktovianus’ photographs showcase the 
family, their journey, and their adjustment to their new environ-
ment. Both the primary text and the author’s note are written 
in accessible language, and centering Ghost creates appeal for 
young readers, who can easily identify with her family’s longing 
to live their true lives.

This introduction to LGBTQ human rights for young 
children is a gentle and effective one. (Picture book. 4-8)
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CODE THIS!
Puzzles, Games, Challenges, 
and Computer Coding 
Concepts for the Problem 
Solver in You
Szymanski, Jennifer
National Geographic Kids (160 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Aug. 26, 2019
978-1-4263-3443-6  

A puzzle-based introduction to computer-programming 
concepts.

This computer coding book immediately sets itself apart 
by not using computers at all. Instead, readers write codes 
and complete puzzles by pencil and paper, play games in real 
life, and even do some arts and crafts. The four chapters follow 
Cody the robot, who helps the Nat Geo Explorers in their field 
missions—the readers are asked to program Cody to achieve 
the objectives of each chapter. Each chapter explores a set of 
concepts (such as algorithms, debugging, users and events, and 
conditionals) through varying activities. Some use classic chal-
lenges such as the traveling salesman problem; some encourage 
building physical items, for example making a cipher wheel for 
coded messages; and some are even games to be played with 
friends. The writing is crisp and clear throughout, and the text 
is laid out in easily digestible chunks that are broken up by 
frequent illustrations. Some images depict the various activi-
ties, some accompany relevant historical anecdotes, some are 
photographs of racially and gender diverse children, and many 
are beautiful nature pictures fitting the theme of each chapter’s 
challenge. Extensive backmatter includes solutions to the puz-
zles, additional exercises (including making slime), resources on 
coding computers directly, a glossary, and an index.

Appealingly, this positive, highly accessible coding 
guide needs no computers. (Nonfiction. 8-14)

FALL IN THE COUNTRY
Tarsky, Sue
Illus. by Lordon, Claire
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-7729-5 
Series: Taking a Walk 

An unnamed narrator tells readers 
what they saw on their walk in the coun-

try in the fall.
The cumulative text gets longer and longer with each page 

turn, adding another number and something else to count in 
Lordon’s brightly colored scenes. “I went for a walk in the coun-
try today. / I saw sparkling leaves that went crunch, / one huge 
yellow harvest moon, / two galloping horses, and three little red 
foxes. / The foxes howled at me!” The tiny images—each roughly 
fingertip-size save the horses—are adorable, and they present 
just the right level of challenge for young children starting to 
enjoy look-and-find books (this is no Where’s Waldo). Those 

reading with young ones can also suggest additional items in 
the pictures to count. While the text spells out the numbers, 
the final page, made to look like a graph with the items lined 
up in horizontal rows, uses numerals. Winter in the City, publish-
ing simultaneously, follows the same pattern, offering readers 
scenes filled with city buildings, traffic, and bundled-up pedes-
trians and asking them to count pigeons, awnings, dogs, and 
firetrucks, among other things. Both books neatly round out 
the seasonal collection that began with Spring in the Woods (2019) 
and Summer at the Seashore (2019).

Those just graduating from board books are the ideal 
audience for this seek-and-find–and-count series. (Picture 
book. 3-6) (Winter in the City: 978-0-8075-7728-8)

RIDING A DONKEY 
BACKWARDS
Wise and Foolish Tales of 
Mulla Nasruddin
Taylor, Sean & Khayaal Theatre Company
Illus. by Adl, Shirin
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-5362-0507-7  

Mulla Nasruddin is a foolish man who is also known to be 
very clever sometimes.

Taylor and the U.K.’s Khayaal Theatre invite readers to 
meet the Middle Eastern Muslim folk character Nasruddin, 
also revealing that he is known by other names and plays many 
roles. In these 21 short tales, he appears as a husband, a neigh-
bor, an imam, a young student, and more. One tale reveals an 
amusing, clever young Nasruddin falling asleep in class and fail-
ing to complete the assignment, a picture. When he shows his 
teacher a blank paper, he says, “I drew a donkey eating grass,” 
claiming the grass was eaten by the donkey and “There was no 
more grass….So the donkey left!” In another, Nasruddin climbs 
into the bed of a robber who broke into his house and stole his 
furniture: “I thought we were moving to your house,” he says 
blandly. Readers learn: why, when begging, Nasruddin takes a 
silver coin rather than a gold one and why, as an imam, he leaves 
the mosque without giving a sermon. In Adl’s illustrations, Nas-
ruddin has a long white cottony beard and wears a turban. Her 
use of electric-bright colors (orange, green, yellow, blue) exem-
plifies Nasruddin’s eccentricity, while photocollaged textures 
add further interest. A short glossary is included, but sources 
are not.

These tales, full of jokes and wisdom, demonstrate why 
the wise fool is a perennially appealing character. (Folktales. 
7-10)

These tales, full of jokes and wisdom, demonstrate why 
the wise fool is a perennially appealing character.

riding a donkey backwards
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MALAMANDER
Taylor, Thomas
Illus. by Booth, Tom
Walker US/Candlewick (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5362-0722-4  

Not your average coastal getaway, 
Eerie-on-Sea is brimming with secrets, 
including its own monster.

In the dismal offseason, young Her-
bie Lemon, the Grand Nautilus Hotel’s cautious (he’s heard the 
legends) Lost-and-Founder, is on the job, keeping warm, when 
Violet Parma, abandoned at the hotel as an infant 12 years ago, 
arrives, searching for her lost parents and fleeing pursuit. Fear-
less and determined, she recruits Herbie into her schemes. He 
knows she isn’t telling him her whole story—but then, he isn’t 
telling her (or readers) his, either. When a clue leads them to the 
Eerie Book Dispensary, a mechanical mermonkey steers Violet 
to a book about the malamander, an aquatic monster that lays a 
magical egg at Midwinter, then takes it back. Other egg seekers 
include a local author; the imperious hotel owner, whose grand-
father once possessed it; the ghostly Boat Hook Man; and Vio-
let’s parents. (Her father, the only character identified by race, 
is black; whether the white default that seems to apply to the 
rest of the book applies also to Violet is unclear.) While present-
tense narration frequently has a bland effect on fantasy, flatten-
ing time and the contours of history, here lively characters, droll 
humor, and steampunk-tinged worldbuilding counter the effect. 
The limited art available for review amplifies the spookiness. 
The deeply atmospheric setting is a standout. 

This creepy, quirky debut trilogy opener—think H.P. 
Lovecraft crossed with John Bellairs—is dank, misty fun. 
(Fantasy. 8-12)

MANHATTAN 
Mapping the Story of 
an Island
Thermes, Jennifer
Illus. by the author
Abrams (64 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4197-3655-1  

Beavers, oysters, and elm trees; the 
Lenape people, those who were enslaved, and those who immi-
grated; and subways, skyscrapers, and Superstorm Sandy fill the 
pages of a street-by-street chronicle of this incredible island.

Thermes opens with glaciers and moves on through the 
Mannahatta of the Lenape clans and the Manhattan of the 
Dutch and the English. Central to the formatting of both the 
book and New York City is the Plan of 1811 that established a 
grid pattern for the streets of the island north of Lower Man-
hattan. Central Park is developed, tenements are built to house 
poor immigrants, subways and bridges expand the island to 
neighboring locales, and tall buildings fill the horizon. Thermes 

does not shy from the violence of the city’s history, providing, 
for instance, an informative sidebar about Seneca Village, estab-
lished by free blacks and destroyed by eminent domain to build 
Central Park. The highlights of the book are the many sequen-
tial maps, drawn in watercolor, pencil, and ink. They include, in 
very legible hand-lettering, street names and references to sites 
mentioned in the text. Horses, dogs, and young children, both 
white and of color, stroll along. Other pages vary from full-page 
vistas of Central Park, fires, subways, and snowstorms to spot 
art featuring bridges, birds, and the harbor. 

The vibrant history that unfolds will hold children’s 
attention through repeated viewings. (afterword, timeline, 
select sources) (Informational picture book. 7-10)

SKULLS!
Thornburgh, Blair
Illus. by Campbell, Scott
Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-5344-1400-6  

A celebration of that thing everyone 
has to hold eyes, nose, and teeth in place.

Thornburgh urges readers to appreciate their skulls, which 
are not only “safe and snug, like a car seat for your brain,” but 
come with convenient holes for seeing, hearing, and chowing 
down on grilled-cheese sandwiches. Even without noses (which 
are “more of a cartilage thing”), skulls also give faces a good shape 
and, despite what some people think, really aren’t trying to be 
scary. Campbell’s cartoon illustrations feature racially diverse 
humans, animals, or crowds whose heads switch back and forth 
between smiling flesh and X-ray views with the turn of a page. 
Assurances notwithstanding, they tend to undermine that last 
claim—at least at first. Still, any initial startlement should soon 
give way to a willingness to echo the author’s “I love my skull!” 
A page of “Cool Skull Facts!” opposite a final, fairly anatomically 
correct image gives this good odds of becoming a STEM and 
storytime favorite. (Informational picture book. 5-7)

Readers who have never thought of it before will agree: 
“Take care of your skull, because you only get one.”

CLEVER LITTLE WITCH
Văn, Muon Thi
Illus. by Yum, Hyewon
McElderry (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-4814-8171-7  

With the help of a little magic, a 
young witch tries to make her annoying 
baby brother more tolerable.

Little Linh has all she needs to be “the cleverest little 
witch on Mãi Mãi Island”: a broomstick, a “book of powerful 
spells,” and a “rare and magical pet” (a glowing, winged mouse). 
What she does not need is a baby brother. Baby brothers sneak 

The highlights of the book are the many sequential
maps, drawn in watercolor, pencil, and ink.

manhattan
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disastrous rides on your trusty broomstick, eat your spell book, 
use your pets against you, and disturb your sleep. No one else 
seems to need or want Baby Phu either—not the troll under the 
bridge, not the fairy queen in the forest, and certainly not the 
werewolves at the Orphanage for Lost and Magical Creatures. 
Naturally, magic will solve the little witch’s brother problem. 
With her spell book partially eaten, Little Linh gamely casts 
spell after half-concocted spell with the intent to transform 
Baby Phu into a nice goldfish. The results, though, are not 
quite what she had hoped. Her guesswork to repair the spell 
goes “terribly, terribly wrong”—but it turns out that having a 
little brother might just prove to be a lucky thing. Yum’s illustra-
tions (acrylic gouache and color pencil) alternate perspectives 
and angles, energetically capturing the escalating sibling situa-
tion. Readers will recognize the looks of mischief, innocence, 
and determination on Little Linh’s and Baby Phu’s faces. Crea-
tures—familiar and fantastical alike—give clues to the impend-
ing magical misfires taking place on this Southeast Asian island. 

A charming take on sibling conflict. (Picture book. 4-6)

LANA LYNN HOWLS AT 
THE MOON
Van Slyke, Rebecca
Illus. by Sandu, Anca
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-050-1  

Lana Lynn is an odd sheep. 
Her friend Shawn suggests she nibble 

grass and nap, but Lana Lynn (say it fast) wants to stay up late 
and howl. In search of adventure one night, she finds a strange 
hairy blanket, illustrated in smudgy gray, with surprising fea-
tures: pointy ears, bushy tail, long nose, sharp teeth….Donning 
it, she enters the “wild woods” and encounters a pack of wolves 
who invite her to run with them. Lana Lynn enjoys herself! At 
their insistence, she joins the wolves for dinner but is dismayed 
to find a squirrel, a rabbit (both as cute as can be), and Shawn 
(with an apple in his mouth) on the menu. The digital, cartoon-
style art depicts Lana Lynn and Shawn against a hot-orange 
background staring at each other with desperately big, googly 
eyes. “I love sheep!” Lana Lynn exclaims as she grabs her friend 
and runs. Shawn and Lana Lynn are content to return to the 
meadow, where Lana Lynn now only feels an occasional need 
to howl like an “intrepid, new wolf.” This leaves the uncomfort-
able collision between fantasy and reality largely unresolved. 
Young critical thinkers concerned about the fate of the squirrel, 
the rabbit, and, potentially, other sheep victims may question 
Lana Lynn’s choices.

Books about daring protagonists who indulge their 
wild sides are numerous—this one can be skipped. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

A STONE SAT STILL
Wenzel, Brendan
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4521-7318-4  

As with Wenzel’s Caldecott Honor–winning They All Saw a 
Cat (2016), this picture book plays with perspective to examine 
characteristics of one object—a stone—as it is experienced by a 
multitude of creatures.

When a sea gull perches atop the stone to crack open 
a clam, it is “loud.” When a snake curls upon it to rest in the 
sun, it is “quiet.” But no matter what, the stone “was as it was / 
where it was in the world.” Wenzel’s mixed-media illustrations 
use a muted color palette well suited to this presentation of the 
natural world. Readers experience the stone’s sensory qualities 
through the text and its relationship with slightly anthropo-
morphized animals. In the dark, the stone is “a feel,” as curious-
looking raccoons know it through their paws, while it’s “a smell,” 
lit up in vibrant colors, to a hunting coyote, who sniffs the 
scents of the creatures who have previously passed. The book’s 
only misstep is the addition of three unnecessary spreads at 
the end that directly ask readers if they’ve “ever known such a 
place?” Coming as they do after text that reads, “and the stone 
was always,” these spreads cannot help but feel anticlimactic. 

A gentle celebration of sameness and change. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

CROCODILE, YOU’RE 
BEAUTIFUL!
Embracing Our Strengths 
and Ourselves
Westheimer, Ruth K. & Neusner, Dena
Illus. by Decker, Cynthia
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-68115-551-7  

A conversation starter about physical autonomy.
Famed sex therapist, educator, and Holocaust survivor 

Westheimer appears as an illustrated, unnamed narrator in this 
title aimed at helping children grapple with issues of consent, 
bodily autonomy, and confidence. The closing statement, “I’m 
in charge of my body! My body is just right for me!” encapsu-
lates the heart of the book, but various missteps undermine its 
important message. Apart from the backs of two people’s heads 
on the last page, Westheimer’s illustrated character is the only 
human to appear since text and cartoon art use anthropomor-
phized animals to enact the instructive scenarios; this seems 
like a missed opportunity to present diverse people asserting 
themselves and listening to others. Also unfortunate is the 
exclusivity the often humorous, heartfelt, and well-intentioned 
text inadvertently promotes with line such as “Each of us has 
eyes for seeing…hands for touching…arms for reaching,” and 

“jump up and down. Do some jumping jacks. Then stand tall and 



1 2 8   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

make muscles with your arms,” which ignore readers with myr-
iad disabilities. The misfortune of that erasure is highly ironic, 
considering the high incidence of abuse that disabled people 
experience, since this book attempts to empower children to 
speak up and seek help in scenarios where they feel vulnerable, 
violated, uncomfortable, or crowded. 

Potentially helpful but far too limited and exclusive in 
its scope. (Picture book. 4-7)

GARBAGE DOG
Wilkinson, Robbie
Illus. by Kalorkoti, Eleni
Little Gestalten (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Aug. 28, 2019
978-3-89955-832-6  

An abandoned street dog with a com-
passionate streak beats the odds.

Showing little apparent interest in 
either laying out a logically constructed 

storyline or keeping to a consistent metrical framework, 
Wilkinson relates in verse the title character’s adventures. This 
stray always has a few crumbs to share with the resident mice, 
but he is ejected from his alley by a larger dog and a cat. During 
his flight he does several good deeds for other creatures before 
he is rescued by loving hands (“He is put in a cage and feels a bit 
scared, / But the woman is kind and speaks like she cares”). This 
occurs just before an abrupt ending that dissolves into incoher-
ence: “Each Sunday at noon as food’s being grilled / Baked or 
boiled and all bellies filled, / Smells float from the kitchen and 
into his nose / His family call out, ‘It’s dinner time soon!’ ” Kal-
orkoti populates her modernist urban scenes with unlikely (or, 
perhaps, not) numbers of sinuously drawn dogs, cats, rats, mice, 
and even foxes amid noxious-looking puddles and scattered 
litter. Though she neglects to tackle a few challenges, such as 
showing exactly how the kindly canine carries a mouse trapped 
in a milk bottle in the middle of a busy street to safety, she does 
load the skinny, black, flop-eared terrier up with visual appeal…
and leaves him at the close lovingly opening the kitchen door to 
admit a horde of four-legged friends and erstwhile foes. With a 
lot of work this could be read as a broad “cast your bread upon 
the waters” sort of allegory, but more effective, and more tightly 
woven, appeals to sentiment about the plight of abandoned 
animals abound, such as Marc Simont’s The Stray Dog (2001) or 
Tony Johnston and Jonathan Nelson’s tender Hey Dog (2019).

Not garbage—but not exactly cordon bleu, either. 
(Picture book. 5-7)

IF YOU PLAYED HIDE-AND-
SEEK WITH A CHAMELEON
Wise, Bill
Illus. by Evans, Rebecca
Dawn Publications (32 pp.) 
$8.95 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-58469-651-3  

Even speedy, strong, flexible, and athletic kids are sure 
to walk away from this humbled by the talent in the animal 
kingdom.

Indeed, our animal friends can outsqueeze, outstare, out-
hide, and outjump us all. Think you’d beat a chameleon at hide-
and-seek? Think again. They have camouflage on their side, 
and they also have eyes that can swivel independently. Giraffes 
would win at basketball, anacondas at wrestling, kangaroos in 
the long jump, and elephants in weight lifting. An octopus’s 
flexibility would give it the advantage playing Twister, and who 
would even dream of playing tag with a porcupine? Backmatter 
includes a paragraph of further factual information about each 
featured animal as well as some easter eggs to spy in the illustra-
tions. A final spread offers some activities to challenge kids in 
each of the STEM areas; in engineering, children might invent 
something that would give them the advantage. Teachers will 
love the idea of having students create new pages for the book 
with their own animal-human match-ups. Evans’ watercolor 
illustrations are appropriately humorous, and pointedly, none 
of the kid contestants are poor sports; all appear to be trying 
their best and having fun. The five children are racially diverse; 
one wears glasses; all are slim. Pair with Etta Kaner and David 
Anderson’s And the Winner Is (2013) for further humbling truths.

Absolutely fascinating. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

I MISS MY GRANDPA 
Xiaojing, Jin
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-316-41787-7  

A grandmother tells a young child all 
the amazing pieces that were a part of 
the grandpa the child never met.

One by one, Grandma points out 
each element of Grandpa’s appearance in 

a living relative: youngest uncle Mason’s moonlike face, cousin 
Aiden’s listening ears, and on until she finally comes to the wavy 
hair the child she addresses inherited. Grandma assures the 
child that Grandpa can be found in their hearts: “He is still liv-
ing within us who love him.” Layers of media, including colored 
pencil, watercolor, oil pastel, and dip pen, are applied and then 
scratched away, creating bold, striking textures and patterns. 
The strong use of shapes, in both positive and negative space, 
draws readers’ eyes and creates a compelling visual throughline. 
For instance, tiny dots of light create constellations depicting 
how aunt Zai-zi can turn her voice into a duck or a lion or the 
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wind, just as Grandpa did. The appearances of the child and 
grandmother, both paper-white and outlined with a rainbow of 
swift, simple lines, are racially ambiguous, but the mixed Chi-
nese and Western names of relatives point to a multicultural 
family. Although her works have been published in China, this 
title marks New York City–based Xiaojing’s U.S. picture-book 
debut. The text appears in Mandarin translation (both charac-
ters and pinyin) on the rear endpapers.

A luminous celebration of what we share and inherit 
from our elders. (Picture book. 3-9)

MAYBE
Yamada, Kobi
Illus. by Barouch, Gabriella
Compendium (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-1-946873-75-0  

A young child explores the unlimited 
potential inherent in all humans.

“Have you ever wondered why you are 
here?” asks the second-person narration. 

There is no one like you. Maybe you’re here to make a differ-
ence with your uniqueness; maybe you will speak for those who 
can’t or use your gifts to shine a light into the darkness. The 
no-frills, unrhymed narrative encourages readers to follow their 
hearts and tap into their limitless potential to be anything and 
do anything. The precisely inked and colored artwork plays 
with perspective from the first double-page spread, in which 
the child contemplates a mountain (or maybe an iceberg) in 
their hands. Later, they stand on a ladder to place white spots 
on tall, red mushrooms. The oversized flora and fauna seem 
to symbolize the presumptively insurmountable, reinforcing 
the book’s message that anything is possible. This quiet read, 
with its sophisticated central question, encourages children 
to reach for their untapped potential while reminding them it 
won’t be easy—they will make messes and mistakes—but the 
magic within can help overcome falls and failures. It’s unlikely 
that members of the intended audience have begun to wonder 
about their life’s purpose, but this life-affirming mood piece 
has honorable intentions. The child, accompanied by an ador-
able piglet and sporting overalls and a bird-beaked cap made of 
leaves, presents white. 

More gift book than storybook, this is a meaningful 
addition to nursery bookshelves. (Picture book. 2-8)

THE BORING BOOK 
Yoshitake, Shinsuke 
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4521-7456-3  

The oft-heard childhood phrase “I’m 
bored” becomes the jumping-off point 
for this philosophical picture book.

There is nothing to entertain or dis-
tract this child today, and so the protagonist becomes inquisi-
tive about boredom. What does it mean exactly? Does everyone 
experience it? Even animals? Is life a continual dichotomy 
between fun and boring? Is boredom a matter of perspective? 
As the child demonstrates with bemusement, sometimes wan-
dering through such answerless wonderings can itself be the 
antidote to boredom. Each page offers a thought experiment 
examining the nature of boredom sure to provoke curiosity and 
insight. This English translation of a book originally published 
in Japan in 2017 makes reference to Japanese culture through 
the illustrations; school children wear traditional uniforms, and 
adults sit cross-legged at tables low to the ground. All charac-
ters have the same paper-white skin, simple facial features, and 
brown or gray hair; the repetition of hairstyles, clothing, and 
facial expressions on the people emphasizes a sameness that 
is characteristic of boredom, yet even so, the illustrations are 
interesting and evocative. Adults and children will find this bor-
ing book a wonderful resource for sparking conversation. It’s a 
terrific reminder for readers of all ages that boredom is always 
optional.

A perfectly mild unpacking of the nuances and subtle-
ties of boredom. (Picture book. 6-10)

b o a r d  &  n o v e lt y 
b o o k s

FUTURE ASTRONAUT
Alexander, Lori 
Illus. by Black, Allison
Cartwheel/Scholastic (24 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-338-31222-5 
Series: Future Baby 

This board book makes tongue-in-
cheek comparisons between an astronaut’s special skill set and 
a growing baby’s.

“Ground control to Major Baby: / Could you be an astronaut?” 
As this board book lays out the parallels between an astronaut 
and a baby, the answer seems to be, “Yes!” Even though all of 
the comparisons aren’t exact, of course, they are adorable and 

Each page offers a thought experiment examining the nature 
of boredom sure to provoke curiosity and insight.

the boring book
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sure to elicit a smile. The text “Astronauts need healthy hearts, 
good eyes, and strong teeth. / Baby’s heart and eyes and tooth 
are in tip-top shape” is accompanied by a picture of an astro-
naut of color and a white baby with one prominent tooth, each 
receiving a thorough checkup. Both have specialized swim gear, 
work in small spaces, and speak several languages—all jokes 
that older children and parents will enjoy. All of the children 
and astronauts are diverse: refreshingly neither majority white-
presenting nor majority male-presenting. Black’s illustrations 
echo an animation aesthetic. The people have large eyes, the 
colors are bold, and the pages are uncluttered. Though babies 
aren’t quite ready to blast off and leave their families behind, 
the story ends with a lovely picture of a sleeping baby dream-
ing of the “journey ahead.” The last two pages offer “Fun Facts” 
about astronauts that, while certainly interesting, are arguably 
appropriate only for readers outside the book’s target audience. 

Inclusive characters and appealing illustrations make 
this a fun and factual trip to space. (Board book. 1-3)

THE GHOSTKEEPER’S 
JOURNAL & FIELD GUIDE
An Augmented Reality 
Adventure
Asher, Japhet
Illus. by the author
Carlton (144 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-78312-398-8  

A talented young ghost hunter is 
missing, leaving behind clues to his fate in a collection of memos, 
field notes, reference material, and vintage photographs.

Informed that just opening the volume has released five 
ghosts, readers are urged to use their “ecto-sense” both to gather 
them back and to help track down rising star Agamemnon “Ag” 
White by following his trail through a series of case files and 
connecting documents. The quest is “augmented” by a free app. 
This adds tasks, sounds, and ominous messages when a mobile 
device’s camera is pointed at select pages as well as floating ecto-
plasmic blobs when it’s pointed around the room—these must 
be “captured” in order to unlock subsequent exploits. As read-
ers tackle ghastly ghosts ranging from a jealous “Prismorph” that 
makes the Mona Lisa’s hair disappear to a “Toxigon” hanging out 
in an abandoned nuclear reactor, a storyline gradually emerges. 
This involves the orphaned Ag’s family—and the possibility that 
someone in the cast is actually hosting a fiendishly clever ghoul. 
Charts, drawings, faintly odd old photos, and cryptic symbols add 
to the spectral atmosphere. Although the interactive VR features 
are tricky enough to frustrate novice gamers, they work seam-
lessly after sufficient practice to lend additional chills to a decid-
edly eerie climax. Even knowing the consequences, newly fledged 
ghost hunters will be tempted to flip back to the beginning.

An ectoplasmic extravaganza, both on the page…and 
Beyond. (Novelty fantasy. 11-14)

GO, BIKES, GO!
Boswell, Addie
Illus. by Mostov, Alexander
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (22 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-63217-220-4 
Series: Vehicles in Motion 

Over 50 bikes of all sizes, shapes, and purposes wheel across 
and even off the 20 pages of this compact board book. 

Little ones will study the busy illustrations of exotic ver-
sions of this iconic means of transportation. An invitation to 
count—“Old bikes. / New bikes. / Built-for-two bikes. // Bikes 
with three wheels. / Bikes with four. / Doesn’t that bike need 
one more?”—is paired with a picture of a brown-skinned, hel-
met-wearing child popping a wheelie and followed by a dog 
pushing the bike’s missing front wheel. The same dog can be 
found on every spread, and every bike rider is wearing a helmet. 
The bikes are historical (a pennyfarthing high-wheeler) or fan-
tastical (bikes disguised as a ladybug, shark, and even eyeglasses). 
One even has eight shoes spaced around each wheel instead of 
conventional tires. All are recognizable as bikes, even by tod-
dlers still limited to scoot bikes or tricycles. The colorful and 
active graphics clearly convey the excitement, freedom, and joy 
bike riding brings to this multicultural cast. Two minor quibbles: 
The details are small, limiting enjoyment to children with fairly 
well-developed eyesight; and unfortunately, the black tires of a 
fairly magnificent pony-bike are lost against a dark background 
and the training wheels on that bike are distorted. Otherwise, 
it’s ready to roll. 

Grab a helmet and a caregiver or friend, then—go! 
(Board book. 2-4)

SHARK ATTACK!
Faulkner, Megan 
Scholastic (32 pp.)
$16.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-338-32301-6  

A select photo gallery of toothy pred-
ators, enticingly packaged with a see-
through plastic model.

Held together by small and easily 
breakable pins, the gaping, 9.5-inch great white comes largely 
but not entirely pre-assembled in a large box. A stand-alone 
booklet inconspicuously bringing up the rear features on its 
cover instructions and an anatomical diagram of the model that 
leaves at least one organ unlabeled. In the actual book, follow-
ing a nod to extinct “forefish” Megalodon, are introductions to 
10 types of sharks known to attack humans (nearly always, the 
author properly notes, by mistake). These offer tooth-filled but 
gore-free portraits accompanied by notes—printed in legibility-
challenging blocks of black type over marine-blue backdrops—
on each species’ habitat, hunting style, and such other marks of 
distinction as the tiger shark’s spectacularly omnivorous appe-
tite (a lengthy list of found stomach contents includes, in part, 

The colorful and active graphics clearly convey the 
excitement, freedom, and joy bike riding brings.

go, bikes,  go!



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   b o a r d  &  n o v e l t y  b o o k s   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   1 3 1

“…video camera, horse head, bag of money, pigs, sheep, Barbie 
doll…”). A cutaway illustration accompanying interior descrip-
tions of shark anatomy bears only a general resemblance to the 
one on the cover or to the model itself. Parts of this low-rent 
repackaging’s contents were issued in 2015.

The booklet will likely outlast the toy…but both are 
ephemeral at best. (Informational novelty. 6-9)

BABY ASTRONAUT
Gehl, Laura
Illus. by Wiseman, Daniel
HarperFestival (22 pp.) 
$8.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-284134-6 
Series: Baby Scientist 

Toddlers learn about some of the aspects of being an 
astronaut.

Dressed in a jaunty red spacesuit and sporting two cute 
ponytails on either side of her round face, Baby Astronaut is 
ready for liftoff. Accompanying her on the space shuttle is 
a little owl. Once in space Baby Astronaut can see the moon, 
stars, Mars, Venus, and Earth. She also conducts some experi-
ments: “Can plants grow in space? Yes! / Can ants live in space? 
Yes!” Young readers are also introduced to the concept of gravity 
at a very simple level. In companion title Baby Oceanographer, a 
baby with just a wisp of a brown curl dons a wetsuit and flippers 
to explore the ocean. This baby’s sidekick is a very expressive 
little red crab. Once in the ocean, Baby encounters a dolphin, 
an octopus, other marine life, and even a volcano. Readers are 
also introduced to waves and salinity: “Baby Oceanographer 
tests ocean water and fresh water. / Ocean water has salt. Fresh 
water has no salt.” Baby Astronaut has olive skin and black hair, 
and Baby Oceanographer presents white. The concepts in both 
books are presented simply, and the illustrations are unclut-
tered and engaging; such details as a mohawked comet and a 
yellow submersible add humor. 

A cute infant-scientist offering that’s better tuned to its 
audience than many of its ilk. (Board book. 2-4)

MY ART BOOK 
OF SLEEP 
Gozansky, Shana
Phaidon (48 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 8, 2019
978-0-7148-7865-2  

A joint introduction to fine art and 
the importance of sleep.

This exquisite board book will retain 
its visual value forever—certainly long after children have 
moved on beyond the format. That said, the simple concepts 
in this book are conveyed with an elegance, wonder, and joy 
that complement the artwork perfectly. The book is separated 
into five thematic sections, each introduced in bold on a bright, 

monochromatic page with a simple statement or phrase: “Every-
one sleeps”; “You need to sleep...”; “If you don’t sleep enough, 
you may feel...”; “It’s bedtime when...”; and “Dream!” Works 
reflecting each of these themes follow, as the text amplifies or 
completes the thought. The consequences of lack of sleep are 
portrayed by, among others, Edvard Munch’s The Scream, Picas-
so’s Weeping Woman, and Matisse’s Still Life With Sleeping Woman, 
which is accompanied by the warning, “But don’t fall asleep 
in your food!” Other featured artists include, among others, 
Hiroshige, Takashi Murakami, Diego Rivera, Georgia O’Keefe, 
Winslow Homer, Jordan Casteel, David Hockney, Keith Haring, 
Horace Pippen, and Paola Pivi (represented by an installation 
of life-size, neon, stuffed bears). The portraits included reflect a 
mix of races, primarily white and black, with one Latinx mother 
and child and one Asian child.

Stunning, poetic, and playful, this one is a delight for 
all ages. (Board book. 2-8)

ANNE’S FEELINGS
Inspired by Anne of Green 
Gables
Hill, Kelly
Illus. by the author
Tundra (22 pp.) 
$7.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7352-6287-4  

Fans of L.M. Montgomery will enjoy the whimsical art and 
brief text inspired by the Anne of Green Gables novels. 

Hill is well acquainted with the characters and scenes. She 
designed the covers and interior art for the 2014 reissue of the 
series. As she did in Anne’s Colors and Anne’s Numbers (2018), she 
reduces iconic scenes familiar to Anne Shirley’s many fans to 
preschool concepts. Commonplace emotions that can be sum-
marized in one word (“angry,” “scared,” “happy,” “surprised”) 
become images recognizable to even very young children. More 
abstract concepts (“calm,” “brave,” “hopeful,” and the oh-so-
Anne “depths of despair”) may not be comprehensible to chil-
dren under 3. Hill’s appliqué technique uses scraps of fabric and 
visible stitching to create an old-fashioned feel but does not 
convey the subtleties of complex emotions. As in the original 
stories, all the characters are white; Anne’s braids are orange 
bundles of embroidery floss. Anne’s Alphabet (published simulta-
neously) pairs each letter with a character or plot development 
from the original novels. Adults with fond memories of the 
series will be delighted by “K is for kindred spirit” or “L is for 
Lake of Shining Waters.” Young children will just be mystified.

This premature introduction to a classic character is 
little more than an excellent bit of marketing to eventual 
consumers of the original. (Board book. 2-4) (Anne’s Alphabet: 
978-0-7352-6286-7)
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I AM AN AIRPLANE
Illus. by Lapadula, Tom
Cartwheel/Scholastic (8 pp.) 
$5.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-338-33487-6  

This brief board book explains four different types of air-
craft with short descriptions of each.

This quick, airplane-shaped read with glossy, thick board 
pages takes to the skies with surprisingly detailed illustrations 
of both familiar and lesser-known planes. The four shown—an 
airliner, a floatplane, a reconnaissance plane, and a light air-
craft—are certainly high-interest for many young readers. The 
illustrations are vibrant and incredibly detailed, lifting this 
book into preschool territory: The ground crew’s tiny batons, 
the details on the luggage carrier and ramp right down to the 
levers and connectors, even the mini “caution” tag on the Air 
Force plane is legible. The colors are rich and vibrant, including 
a green patchwork of fields and the soft pinks of sunset on water. 
There are only a few people depicted, and not on every page, 
but they all present white. Though the text itself is straight-
forward, the vocabulary is rich with words such as “alight” and 

“survey” (not to mention the aforementioned “reconnaissance”), 
not typical board-book language. The similarly fashioned I Am 
a Tractor reads from the tractor’s point of view. A stereotypical 
white man is the farmer, but the illustrations are otherwise as 
detailed and the text as specific as Airplane.

Detailed illustrations coupled with rich vocabulary 
will certainly take readers up, up, and away! (Board book. 2-4) 
(I Am a Tractor: 978-11-338-33360-2)

IF THERE NEVER WAS A YOU
Rowe, Amanda
Illus. by Skomorokhova, Olga
Familius (20 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-64170-111-2  

A board book proclaims an adult rab-
bit’s unfailing love for their baby bunny. 

Four rhyming stanzas, each spread over several pages, start 
by repeating the title phrase and then describe activities in a 
toddler’s idyllic life with a doting mama or grandma. There is no 
logical order to the scenes. Hanging laundry on a line is followed 
by tucking bunny into bed, telling jokes, and measuring baby 
bunny’s growth. Though the book’s padded cover and board 
pages make it suitable for toddlers, this bunny wins science fairs 
and joins soccer teams—activities more typical for school-age 
children. The busy, glossy illustrations are a mix of outdoor for-
est and domestic scenes decorated with mushrooms, mice, and 
whimsical furnishings. In most scenes the adoring adult bunny 
wears oversized spectacles, a polka-dot skirt, and a striped top 
with a lace collar. Baby bunny is distinguished by large eyes and 
green plaid overalls, with silly accessories to suit actions. On 
one page the adult bunny’s question “Who would do your great-
est things, and / who would dream your dreams?” is paired with 

a picture of the two bunnies wearing astronaut helmets and rid-
ing a carrot rocket past planets. The black type used for the text 
is easy to find, set against paler spots in the crowded pictures. 
There’s no question it means well, but it hardly stands out on a 
very crowded shelf.

Reassuring platitudes nestled among fanciful pic-
tures—almost too sweet to be believed. (Board book. 2-4)

OINK-OINK! MOO! COCK-A-
DOODLE-DOO!
Sattler, Jennifer
Illus. by the author
Sleeping Bear Press (22 pp.) 
$7.99  |  May 15, 2019
978-1-58536-391-9  

Young readers are introduced to well-known animals and 
the sounds they make.

Sweet, whimsical illustrations in pastel colors introduce a 
dog, a cat, a frog, a cow, a mouse, a pig, a bird, a sheep, and a 
rooster, each animal having its own double-page spread. On 
the verso, a simple statement accompanies each depicted ani-
mal: “The cat says ‘meow’ ”; “The frog says ‘ribbit’ ”; “The pig 
says ‘oink.’ ” Opposite these statements, the animal is depicted 
performing some playful action: riding a bike, dancing, singing, 
dressing up as a ghost. Unfortunately, as there is neither rhyme, 
rhythm, nor logic to connect the two sides, the text falls flat, 
and readers are more likely to be left mystified than delighted. 
For example: “The dog says ‘woof.’ / Even when it’s riding a bike.” 
Or: “The cow says ‘moo.’ / Even on Halloween.” Or: “The bird 
says ‘tweet.’ / Even when it’s being tickled.” The result is a feel-
ing of arbitrary silliness rather than artful whimsy. In the penul-
timate spread all the animals make an appearance as they wave 
at the readers: “They all wave to you. / Even when the book is 
over!” The final spread acts as a review, with pictures standing in 
for nouns, rebus-fashion. 

With so many high-quality books on the animal-sounds 
bookshelf, this one’s easy to skip. (Board book. 1-3)

CAN YOU EAT?
Stein, Joshua David
Illus. by Rothman, Julia
Phaidon (30 pp.) 
$9.95  |  May 8, 2019
978-0-7148-7882-9  

This toddler’s guide to things we eat 
may raise some difficult questions.

Author and food critic Stein adapted 
this book from a selection from his 

earlier collaboration with Rothman, Can I Eat That? (2016), a 
book chock-full of puns, jokes, and silly food facts. The focus of 
this volume is narrower, confined entirely to the title question, 
which could lead to some awkward conversations with toddlers. 
Sandwiched within these pages are several fruits, vegetables, 
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c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e sdelicious desserts, bugs, some underpants, and several cute wild 
animals. “Can you eat… // a pea? / A pear? // A bee? A bear? // 
Chocolate mousse? Alaskan moose? A mouse? // Juice? / Goose? 
Grouse?” If toddlers haven’t yet made the connection between 
Bossie the cow and the neatly wrapped hamburger at the super-
market, this book could force caregivers into the uncomfort-
able position of having to explain humankind’s relationship 
to meat. Almost every creature so beautifully and expressively 
pictured herein can be and has been on the menu somewhere in 
the world, whether elephant, antelope, or ant…even the nearly 
human-seeming, friendly, smiling ape. If toddlers insist one 
can’t eat a moose, ought one to correct them? Is there a loss of 
innocence that comes with learning that most people are part-
time carnivores and that many of the animals we admire in the 
wild lots of us also welcome on our plates?

Lovely illustrations and whimsical wordplay—but full 
of snares for the unwary. (Board book. 3-5)

MERBABY’S LULLABY
Yolen, Jane
Illus. by Dulemba, Elizabeth O.
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (24 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-5344-4317-4  

A mermother sings her merbaby to 
sleep in the age-old tradition of mothers and babies.

A wealth of words and phrases related to sleep character-
izes this gentle bedtime song: “hush,” “sleep,” “close your eyes 
and dream,” “peace,” “nap,” “rock,” “shush.” The ocean-themed 
vocabulary is just as rich: “foam rocker,” “wave maker,” “tide 
breaker,” “sea talker,” “pond wader,” “deep diver,” “shell keeper.” 
In furthering the enticement to sleep, promises are made: 

“Waves will rock you”; “Whales will sing you”; “Sea stars a soft 
light will bring you.” The full-bleed illustrations, done in what 
appears to be colored pencil, have a gentleness to them that 
goes hand in hand with the text, the palette employing plenty 
of blues as befits an ocean theme. Merbaby can be seen playing 
with a dolphin, swimming with an otter, racing waves with fish, 
enjoying a coral reef, observing a tide pool, and just swimming 
with its mother. In the end, goal achieved and merbaby’s eyes 
closed, mermother plants a kiss on ocean-tussled hair “Be your 
finny mother’s sleeper.” Mermother and baby have pale skin, 
wavy blue/black hair, and golden, fish-scale tails.

A soothing lullaby for a merbaby—or a human one. 
(Board book. 1-2)

SERAFINA AND THE SEVEN STARS
Beatty, Robert
Disney-Hyperion (352 pp.)
$16.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-368-00759-7
Series: Serafina, 4
(Historical fantasy. 8-12)

TABBY AND THE CATFISH
Bell, Mia
Scholastic Paperbacks (128 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-29236-7
Series: Kitten Kingdom, 3
(Fantasy. 7-10)

JOHN F. KENNEDY
Berenger, Al
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (32 pp.)
$14.99  |  Jun. 16, 2019
978-1-250-16894-8
Series: Pocket Bios
(Picture book/biography. 4-7)

THIS PLACE IS NOT MY HOME
Bermudez, Cyn
West 44 (88 pp.)
$18.95  |  $11.70 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8232-5
978-1-5383-8231-8 paper
Series: Brothers, 2
(Fiction. 8-12)

MARIE CURIE
A Graphic History of the World’s Most Famous 
Female Scientist
Biskup, Agnieszka
Illus. by Leong, Sonia
BES Publishing (128 pp.)
$12.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-4380-1204-9
Series: Great Lives
(Graphic biography. 8-12)

THE INVENTION HUNTERS DISCOVER HOW 
ELECTRICITY WORKS
Briggs, Korwin
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (48 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-316-43689-2
Series: The Invention Hunters
(Informational picture book. 4-8)

The full-bleed illustrations have a gentleness that
goes hand in hand with the text.

merbaby ’s lullaby
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ESCAPE FROM THE ISLE OF 
THE LOST
De la Cruz, Melissa
Disney Hyperion (272 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-368-02005-3
Series: Descendents, 4
(Fantasy. 8-12)

BACK TO THE 
DRAWING BOARD
Dudesnuk, Kristen
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (208 pp.)
$24.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-13927-3
978-1-338-13926-6 paper
Series: Making Friends, 2
(Graphic fiction. 8-12)

LEONARDO DA VINCI
A Graphic History of the 

“Renaissance Man”
Enz, Tammy L.
Illus. by Shephard, Dave
BES Publishing (128 pp.)
$12.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-4380-1203-2
Series: Great Lives
(Graphic biography. 8-12)

MISS PORTER IS OUT 
OF ORDER!
Gutman, Dan
Illus. by Paillot, Jim
Harper/HarperCollins (112 pp.)
$4.99 paper  |  $16.89 PLB  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-06-269104-0 paper
978-0-06-269105-8 PLB
Series: My Weirder-est School, 2
(Fiction. 6-10)

MUMMIES, MYTHS, 
AND MYSTERIES
Gutman, Dan
Illus. by Paillot, Jim
Harper/HarperCollins (192 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  $16.89 PLB  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-06-267312-1 paper
978-0-06-267313-8 PLB
Series: My Weird School Fast Facts
(Nonfiction. 6-10)

ALBERT EINSTEIN
A Graphic History of the 
Father of Modern Physics
Hartley, Ned
Illus. by Humberstone, Tom
BES Publishing (128 pp.)
$12.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-4380-1202-5
Series: Great Lives
(Graphic biography. 8-12)

GEORGE AND THE SHIP 
OF TIME
Hawking, Lucy
Illus. by Parsons, Garry
Simon & Schuster (416 pp.)
$18.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-5344-3730-2
Series: George, 6
(Science fiction. 8-12)

MY HOME IS A BATTLEFIELD
Klein, J.M.
West 44 (64 pp.)
$17.95  |  $10.55 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8198-4
978-1-5383-8197-7 paper
Series: The Totally Secret Diary of Dani 
D., 2
(Fiction. 8-12)

DODGING DINOSAURS
Mass, Wendy
Illus. by Vidal, Oriol
Branches/Scholastic (96 pp.)
$4.99 paper  |  $15.99 PLB  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-21745-2 paper
978-1-338-21746-9 PLB
Series: Time Jumpers, 4
(Fantasy. 7-10)

NIGHT OF SOLDIERS 
AND SPIES
Messner, Kate
Illus. by McMorris, Kelley
Scholastic (160 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  $17.56 PLB  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-338-13401-8 paper
978-1-338-13402-5 PLB
Series: Ranger in Time, 10
(Historical fantasy. 8-12)

FORCES OF NATURE
Paquette, Ammi-Joan &
Thompson, Laurie Ann
Illus. by Weber, Lisa K.
Walden Pond/HarperCollins (208 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-06-241883-8
Series: Two Truths and a Lie
(Nonfiction. 8-12)

BEE THE CHANGE
Preller, James
Illus. by Gilpin, Stephen
HMH Books (96 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-328-97339-9
Series: The Big Idea Gang, 3
(Fiction. 6-9)

CODY HEART OF 
THE MOUNTAIN
Runnels, Cody
Illus. by Coburn, Dylan
Trism (40 pp.)
$16.95  |  Jul. 14, 2019
978-0-9985291-7-2
Series: The Elite Team
(Picture book. 5-8)

MASTERS OF MISCHIEF
Russell, Rachel Renée with Russell, Nikki
Illus. by Russell, Rachel Renée
Aladdin (272 pp.)
$13.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5344-5349-4
Series: The Misadventures of
Max Crumbly, 3
(Graphic/fiction hybrid. 8-12)

FROST FRIENDS FOREVER
Soontornvat, Cristina
Illus. by Szucs, Barbara Szepesi
Scholastic Paperbacks (128 pp.)
$5.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-35397-6
Series: Diary of an Ice Princess, 2
(Fantasy. 7-10)

THE DUMMY MEETS THE 
MUMMY!
Stine, R.L.
Scholastic Paperbacks (160 pp.)
$6.99 paper  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-338-22305-7
Series: Goosebumps SlappyWorld, 8
(Horror. 8-12)
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young 
adult

JOE QUINN’S 
POLTERGEIST 
Almond, David
Illus. by McKean, Dave
Candlewick (80 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5362-0160-4  

A newly illustrated edition of Almond’s 
psychologically acute tale of ghosts and 

grief in a small British town.
Originally published in the autobiographical Half a Creature 

From the Sea (2015), the atmospheric narrative is placed within 
equally shadowed, evocative scenes, sepia sketches alternating 
with painterly, often nightmarishly jumbled portraits or visions. 
Wounded souls battling tides of anger and loss abound: from 
inwardly focused narrator Davie, still hurting in the wake of 
his baby sister’s death, to the people around him, notably Joe 
Quinn, a mercurial youth with a dad in jail, a giddy mum, and, 
he claims, a household poltergeist. In the end the author leaves 
it to readers to decide whether the “ghost” is real or just Joe, but 
after a vicious fight with Joe followed by a bit of shared moon-
gazing, Davie’s initial skepticism is transformed to a deeper 
feeling that has something of empathy to it: “I know the polter-
geist is all of us, raging and wanting to scream and to fight and 
to start flinging stuff; to smash and to break.” The art amplifies 
the characteristically dark, rich tones of Almond’s prose all the 
way to a final Dylan Thomas–style promise that “the world and 
all that’s in it will continue to…hold us in its darkness and its 
light.” The cast is a presumed white one. 

A keen collaboration moving seamlessly between 
worlds inner and outer, natural and supernatural. (Graphic 
novella. 12-16)

SEASON OF THE WITCH
Brennan, Sarah Rees 
Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-338-32604-8 
Series: Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, 1 

A prequel to Netflix’s Chilling Adven-
tures of Sabrina.

Sabrina Spellman lives with her aunts, 
Zelda and Hilda, and cousin Ambrose 
in their funeral home, which they run 

because “even witches need to make a living.” As the daughter 
of a warlock, Sabrina possesses magical abilities that may be 

JOE QUINN’S POLTERGEIST by David Almond; 
illus. by Dave McKean....................................................................... 135

MY SWEET ORANGE TREE by José Mauro de Vasconcelos; 
trans. by Alison Entrekin .................................................................. 140

YOUR BRAIN NEEDS A HUG by Rae Earl; 
illus. by Jo Harrison .......................................................................... 140

GUT CHECK by Eric Kester ...............................................................143

THE FAR AWAY BROTHERS by Lauren Markham ....................... 144

GHADY & RAWAN by Fatima Sharafeddine & 
Samar Mahfouz Barraj; trans. by Sawad Hussain & 
M. Lynx Qualey .................................................................................148

AS MANY NOWS AS I CAN GET by Shana Youngdahl ................. 149

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

GHADY & RAWAN
Sharafeddine, Fatima & 
Barraj,Samar Mahfouz
Trans. by Hussain, Sawad 
& Qualey, M. Lynx
Center for Middle 
Eastern Studies 
(150 pp.)
$16.95 paper 
Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-4773-1852-2
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The days when queer kids 
couldn’t find themselves in 
YA literature except for in a 
few emotionally fraught com-
ing-out stories are fortunate-
ly long past. With ever more 
titles featuring a broader 
range of identities and span-
ning multiple genres, things 
are heading in the right direc-

tion—though we don’t yet have enough asexual 
and aromantic representation.

However, it’s still common to encounter sto-
ries where there is a token gay or trans friend, 
accepted by peers, perhaps, but all alone. These 
books fail to convey the pleasures of truly be-
longing, the joys of being unabashedly embraced, 
that come from being a member of a circle of 
queer friends à la Alison Bechdel’s iconic “Dykes 
to Watch Out For.” Some lucky teens already 
have these real-life support systems while others 
seek them out online—but too many can only 
dream of a time when they can head out into the 
world to find their people. This summer, treat 
yourself to some exciting new reads featuring 
LGBTQ+ ensemble casts.

The Lost Coast by Amy Rose Capetta (May 14) 
is a dreamy fantasy infused with a sense of mag-

ic that emanates both 
from its natural set-
ting among the Cali-
fornia redwoods and 
from the circle of 
queer witches who 
band together to 
help one of their own. 
This group of friends 
is pleasingly diverse 
both in ethnicity and 
sexuality, comfortably 
inhabiting and explor-
ing their identities.

Also set in California, All of Us With Wings 
by Michelle Ruiz Keil (June 18) features an edgy 
San Francisco backdrop where a queer, biracial 
(Mexican and white) young woman who has run 
away from home navigates a rock ’n’ roll setting 
and powerful, threatening magic. With multiple 
LGBTQ+ characters, it’s a story about the fami-
lies we are born into and the families we choose 
for ourselves. 

A closeted teenage 
boy from Edinburgh, 
Scotland, steps into 
an alternate world and 
falls in love in Sophie 
Cameron’s Last Bus to 
Everland (June 18). The 
stresses of the real 
world—his family’s fi-
nancial struggles, the 
girls who bully him—
fade away as he enters 
a portal into a place 
where everyone, re-
gardless of sexual orientation, gender expression, 
nationality, or wealth, can feel safe expressing 
themselves.

And there are more! Also not to be missed: 
Kings, Queens, and In-Betweens by Tanya Boteju 
(May 7), Like a Love Story by Abdi Nazemian (June 
4), and Wilder Girls by Rory Power (July 9). —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

strength in numbers
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further realized once she has her dark baptism and enrolls in 
the Academy of Unseen Arts. But her half-mortal self is hesitant 
to leave behind her friends, Roz and Susie, and her sweet, artsy 
boyfriend, Harvey. Pressured by Zelda to uphold the Spellman 
family name, she is mocked by her potential Academy peers for 
only being half witch, and to top it all off, she doubts Harvey’s 
feelings for her. She and Ambrose cast a spell which intensi-
fies Harvey’s infatuation, leaving Sabrina overwhelmed rather 
than reassured. And when she turns to an admiring wishing-
well spirit for help, matters only worsen. The narrative alter-
nates between chapters told from Sabrina’s point of view and 
those titled “What Happens in the Dark”—the latter offer-
ing insight into various characters’ weaknesses and fears. Lack 
of fully rounded character development hinders readers’ full 
investment, but glimpses into the characters’ darker sides will 
pique interest. Most characters are assumed white except for 
Ambrose, who is black, and diversity in the cast is assumed to 
match that of the television show.

A creepy literary adaptation to please existing Sabrina 
fans and that may entice new ones. (Horror. 13-adult)

GIRLS LIKE ME
Butcher, Kristin
Orca (144 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4598-2055-5 
Series: Orca Soundings 

A 16-year-old girl courageously con-
fronts rape culture after being assaulted 
by a boy she trusted.

Emma and her best friend, Jen, both 
have a crush on the same boy, popular 
athlete Ross, but the two girls have a 

falling out when Ross pays attention to Emma. After offering 
her a ride home, he rapes her and then tells everyone at school 
that their sex was consensual—and they believe him. In addi-
tion to facing cruel gossip and judgment from her peers, Emma 
becomes pregnant and suffers a miscarriage. Both the family 
doctor and her mother let her down, treating her with disap-
proval and implying that she behaved irresponsibly by having 
sex without using contraception. Fortunately, the school coun-
selor is unconditionally supportive and informs her of her 
rights. Emma persists in reaching out to Jen, who is now dating 
Ross, feeling an obligation to warn her. Emma ultimately also 
advocates for herself. The fast pace is balanced by informative 
content about consent, double standards, male allies, and other 
subjects relevant to teenagers’ lives. Without ever launching 
into a lecture or infodump, the author skillfully shows rather 
than tells the toll toxic masculinity takes on teens and their 
families. Emma’s first-person narration effectively conveys her 
emotional journey. All characters are assumed white.

An emotional, positive #MeToo story for reluctant 
readers. (Fiction. 12-18)

CRIME CLUB
Campbell, Melodie
Orca (144 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4598-2238-2 
Series: Orca Soundings 

Murder seems to be following 
16-year-old Penny wherever she goes. 

After her father pleads guilty to mur-
der, Penny is uprooted from her home 
and sent to live with her aunt in Mudville, 
a small Ontario town on Lake Erie. Upon 

her arrival in Canada from the U.S., Penny quickly gets reac-
quainted with her cousin, Simon, and meets his friends, twins 
Tara and Brent. The mystery progresses quickly when Penny’s 
big shaggy dog, Ollie, digs up a human skeleton. At first the 
teens decide it’s best to keep the bones a secret and investigate 
on their own, but in Mudville, news spreads fast. Before Penny 
can blink, police are on the scene and a murder from a couple of 
decades ago is under investigation. But by digging up the past, 
they might just find that the murderer is still at large and dan-
gerous. Campbell (The Goddaughter Does Vegas, 2019, etc.) has 
written a fast-paced, tightly plotted story using simple language 
to cover areas of high interest to teens such as moving, making 
friends, dating, and solving crime. This fun thriller is occasion-
ally marred by the characters’ stigmatizing descriptions of a dis-
abled character that are not questioned or discussed in the text. 
Characters are presumed white.

An accessible thriller for reluctant readers. (Thriller. 
12-18)

RAGE
Carmack, Cora
Tor Teen (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-7653-8636-6 
Series: Stormheart, 2 

The runaway princess-bride of Roar 
(2017) returns to protect her city from 
threats both political and magical.

With her newfound magical abilities, 
Princess Aurora and her team of storm 

hunters return to her city of Pavan, where they discover how 
bleak the situation has become. The Locke family has seized 
control over the city by keeping Aurora’s mother, Queen Aphra, 
drugged, and their governance style is ruthless and cruel while 
refugees from the villainous Stormlord’s path of destruction 
pile up outside the city looking for salvation. Being back home 
means complications for Aurora’s relationships, especially 
with love interest Kiran, as she’s pulled between the liberties 
she had as Roar and her obligations as Aurora—and the secret 
threatens their romance. In the city, she lucks into contact 
with the revolutionary group resisting the Lockes. Despite the 
young adult heroine–as-rebel storyline’s lack of freshness, the 

Skillfully shows the toll toxic masculinity takes.
girls like me
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THE STONEWALL AWARD WINNER’S NEW NOVEL GETS HONEST ABOUT 
GENDER AND ITS COMPLICATIONS
By Alex Heimbach

“The idea of gender is nonsense,” Meredith Russo 
tells me. “I think that if an alien looked at Elijah Wood 
in his early 20s and Tom Hardy, the alien would justifi-
ably think, ‘Oh these are in no way meaningfully the same 
kind of human being.’ ” It’s an undeniably good point: 
Frodo and Mad Max don’t really have much in common.

What, then, does it mean to be a man? Or a woman, 
for that matter? Those questions are at the heart of Rus-
so’s second novel, Birthday (May 21), which tracks best 
friends Morgan and Eric as they grow up in Thebes, Ten-
nessee. Morgan struggles with understanding her identi-
ty as a transgender person and with the loss of her moth-
er; Eric attempts to carve out an identity independent 
from his father’s cruelty and abuse. 

Every year Eric and Morgan meet up on their shared 
birthday, and the novel checks in on the kids and their 
relationship each time. That structure allows Russo to 

follow their progression and growth over the five years 
from their 13th birthday to their 18th. “Our storytelling 
tradition has trained us to expect that—maybe over the 
course of a week or a month or even a couple of months—
we’ll have these revelatory experiences, these epiphanies, 
these adventures, whereas most of the important parts of 
adolescence are kind of a slow burn,” she says.

At each birthday, the novel switches between Mor-
gan’s perspective as a trans girl grappling with her iden-
tity and Eric’s as a straight cis boy falling in love with her. 

“I wanted to give the partner his own side of the story and 
show his internality and show that he’s not stupid, he 
knows that she’s trans, he’s not being tricked, he’s just 
falling in love with this part of her,” Russo explains. Eric’s 
journey is about finding a way to reconcile those feelings 
(and his own innate kindness) with the toxic version of 
masculinity his dad and elder brothers embody.

Morgan struggles with many of the same harmful 
ideas about the kind of person she is supposed to be but 
with the added circumstance of being transgender. Rus-
so renders her anguish vividly, even when her choices are 
painfully self-defeating. “Morgan is an angry, messy, jit-
tery, internally contradictory, confused person, which is 
to say a traumatized teenager,” Russo says. “I hope she 
further opens people up to the idea that we aren’t Barbie 
dolls. We are messy, dirty, occasionally unflattering, occa-
sionally unreasonable human beings.”

Russo herself certainly doesn’t fit the perfectly femi-
nine image prevalent to trans women in pop culture like 
Laverne Cox of Orange Is the New Black. She dates wom-
en, loves denim vests, and works at a tree service. She’s 
visibly queer in the South. “I bet it’s so easy to be queer 

Photo courtesy Anthony Travis

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Meredith Russo
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and punk in Portland, and I’m here in Tennessee playing 
queer punkdom on hard mode,” she says. Nonetheless, 
Russo insists that it’s her home—she loves the food and 
the people and the natural beauty.

She understands why many queer people choose to 
leave but mourns the resulting loss of community. The 
conundrum is a self-reinforcing one. “Nobody sticks 
around and keeps themselves in danger to show the cis-
gender heterosexual people here that we’re just human 
beings like anybody else,” Russo says. 

That lack of knowledge is one place fiction can make 
a profound difference. Russo recognizes that most of her 
readers will be cisgender, and she hopes that her books 
can help answer the questions they may have about what 
being trans is like. She rejects the idea that clarifying 
things like how a man can be straight if he dates a trans 
woman makes her books political talking points rather 
than textured stories, however. 

“So much of the narrative of being LGBT or being 
a person of color or being disabled, so much of the na-
ture of our day-to-day lives is influenced by pain and op-
pression and debasement or the expectation and fear of 
those things,” Russo says, “that leaving them by the way-
side leaves those characters unrecognizable to me.”

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California. Birthday 
was reviewed in the March 15, 2019, issue. 

emphasis on Aurora’s own agenda and on the characters’ ties to 
each other bolsters the plot. Breaks from Aurora’s and Kiran’s 
viewpoints—focusing on Novaya, Cassius, and Cruze (through 
flashbacks from 17 years prior)—give enough space that the cen-
tral romance doesn’t smother and even allow for hints of other 
characters’ romances to come. Though the less-a-conclusion-
than-a-pause ending is typical of middle books, the last act has 
surprises and action. Aurora is white, but many other characters 
are described as having varying shades of brown skin, including 
Kiran and Cassius.

Adequate escapism. (Fantasy. 14-adult)

THE REVOLUTION OF 
BIRDIE RANDOLPH
Colbert, Brandy
Little, Brown (336 pp.)
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-316-44856-7  

Dove “Birdie” Randolph is a 16-year-
old black girl working to figure out family, 
love, and what she really wants in life.

The Chicago high school sophomore 
lives with her mother and father in their 

apartment above her mother’s hair salon; her sister, Mimi, is 
away at college. Dove’s parents have her on a strict academic 
schedule, and Dove faces a summer constrained by rules with 
little room for socializing except with her best friend, Lazarus 

“Laz” Ramos. Recently Dove began sneaking out to see Booker 
Stratton, a boy she’s grown to really like but who has a past her 
parents would not approve of. Into this setting comes her Aunt 
Carlene, her mom’s sister, who has been rarely seen and even 
less frequently spoken about. Carlene, an addict who has spent 
much of her life in and out of rehab, moves in with Dove and her 
parents, bringing tension into the family, although Dove soon 
develops a warm connection with her. The exposure of a family 
secret threatens to derail the tenuous balance. Colbert (Find-
ing Yvonne, 2018, etc.) pens an emotionally gripping tale about 
family and young love and how they can be your entire world 
while still being worlds apart. The treatment of topics such as 
the impact of addiction, racial profiling and discrimination, and 
sexuality (Mimi and Laz are queer) is skillful and will resonate.

Moving and memorable. (Fiction. 13-adult)

OF ICE AND SHADOWS
Coulthurst, Audrey
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-06-284122-3 
Series: Of Fire and Stars, 2 

Stakes heighten and our heroes’ 
world expands in this sequel to the prin-
cess-falls-for-princess novel Of Fire and 
Stars (2016).
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On the heels of defeating Lord Kriantz, Princess Amaran-
thine “Mare” of Mynaria and Princess Dennaleia “Denna” of 
Havemont encounter new trouble in the neighboring kingdom 
of Zumorda. The girls suspect that the kingdom of Sonnen-
borne is plotting major attacks, but it will take covert inves-
tigation to discover the truth. At the same time, Denna seeks 
training for her volatile powers, which prove dangerous to Mare 
and others. Denna values her identity as a magic-user despite 
the challenges she encounters because of it, inviting parallels 
to queer identity in the real world. Denna and Mare, finally 
able to be together, also face a new hurdle—what to do when 
their personal goals and priorities put them on diverging paths. 
Unfortunately, momentum lags, a result of a plot that attempts 
to incorporate myriad elements and a narrative style that bogs 
readers down in the princesses’ thoughts. That said, expect 
action, political intrigue, new allies and enemies, and even a face 
familiar to readers of Coulthurst’s (Starworld, 2019, etc.) second 
novel, Inkmistress (2018). Residents of the Northern Kingdoms 
have a variety of hair and eye colors, but skin color is not noted.

The going is slow but worthwhile for readers seeking 
thoughtful romance and an intricately crafted fantasy set-
ting. (map) (Fantasy. 13-18)

MY SWEET 
ORANGE TREE 
de Vasconcelos, José Mauro
Trans. by Entrekin, Alison
Candlewick (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-5362-0328-8  

The misadventures of a precocious 
5-year-old in 1920s Rio de Janeiro.

Gifted Zezé’s family has been down 
on their luck since his father lost his job. 

His smarts and imagination are often misdirected into pranks 
that lead to violent punishment. Life starts to look up when Zezé 
begins school and also meets two new friends: Pinkie, the talking 
orange tree which grows in the garden of the family’s new house, 
and Manuel, a Portuguese man who becomes his only source of 
adult tenderness and care. But just as Zezé’s family’s fortunes 
start to change, the boy meets relentless tragedy and heartbreak. 
First published in 1968, this autobiographical novel is at once a 
bleak portrayal of emotional and physical abuse and an affecting 
examination of the healing powers of imagination and of nurtur-
ing friendship. Zezé is told multiple times—and internalizes the 
message—that the devil is inside him, and the shockingly graphic 
violence often leaves him bleeding (one such beating leads the 
boy to think of suicide). It’s only when he shares his emotional 
pain with “Portuga” (Zezé’s nickname for Manuel) that he starts 
to learn what real love is. With a plainspoken and episodic narra-
tive, the novel reads as a coming-of-age story despite the charac-
ter’s youth. Zezé is fair and blond, Portuguese on his father’s side 
and Apinajé Indian on his mother’s. 

A Brazilian classic with a whimsical and heart-rending 
essence. (translator’s note) (Fiction. 12-adult)

START HERE
Doller, Trish
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-4814-7991-2  

Two girls navigate friendship, rela-
tionships, grief, and the Great Loop.

Willa and Taylor’s friendship is tenu-
ous at best now that their mutual friend 
Finley is gone. The girls set off during the 
summer before college to sail part of the 

Great Loop, a network of waterways, from Sandusky, Ohio, to 
Key West, Florida. The pair is fulfilling a deathbed promise they 
made to Finley by completing the trip the three had intended 
to take together. To help guide their adventure, they follow a 
list of clues that Finley created before she died of leukemia. 
While both girls must figure out how to go on without their best 
friend, brown-skinned Willa also must reconcile her relation-
ship with her single white mother and make a decision about 
her future: Will she do what is practical or follow her passion? 
Taylor, who is white, is coming to terms with her sexuality and 
working through insecurities she felt in her relationships with 
Finley and Willa. Both girls eventually learn just how strong 
they are. The matter of Willa’s ethnicity—her father’s identity 
is unknown—feels unresolved. Doller (In a Perfect World, 2017, 
etc.) effectively tackles the difficult emotions that come with 
losing your best friend. Clear and evocative descriptions of the 
mechanics of sailing and the many places the girls visit en route 
enhance the novel.

While not groundbreaking, this is an enjoyable voyage 
to take. (Fiction. 14-18)

YOUR BRAIN NEEDS 
A HUG 
Life, Love, Mental 
Health, and Sandwiches
Earl, Rae
Illus. by Harrison, Jo 
Imprint (288 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-250-30785-9  

A validating, hopeful, and practical 
guide to mental health.

Earl (My Life Uploaded, 2018, etc.) begins this heartfelt and 
honest self-care guide by detailing her own struggles with and 
triumphs over mental illness, from anxiety, phobias, and eating 
disorders to OCD, psychosis, and self-harm. She also covers 
depression, using her mother’s experiences with bipolar disor-
der as an example. Throughout, the author repeatedly acknowl-
edges that everyone experiences mental illness differently, and 
what worked for her might not work for others, but her tips and 
advice are worth a try. The book also covers how to cope with 
a mental illness diagnosis, develop and maintain self-esteem, 
navigate friendships and sex, and approach drugs and alcohol. 

Upbeat without minimizing the seriousness of mental illness.
your brain needs a hug
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She also includes a chapter on supporting someone with a men-
tal illness. Humorous advice and entertaining black-and-white 
artwork keep the tone upbeat without minimizing the serious-
ness of mental illness. While teen readers are the primary audi-
ence, adults who have grappled with mental illness will also find 
sound advice among the pages. Paratextual material includes 
sidebars from Dr. Radha, aka Dr. R.; the extensive backmatter 
includes a playlist of songs and lists of organizations, books, and 
apps. The accessible writing style and attractive layout enhance 
this appealing and useful volume.

Teens struggling with mental illness will find com-
fort and valuable information in this superlative guide. 
(resources, index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

BURSTS OF FIRE
Forest, Susan 
Laksa Media (394 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-988140-11-7 
Series: Addicted to Heaven, 1 

Three sisters fight in exile, using 
magic to restore their land.

After King Artem invades the Oru-
mon Kingdom in the name of the One 
God, Meg, Janat, and Rennika Falkyn 
seek new roles in a chaotic Shangril. The 

Falkyn sisters, royals and powerful magiels with time-shifting 
skin, become entwined in the commoner-led resistance. With 
their ability to manipulate time, the sisters are seemingly eager 
to be used as powerful tools rather than forging their own 
paths. Meg, the eldest, tries to protect her sisters, but as the 
girls’ romantic interests develop, the story likewise becomes 
muddied. Prince Huwen strives to feel worthy as King Artem’s 
heir while struggling with the legitimacy of his father’s war 
and his brother Eamon’s deep depression. Themes of religious 
and democratic freedoms; magic-based time travel’s addictive, 
almost hallucinogenic, qualities; and Shangril’s dependence on 
the Gods for death tokens could have set this fantasy apart, but 
instead it feels disjointed and not fully delivered. The Euro-
pean-influenced naming conventions and a lowborn tongue 
with Scots and Yorkshire overtones imply white as the default, 
with only body types and shifting magiel or steady skin used as 
descriptors. Very much an introduction to the main cast, the 
novel’s chronology and pacing weaken character development 
and limit interest in their fate.

Lacking in thrills and suspense; readers can hope for 
more in future installments. (map, reader’s group guide, 
mental health information and resources) (Fiction. 14-18)

ALL THE BAD APPLES
Fowley-Doyle, Moïra
Kathy Dawson/Penguin (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-525-55274-1  

Seventeen-year-old Deena, bullied at 
school for her perceived lesbianism, sets off 
on a journey across Ireland in search of her 
beloved older sister Mandy, who is believed 
to have recently committed suicide.

Deena’s breathless first-person nar-
ration propels readers into the action and drags them across the 
country and through time. Deena picks up a few companions 
along the way, including her bisexual, black best (male) friend 
Finn and Cale (short for Michaela), a possible romantic inter-
est. Cale’s great-great-great-great aunt’s lesbian relationship 
with Deena’s great-great grandmother is just one of the stories 
revealed in mysterious letters detailing the lives of Deena’s 
ancestors. The missives provide information about the past and 
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ANYONE LOOKING FOR A “PROBLEM NOVEL” ABOUT TEEN PREGNANCY 
SHOULDN’T READ BELLY UP
By Joshunda Sanders

Eva Darrows’ latest 
novel, Belly Up (April 
30), features Serendipity 

“Sara” Rodriguez, a queer, 
half-Spanish, half-Swed-
ish protagonist who be-
comes pregnant after 
hooking up with a clue-
less rebound prospect at 
a party. Like many of the 
characters in Darrows’ 
novels, Sara is pretty 
snarky for a teenager; 
so are her relatives and 

friends. This includes her Swedish grandmother, Mormor; 
her mother, who had Sara when she was just 17; and Leaf, 
the dreamy, demisexual Romani poster boy for fat positiv-
ity who makes Sara delicious meals as her appetite grows 
along with her belly. 

Belly Up, then, possesses an array of diverse characters, 
including Sara’s best friend, Devi, who identifies as gray 
ace—or on the asexual spectrum like Leaf—as well as Mor-
gan and Erin, a couple composed of a trans lesbian and a cis 
lesbian. For plenty of marginalized people, the novel will 
ring true for one simple reason: All of the identities in the 
book come out of the lived experience of its writer, who 
publishes comedic titles like Belly Up as Darrows but YA 
horror under her actual name, Hillary Monahan.  

“Sara is me,” Monahan says, adding that she has “a lot 
of labels.” Monahan identifies as bisexual, and she’s mar-
ried to a cisgender heterosexual man; her extended fam-
ily and friends offer as diverse a group of queer people as 
Sara’s; her biological father is Spanish, though she doesn’t 
have a relationship with him, and her mother had Mona-
han when she was just 17. 

“For a book that’s a relatively light and fluffy read, it 
was difficult to write,” Monahan says. “I’m not read-
ing reviews of this book. I wrote it nervous that people 
wouldn’t just critique an angle of the book because of 

poor writing. I was afraid 
they would go after pieces 
of identity.”

She wrote through 
her fear mostly to edu-
cate adult readers who 
often cling to stubborn 
tropes, but the most sig-
nificant narrative in Belly 
Up is about teen pregnan-
cy, which a lot of books 
treat “almost like an in-
surmountable odd,” Mo-
nahan says. “I’m not say-
ing teen pregnancy is not 
emotionally fraught—it is. But Belly Up in some ways is a 
fantasy. It was the most idealized way to show what hap-
pens with support. We want that for every kid that has a 
challenge.”

While some adults have already argued that Monahan 
makes light of the life-altering realities of teen pregnancy 
in Belly Up, she notes that teen mothers are already hor-
rified by their circumstances, and they don’t need adults 
to pile on.  

“Young people right now are having discourse so far 
ahead of where I was at their age,” she says. Monahan 
didn’t grow up worrying that one of her classmates was 
going to shoot her, for example. “There’s a gravity to the 
lives they’re living because of technology and social me-
dia, but also living with racism and homophobia and able-
ism,” she says. “I think they enjoy [my humor] for what it 
is, but I don’t think they need it; I think my humor helps 
challenge the privilege of older generations.” 

Joshunda Sanders is an educator and author of the children’s 
book I Can Write the World. Belly Up was reviewed in the 
Feb. 15, 2019, issue.  

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Eva Darrows
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clues about where to look next. Hints of magic, from a family 
curse to a banshee’s wail, amplify the sense of mystery—and 
the possibility that readers, like Deena’s fellow travelers, will 
find themselves frustrated and confused at times. While the 
gradually revealed, multigenerational abuse of women, girls, 
and those who deviate from the norm certainly deserves to be 
exposed (and, ideally, repudiated), the author’s message and the 
(very) complicated plot overwhelm her narrative—and her main 
character. As a result, despite evocative writing, eerie details, 
and intense emotional content, the novel may fail to reach an 
appreciative audience.

A compelling diatribe but not entirely successful as 
either realistic fiction or folkloric fantasy. (Fiction. 14-18)

WATCH OUT
Hughes, Alison
Orca (144 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4598-2235-1 
Series: Orca Soundings 

Charlie Swift wants to be a detec-
tive—if only he can find the courage. 

Charlie is staying home to take care 
of his brother while he recovers from a 
ghastly football injury. With their mother 
working hard to support the family and 

their uncle living with them but not pulling his weight, Char-
lie decides to be his brother’s caretaker. He tells his mom that 
their school is OK with him missing a week of class (he’s lying), 
and his mother never questions it because she has more press-
ing issues on her mind—like her job, family, and a rash of break-
ins in the area. Quite frankly, Charlie would rather be home 
because while he is doing well in school, he has absolutely no 
friends. Every day he’s visited by the nosy mail carrier excitedly 
updating him on the burglaries, and finally Charlie decides to 
investigate and see if he can catch the criminal. However, his 
investigations lead him to question whom he can trust. Hughes 
(The Cold Little Voice, 2019, etc.) takes readers on a thrill ride as 
Charlie starts investigating around the neighborhood. She han-
dles the exposure of family secrets in a way that will resonate 
with many readers and ratchets up the tension when describing 
the fear involved in being an amateur detective. All characters 
are assumed white.

An entertaining roller-coaster ride of emotions for 
reluctant readers. (Mystery. 12-18)

GUT CHECK 
Kester, Eric
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-374-30762-2  

Readers don’t have to like football in 
order to love this book.

Wyatt couldn’t be more different 
from his older brother, Brett, the quar-
terback and football hero of a Massa-

chusetts town struggling with a collapsing fishing industry and 
a red algae bloom. Their father embodies the luckless town’s 
obsession with the only consistently positive facet of life: high 
school football. Feeling anything but cool, Wyatt describes his 
own large physique in unflattering terms and is on the receiving 
end of most of his alcoholic father’s verbal abuse and neglect. As 
he struggles to align an accidental sports success with a secret 
his brother implores him to keep, Wyatt can’t decide whom to 
disappoint. In his brilliant debut, Kester links a litany of teen-
age woes with the yearning to escape a dying town and a dead-
end life. Recognizable characters, locker room language, and 
guy humor accompany thorny ethical dilemmas. Buoyed by 
self-deprecating wit and rare insight, Wyatt endures the humili-
ations of fat shaming, taunting, bullying, and being the odd man 
out in a family of three males. The storyline plays both offense 
and defense with perfection while all-star resilience and a 
plucky best friend save our hero from a Gordian knot of a prob-
lem. Can the hero of a sports story be an overweight, ignored, 
nonathletic team mascot plucked from obscurity to land in the 
limelight? You bet! All characters are white.

A winner. (Fiction. 14-18)

CURSE OF THE 
EVIL LIBRARIAN
Knudsen, Michelle
Candlewick (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-7636-9427-2 
Series: Evil Librarian, 3 

Knudsen has a shtick and she’s stick-
ing to it.

Demon-resistant set designer Cyn 
feels good about senior year. She and all 

her friends are blissfully coupled up; they defeated titular evil 
librarian and powerful demon Mr. Gabriel; and if Cyn is having 
sexy dreams about nice demon Peter and not boyfriend Ryan, 
well, they’re just dreams. Then Mr. Gabriel returns and the roller 
coaster of horror and humor resumes. This trilogy conclusion 
gives more of the same, with extra agency for best friend Annie, 
who has been magically gaslit by Mr. Gabriel and has emotional 
scars as a result, and emotional growth for alpha Cyn, who learns 
to accept that she’s not always in charge. Humorous beats bal-
ance the gristle and gore, and sure, it’s mostly plot and wit with 
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emotional content largely relegated to the final denouement, but 
the fans—and this is purely for fans; new readers will be lost—are 
already on board and will happily enjoy this pacy third act, com-
plete with musical theater references (and Cyn’s mental playlist). 
Physical descriptions are rare other than for inhuman demons; 
previous volumes indicate a white default among the main char-
acters and a diverse extended friend group.

Fun closer to the best musical theater demon trilogy 
around. (Humorous horror. 13-18)

THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING 
WILDE AT HEART
Linmark, R. Zamora
Delacorte (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-101-93821-8  

Love, loss, and surviving heartache 
are at the center of this coming-of-age 
romance set in the South Pacific.

When Ken Z, a bookworm and senior 
from “the middle of Nowhere, Pacific 

Ocean,” with a Japanese mother, braves a trip to a snooty mall a bus 
ride away from his high school, love is the last thing that he expects 
to find. A chance meeting with Ran, a wealthy, blond-haired, white 
doppelgänger for Dorian Gray, changes his mind. The pair bond 
over being the only children of single mothers and their shared 
love for the playwright Oscar Wilde. When Ran abruptly breaks 
everything off, Ken is devastated and has to find a way to continue 
believing in love. In this earnest novel, Linmark (Pop Vérité, 2017, 
etc.) creates a sweet love story that celebrates diversity of its char-
acters and culture. The Pacific island, while unnamed, reads like 
an amalgam of the Philippines and the Korean peninsula. Every-
thing, from Ran’s compulsory military service to the banning of 
books, feels authentic and heightens the stakes of the burgeoning 
gay romance. At times the metaphors emphasizing the class dis-
parity between Ken and Ran can be heavy-handed, but the boys’ 
romance builds in a way that feels natural.

An unabashed love letter to Oscar Wilde, Cole Porter, 
and the arts’ ability to give voice to human emotion. (Fic-
tion. 12-18)

SONG OF THE ABYSS
Lucier, Makiia
HMH Books (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-544-96858-5 
Series: Tower of Winds, 2 

In the dark of night, raiders attack a 
ship sailing home to St. John del Mar.

Seventeen-year-old Reyna is no lon-
ger an apprentice cartographer but a royal 
del Mar explorer in her own right. After 

escaping from entranced pirates and swimming through sea 

monster–infested waters, Reyna sputters onto shore and meets 
a handsome, grieving prince. Capt. Levi, the second child of the 
recently deceased King of Lunes, offers aid, but the two start off 
on the wrong foot with mistrust, lies, and deception. Mysterious 
disappearances of beloved family members while at sea unite the 
royal families, and they agree upon a desperate and dangerous 
mission to the mysterious kingdom of Miramar. In this sequel 
to Isle of Blood and Stone (2018), Lucier creates a richly satisfying 
maritime world where maps are revered by kings and queens. 
The action-packed romance weaves together an assortment of 
dangerous sea creatures, magical sirens, underwater ghosts, and 
human armies sacrificed to appease a dying monarch. There’s 
more heart-pounding action in Reyna’s story, with a superbly 
developed heroine, charming secondary characters, and playful 
dialogue. However, after traversing dangerous waters, the plot 
careens through the climax somewhat insipidly, and romantic 
developments aboard ship can feel timeworn. Levi is presumed 
white, and Reyna is brown-haired and golden-skinned.

A delightful romantic adventure flavored with ancient 
legends and salty ocean lore. (map) (Fantasy. 12-18)

THE FAR 
AWAY BROTHERS 
Two Teenage 
Immigrants Making a Life in 
America
Markham, Lauren 
Delacorte (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-9848-2977-1  

A young readers’ adaptation of the 
2017 book of the same name about El Sal-

vadoran twins captured by Border Patrol agents while entering 
the United States.

An exploration of the humanitarian crisis at our southern bor-
der, this book takes readers from the violent streets of El Salvador 
through criminal-controlled zones in Guatemala and Mexico to an 
illegal crossing of the Rio Grande and the pursuit of the American 
dream. Ernesto and Raúl Flores were teenagers who would rather 
have stayed home, but with their lives at risk from a gang, their 
father hired a smuggler to take them north. The journey was filled 
with danger, fear, homesickness, and the burden of knowing it 
would be their responsibility to pay back the loan for the coyote’s 
fee taken out against the family’s farmland. The author, a journalist 
with expertise in refugee issues, reminds readers how young these 
brothers were by exposing their immaturity, indulgences, and 
mistakes—a wise choice, as their humanity shines through in their 
failures. Never intrusive with her research, she keeps an eye on the 
family story while weaving in bits of history, geography, and politics. 
As a result, the fear and displacement the boys felt in California are 
both touching and educational. The informative afterword offers 
historical context and suggestions about what might be done to 
remedy the humanitarian crisis. 

Gets inside the heads and hearts of immigrants. 
(author’s note, afterword, notes, index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

An exploration of the humanitarian crisis at our southern border.
the far away brothers
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MOTHER TONGUE
Mayhew, Julie
Candlewick (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-5362-0263-2  

A coming-of-age story set against the 
backdrop of the 2004 Beslan school siege.

Eighteen-year-old Darya lives with 
her father; younger brothers, Boris and 
Igor; little sister, Nika; and ghost of a 
mother in the Ossetian region of Russia. 

With their depressed mother in a state of semiawareness, the 
running of the household and Nika’s care have fallen to Darya; 
the line between sister and mother blurred, much to her 
anguish. When Nika is taken as a hostage on the first day of 
school and subsequently killed, everything Darya knows and 
hopes for is turned on its head. Her mother regains lucidity, 
blaming Darya for Nika’s death, while her brothers militantly 
seek revenge on Chechens and Ingush. Meanwhile, her father 
retreats into work and spending time with his young lover, 
bringing home an unwelcome suitor for Darya. The arrival of 
aid workers and an American journalist allows her to hope for 
more than the quotidian, and she leaves for Moscow in pursuit 
of a new life. Darya in her desperation is sometimes cruel and 
manipulative, and her behavior in Moscow feels unconvincing 
and inconsistent. Mayhew (The Electrical Venus, 2018, etc.) ref-
erences Russian classics and fairy tales in an attempt to add 
cultural texture. Unfortunately the characters are drawn in 
such a way that it is difficult to become emotionally invested 
in them, weakening the impact of the story.

An ambitious effort that falls flat. (afterword, Russian 
terms, Russian names, references) (Fiction. 14-18)

THE MIRACLE & TRAGEDY OF 
THE DIONNE QUINTUPLETS
Miller, Sarah
Schwartz & Wade/Random (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5247-1381-2  

The true story of the Dionne quin-
tuplets—the first quintuplets to survive 
infancy.

On May 28, 1934, five identical girls 
were born to Elzire and Oliva Dionne 

in an Ontario farmhouse that lacked central heating, running 
water, or electricity. The combined weight of all five at birth was 
just 13 pounds, 6 ounces, and their struggle to survive (as copi-
ously reported by the press, which rapidly descended on the 
farmhouse) captured people’s hearts in the midst of the Great 
Depression. Overwhelmed by publicity and in legal trouble 
from an ill-considered contract to display the quintuplets at the 
Chicago World’s Fair, Elzire and Oliva turned custody of the 
girls over to the Red Cross, which built a hospital/nursery for 
them. Instead of shielding the quintuplets from exploitation 

(one of the reasons put forward for custody), the Red Cross 
instead displayed them to the thousands of visitors a day who 
arrived, visitors who could also buy souvenirs at several shops—
two owned by Oliva. Miller (Caroline, 2017, etc.) tells the story 
chronologically with a succinct perceptiveness that is riveting 
in its detailing of well-meaning intentions turning to exploita-
tion, and her inclusion of dialogue—drawn from contemporary 
materials—and photographs delivers a fresh feel. Notably, she 
individualizes the girls by always referring to them by name 
rather than lumping them together.

An altogether fresh, perceptive, well-written chronicle 
of this cautionary tale. (afterword, note on dialogue, refer-
ences, notes, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

VOW OF THIEVES
Pearson, Mary E.
Henry Holt (496 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-250-16265-6 
Series: Dance of Thieves, 2 

Kazi and Jase’s trials continue in the 
sequel to Dance of Thieves (2018).

Elite soldier (and skilled thief) Kazi 
and Jase Ballenger, new head of his dynas-
tic family, are madly in love and arriving 

back at Jase’s home of Tor’s Watch after a productive meeting 
with the Queen of Venda. They have good news for Jase’s people 
and are eager to share it, but a reunion with his family is not 
to be: A power-hungry schemer has taken over Tor’s Watch. He 
has years of simmering resentment fueling his rage, not to men-
tion a band of mercenaries at his command. And now he has 
Kazi. Jase must rally his allies to bring down a truly vile and cun-
ning villain, but don’t count Kazi out. She has a few tricks up 
her sleeve, although an old enemy lurks in the shadows. Readers 
unfamiliar with the first volume might get a bit lost, but those 
who like their fantasy dark, dark, dark will be thrilled, because 
there will be blood—buckets of it. Kazi and Jase’s every victory 
is hard won and their loyalty to each other, their family, and the 
people who depend on them never wavers. Pearson throws in 
lots of crowd-pleasing twists along with brutal, unflinching bat-
tle scenes and oodles of intrigue. Most main characters assume 
a white default.

A smashing, satisfying adventure. (Fantasy. 14-18)
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THEIR SEAMLESS CREATIVE PARTNERSHIP COOKS UP A TENDER GAY 
LOVE STORY IN BLOOM
By Megan Labrise

When Kevin Panet-
ta and Savanna Ganu-
cheau came together to 
work on a gay romance 
graphic novel, they 
knew from the begin-
ning that the book was 
going to be the product 
of a close partnership. 
This wasn’t going to be 
a case of the writer, Pa-
netta, simply sending a 

script to the illustrator. In fact, the seed of Bloom 
(Feb. 12) was formed in quite the opposite way.

“I think we had one conversation saying, ‘Let’s 
do a comic together,’ ” Ganucheau remembers, 

“and then I drew Ari and Hector.” Bloom revolves 
around those two characters: Ari, a graduating 
high school senior, and Hector, a slightly older, 
aspiring baker. With dreams of escaping his small 
town and making it in the big city as a musician, 
Ari is surprised when he finds himself wanting to 
stick around home a little longer. The reason is 
Hector, who comes to work in Ari’s family bak-
ery. Beautifully detailed montages of the two bak-
ing breads and muffins and buns help illustrate 
the gradual strengthening of their relationship, 
which develops new layers with each lamination 
of the pastry dough. 

When Panetta first saw Ganucheau’s art, he told 
her, “I know these people.” He wrote an outline of 

the novel, and that was that. Of course, there were 
still years of work ahead. “I always find that if you 
develop something with the artist from the begin-
ning, you end up with something better,” Panetta 
explains, “because the artist has to invest so much 
time in the book.” In this case, the illustrative pro-
cess took nearly three years. 

A graphic novel is particularly well suited to il-
lustrating the process of baking, which is so sys-
tematic and precise. But more than that, it allows 
for the storytellers to help shape the reader’s ex-
perience in unique ways. “We’re able to do things 
with a graphic novel that, I don’t want to say you 
can’t do with prose, but that are just different,” Pa-
netta explains. “Like we used calming colors—the 
visuals give a different language than in books.”

“They inform the reader on how you should be feel-
ing about the scene,” Ganucheau adds. “We wanted to 
make sure the tone was, at all points, pointing toward 
positive.” That pursuit of presenting a positive expe-
rience was, they agree, a 
driving factor from the 
very beginning. 

For young readers to-
day, queer representation 
in media is at an all-time 
high. “We did a panel 
with our publisher this 
past weekend,” Panet-
ta says, “and there were 
four different queer YA 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Savanna Ganucheau & Kevin Panetta

Savanna Ganucheau

Kevin Panetta
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books represented, and they had all come out with-
in the past few months, all totally different stories.” 
And with rising visibility, that diversity in content is 
all the more important. “Growing up,” Ganucheau 
remembers, “I wanted to see myself in comics, but 
it was always that one sad gay story. Now we’re see-
ing more joyous ones.” 

Panetta and Ganucheau feel that it’s important 
that young LGBTQ readers have the opportunity 
to discover and hold onto positive and loving sto-
ries centered around people like them. “It can be 
really rough,” Ganucheau says. “We just wanted 
the reader to have a nice time reading this story.”

Bloom received a starred review in the Dec. 15, 2018, 
issue. 

WILD SAVAGE STARS
Perez, Kristina
Imprint (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-250-13283-3 
Series: Sweet Black Waves, 2 

Magic, passion, and secrets inter-
twine in the second installment of a 
historical fantasy trilogy based upon the 
legends of Tristan and Isolde.

The kingdom of Kernyv may no longer 
be an enemy, but Branwen remains torn between love and hate. 
She will scheme, lie, and even kill to conceal the liaison between 
her once-beloved Tristan and Eseult, her cousin and best friend, 
all to preserve the peace contingent on Eseult’s marriage to King 
Marc. But Kernyv faces greater threats than one treasonous affair…
including Branwen’s increasingly ungovernable powers. Branwen 
remains an unlikable but magnificently charismatic protagonist; 
this title wisely focuses more on interesting new characters, such 
as kind, decent Marc and roguish Ruan—Branwen’s partner in 
bickering and bed—than on her angst-ridden triangle with self-
flagellating Tristan and petulant Eseult. Perez (Sweet Black Waves, 
2018) brings extensive scholarship to building a richly detailed 
world, varied in language, ethnicity, religion, and sexual orientation. 
Personal, political, and economic rivalries lead to graphic violence 
and gruesome death; even as the patriarchy demands that peace be 

“made with women’s bodies,” the relentless tension finally explodes 
in devastating betrayals and bloody carnage. As Branwen’s every 
sacrifice apparently falls to ruin, readers will feel compelled to fol-
low her to the next volume.

Come for the torrid romance, stay for the dramatic 
intrigue and fierce feminism. (map; dramatis personae; 
glossary; sources, literary transmission, and worldbuild-
ing) (Fantasy. 14-18)

FAN THE FAME
Priemaza, Anna 
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-06-256084-1  

Content creators strive for subscrib-
ers at a Canadian gaming con. 

Newly minted gamer-girl celebrity 
18-year-old ShadowWillow is building her 
brand by capitalizing on her rumored rela-
tionship with 21-year-old Code of YouTube 

Team Meister fame. Seventeen-year-old Lainey—Code’s sister and 
put-upon roadie—intends to reform her brother by revealing his 
off-camera racism and sexism—even if that reformation involves 
destroying his career—while also getting closer to sad-sack love 
interest LumberLegs. Overflowing with righteous indignation, 
Lainey wants to fight “rape culture and misogyny” but seems 
oblivious to collateral damage. Finding solace in online gaming, 
15-year-old SamTheBrave—overweight and embarrassed by his 
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dermatillomania—wants to share his fledgling stream with Code at 
LotSCON but discovers bullies are everywhere and heroes are rare. 
In contrast to the established digital demigods, Sam displays the 
most genuine geeky passion. A comic/gaming convention is a tem-
porary, isolated, and intense world, but this fictionalized Blizzard-
like con seems unmoored from both reality and fandom. Priemaza 
revisits Legends of the Stone from Kat and Meg Conquer the World 
(2017) to discourse on sexism in gaming (through the much-too-
eloquent Lainey) and doggedly dissect how to gain internet fame 
but offers little in the way of frivolous fun. Most characters are 
white, and whiteness in the gaming world is called out.

Celebrity has never felt so calculated. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE LAST HOPE
Ritchie, Krista & Ritchie, Becca
Wednesday Books (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-250-12873-7 
Series: Raging Ones, 2 

To stop a looming war with the 
Saltarians, Court, Mykal, and Franny 
embark on a mission to save humanity.

Trapped on an enemy starcraft, the 
trio toils in the brig. The commander 

informs them that despite living all their lives on Saltare-3, 
they’re not Saltarian at all—they’re human. Humans are a for-
eign concept to them, and Franny yearns for answers. When a 
stranger arrives to take them to his ship, their questions only 
multiply. He’s a Saltarian who serves humans willingly, a rarity 
who is considered a blood traitor by Saltarian standards, and he 
needs their help. The Earthen Fleet is planning a retrieval mis-
sion on Saltare-1 to prevent a war, and only Court, Mykal, and 
Franny can fit in on the planet unnoticed. The stranger prom-
ises he’ll tell them about Earth as soon as they reach Saltare-1. 
While Franny eagerly pursues any means to learn about who she 
is, Court is mistrustful, at first only agreeing to the mission for 
her sake. Mykal and Court unhappily distance themselves from 
one another, afraid they’ll expose the link the three of them 
share, leaving them vulnerable. The addition of their rescuer’s 
perspective adds another layer to an already rich cast of char-
acters. Romance, intrigue, and deep worldbuilding make every 
page thrum with life. A rushed ending only mildly dampens an 
otherwise thrilling, vibrant, and epic conclusion.

Tightly plotted and brimming with heart. (Fantasy. 
14-adult)

I’M NOT DYING WITH 
YOU TONIGHT
Segal, Gilly
Sourcebooks Fire (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4926-7889-2  

Two teenage girls—Lena and Camp-
bell—come together following a football 
game night gone wrong.

Campbell, who is white and new to 
Atlanta, now attends the school where 

Lena, who is black, is a queen bee. At a game between McPher-
son High and their rival, a racist slur leads to fights, and shots 
are fired. The unlikely pair are thrown together as they try to 
escape the dangers on campus only to find things are even more 
perilous on the outside; a police blockade forces them to walk 
through a dangerous neighborhood toward home. En route, a 
peaceful protest turns into rioting, and the presence of police 
sets off a clash with protestors with gruesome consequences. 
The book attempts to tackle racial injustice in America by 
offering two contrasting viewpoints via narrators of different 
races. However, it portrays black characters as violent and crim-
inal and the white ones as excusably ignorant and subtly racist, 
seemingly redeemed by moments when they pause to consider 
their privileges and biases. Unresolved story arcs, underdevel-
oped characters, and a jumpy plot that tries to pack too much 
into too small a space leave the story lacking. This is not a story 
of friendship but of how trauma can forge a bond—albeit a 
weak and questionable one—if only for a night.

An unpolished grab bag of incidents that tries to make a 
point about racial inequality. (Fiction. 15-adult)

GHADY & RAWAN 
Sharafeddine, Fatima & 
Barraj, Samar Mahfouz
Trans. by Hussain, Sawad & 
Qualey, M. Lynx
Center for Middle Eastern Studies 
(150 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-4773-1852-2  

After a summer break spent in Beirut, 
Ghady, a Lebanese teenager, returns with 

his family to Brussels, Belgium, where they reside.
Left behind is Rawan, his female best friend, with whom 

he keeps in touch through email. Through their correspon-
dence, readers find out about their dreams and ambitions but 
also, and most importantly, their teenage angst and worries: 
Rawan’s increasingly uneasy relationship with her parents 
and Ghady’s bouts with homesickness and racial stereotyp-
ing. Their stories—while told through the perspectives of two 
Lebanese characters—skillfully examine issues pertinent to 
adolescents everywhere: bullying, peer pressure, racial discrimi-
nation, conflicts with parents, substance abuse….The young 
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peoples’ narratives and communications uncover each of their 
perceptions of the other’s world, with Rawan envious of the fast 
internet and 24/7 electricity Ghady enjoys in “well-organized” 
Brussels while Ghady longs for the extended family life of Leba-
nese culture and writes to Rawan that “the noise of the Beirut 
streets…is better than the silence here.” Originally written in 
Arabic, the novel is masterfully penned by celebrated, award-
winning authors Sharafeddine (The Amazing Discoveries of Ibn 
Sina, 2015, etc.) and Barraj (Red Line, 2019, etc.). The dual author-
ship results in a seamless text, and readers will travel smoothly 
between the novel’s two loci, Beirut and Brussels.

A heartfelt and beautifully written page-turner. (Fiction. 
12-14)

MIDNIGHT BEAUTIES
Shepherd, Megan 
HMH Books (448 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-328-81190-5 
Series: Grim Lovelies, 2 

A girl struggles with what she is: not 
animal, not human, not witch.

The conclusion to Shepherd’s (Grim 
Lovelies, 2018, etc.) duology begins six 
weeks after the siege of Montélimar. 

Rennar’s crows surround Anouk’s home, where she is now 
trapped, her plans to study magic at an academy having stalled. 
When Rennar, crown prince of the Shadow Royals, shows up at 
her door, a shoe missing and fear in his eyes, something is clearly 
wrong. Despite her suspicions, Anouk bargains with him for a 
chance to rescue her friends, become a witch, and gain power. 
Readers familiar with the first volume will enjoy this final leg 
of Anouk’s journey in which enemies become family and the 
powerless become powerful. Her transformation is the central 
theme of the story: Anouk feels “tired of living in a world where 
girls were so expendable.” The love triangle skews toward the 
boy who offers the more emotionally healthy choice, though he 
is prone toward saccharine declarations. Moving from Paris to 
London, the story highlights major landmarks that help ground 
readers in the setting. Sexual diversity features prominently, 
from a trans character from the last book taking on a larger role 
to the heartache of a gay boy in love with his straight, male best 
friend. Although many of the witches and Royals tend toward 
white, there are a few racially diverse characters.

A satisfying conclusion. (Urban fantasy. 13-18)

BRIGHT STAR
Swan, Erin
Tor Teen (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-7653-9299-2  

A young girl’s journey from servant to 
rebel leader. 

In Paerolia, human, elven, and 
mixed-descent male children are chosen 
to bond with dragons to become Riders, 
although true political power is held by 

judges. Half-human, half-elf Andra is an indentured servant in 
the Hall of Riders—where she one day accidentally interrupts a 
Pairing ceremony, preventing a hatchling dragon from bonding 
with its match. Andra is sent away to the Chief Judge’s manor, 
where she endures a year of torment before being kidnapped by 
a team of assassins led by their alluring leader, Kael. On her jour-
ney to the rebel camp, Andra meets Tiri, a young dragon whose 
mind speaks directly to hers, and she learns that she has magic 
of her own. Swan’s debut has enough material for an entire tril-
ogy packed into a stand-alone novel. Andra’s off-page rape and 
on-page torture as well as her unfettered rise to become the 
most powerful magic yielder, fighter, and rebel leader, as well as 
a Rider, are all dealt with superficially. The potentially complex 
political background of the story is glossed over in exchange for 
two stereotypical villains. The main character is assumed white, 
and some secondary characters, including the romantic interest, 
Kael, are described as having golden-brown skin.

A formulaic and simplistic high-fantasy adventure that 
never truly lives up to its potential. (Fantasy. 14-adult)

AS MANY NOWS AS 
I CAN GET 
Youngdahl, Shana
Dial (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-525-55385-4  

Grief, addiction, first loves, and 
traveling an unplanned road are among 
the many themes explored in this debut 
novel.

After growing up in an insular town in 
Colorado, graduating senior Scarlett has big ambitions. Though 
she dabbles with alcohol and drugs, her intelligence, drive, and 
propensity for physics pave her way into college after college. 
At the same time, her close relationships prove difficult for 
Scarlett to leave behind: her best friend, Hannah; ex-boyfriend, 
Cody; and lifelong friend, David, with whom a clandestine 
romance, replete with a sort of magnetic sexual draw, blooms. 
Moving between the present and two points in the recent past, 
her heartfelt yet often sardonic first-person narration fills in 
the details of this deeply authentic story, realistically portray-
ing how paralyzing unexpected circumstances and tragedy can 
be. Scarlett herself is marvelously complex, sympathetic but 

Lovely, evocative, unadorned writing shines.
as many nows as i  can get
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difficult, grief-stricken and funny. Secondary characters are also 
well developed, imbued with interesting backstories that help 
frame this study both in how people can break one another and 
hold each other together. Scarlett and David are both white, 
Cody is Latinx, and there is some diversity in ethnicity, gender, 
and sexuality among the people Scarlett meets while at her fic-
tional college in Maine.

Lovely, evocative, unadorned writing shines in this 
smart, poignant story that serious teen readers shouldn’t 
miss. (Fiction. 14-18)

c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e s

NEXUS
Alsberg, Sasha & Cummings, Lindsay
Inkyard Press (400 pp.)
$19.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-335-90329-7
Series: The Androma Saga, 2
(Science fiction. 13-18)

WAR OF THE BASTARDS
Shvarts, Andrew
Disney-Hyperion (400 pp.)
$18.99  |  June 4, 2019
978-1-4847-6764-1
Series: Royal Bastards, 3
(Fantasy. 14-18)

5 must-read lgbtq 
ya books

Mason Deaver Abdi Nazemian

Meredith Russo

Mariko Tamaki & 
Rosemary 

Valero-O’Connell

Aminah Mae Safi
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THE GIRL WHO 
SAID GOODBYE 
A Memoir of a Khmer 
Rouge Survivor 
Allen, Heather
Rebel Press (358 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Jan. 29, 2019
978-1-64339-955-3  

An account of murder, starvation, 
bravery, and faith under Cambodia’s 

dreaded Khmer Rouge regime.
In 1974, Siv Eng, a Cambodian teenager from the rural town 

of Battambang, was full of hope for a promising future when 
she joined her younger sister, Sourn Leng, in a Phnom Penh 
apartment. There, they planned to live as they pursued phar-
macy studies at the University of Health Science. They joined 
their older brother, Pho—a freshly minted electrical engineer—
and his young wife, Sok Yann, as well as their aunt Chhiv Hong 
and other family members. But their lives were about to turn 
nightmarish, as the Khmer Rouge were about to take over the 
country. In this debut biography, Allen relates, in Siv Eng’s voice, 
the gripping story of her aunt’s struggle to survive seemingly 
unrelenting terror. In the 1970s, Allen notes, the Khmer Rouge 
enslaved the entire country’s population, eliminated education, 
money, the judicial system, private property, as well as any type 
of happiness, including singing, that the regime considered a 
sign of capitalist decadence. Throughout this book, the author 
employs a matter-of-fact, almost flat prose style that contrasts 
well with the horror of the narrative that she relates in her 
aunt’s voice. Along the way, Allen effectively reveals the priva-
tion and misery created by the Cambodian communists as Siv 
Eng survived in her country’s wasteland; she found hope in only 
two things—her love of her family members and her quiet, last-
ing sense of prayer: “We were so hungry,” Siv Eng narrates, “The 
suffering was unbearable. Instead of using the rice to feed the 
hungry mouths, the Angkar [Khmer Rouge] was feeding bul-
lets to guns.” The story’s chronology isn’t straightforward, but 
flashbacks offer a contrast between Siv Eng’s earlier days and 
her later ordeal.

A harrowing tale of survival and escape.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   1 5 1

SAINT JAMES INFIRMARY by Michael Heslin ...............................160

LARRY AND BOB by Karen Schaufeld; trans. by Kurt Schwarz ....168

SAVE OUR SHIP by Barbara Ungar ................................................. 170

VALLEY OF SPIES by Keith Yocum ................................................... 172

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

SAINT JAMES INFIRMARY
Heslin, Michael
Three Knolls Publishing (170 pp.)
$9.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  May 7, 2018
978-1-941138-92-2

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



1 5 2   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

THE ADVENTURES OF LAILA 
AND AHMED IN SYRIA
Alloo, Nushin 
Illus. by Kassem, Shadia
Beauty Beneath the Rubble (60 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jul. 3, 2018
978-0-692-11094-2  

A debut illustrated children’s book focuses on two siblings’ 
magical adventures in Syria.

Laila wants nothing more than to be a great explorer like 
her grandfather Ibn Battuta. Her little brother, Ahmed, is 
more of a homebody who gets nervous any time he has to go 
anywhere. One day when their mother is out, Laila decides that 
she is going to hunt for her grandfather’s travel journal, which 
he called Rihla. With Ahmed’s help, she finds the journal and 
discovers a poetic clue, urging the two children to embark on 
a journey. Slowly, the book begins to grow in size, revealing 
itself as a magic portal. Laila and Ahmed follow their grandfa-
ther’s clues through Syria, where they travel on camelback to 
a castle built by the Crusaders, a market in Aleppo, an ancient 
water wheel, the oasis of Palmyra, the Church of St. Sergius, 
and finally to the country’s capital city of Damascus. As they 
move from place to place, they are greeted by old friends of 
their grandfather’s and treated to the many enchanting sights, 
sounds, and tastes of Syria. Even timid Ahmed comes out of his 
shell, eager to unearth each clue on the route their clever grand-
father laid out for them. The lively book features rich, colorful 
paintings by debut illustrator Kassem depicting the two chil-
dren as they trek from one vivid locale to the next. Alloo’s sweet 
story will instill in young readers a sense of wonder and appre-
ciation for the history and grandeur of Syria. Though there are 
many images, the narrative is wordy and would be best read 
with a parent or guardian who can help guide a curious child. 
While there is no in-depth history provided, there are enough 
insights into Syria’s past to pique readers’ interest and encour-
age further research. This work would be a superb supplement 
to history lessons covering the Middle East

A fun, warm, and friendly tale that’s sure to delight and 
inspire youngsters to learn more about the Arab world.

THE CITIES OF DEAD
Arden, Alys
For the Art of It Publishing (650 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jan. 22, 2019
978-0-9897577-4-4 

This third installment of a YA series 
brings a superlative menace to New 
Orleans that may require vampires and 
witches to join forces.

Eight months ago, a monstrous hur-
ricane demolished New Orleans. Sixteen-year-old Adele Le 
Moyne, despite the witch mark on her arm, has seemingly lost 
her telekinetic powers. Her coven, including friends Désirée 

Indieland sees excellent LGBTQ 
stories in a wide range of genres, in-
cluding picture books. A gay teenag-
er, a transgender professor, and a gay 
king—all facing weighty challeng-
es—appear in these Indie works with 
Kirkus stars.

In James Mulhern’s novel Give 
Them Unquiet Dreams, a 14-year-old 
boy named Aiden Glencar deals 
with his gay sexuality, Irish Catho-

lic grandmother, and the second sight he shares with his 
mother. While he schemes to free 
his mom from an asylum, Aiden 
sees bizarre ghosts in the Boston 
streets. Throughout these upheav-
als, his older brother, Martin, re-
mains a supportive figure in Aiden’s 
turbulent world. “A luminous, beau-
tifully told fairy tale grounded in 
history and elevated by spirit,” our 
reviewer writes.

Nickie Farrell returns to her Vir-
ginia alma mater, Windfield Col-
lege, as a transgender professor with 
a complex past in Iolanthe Woulff ’s debut literary novel, 
She’s My Dad. During her college years, Nickie presented 
herself as a man. Meanwhile, Collie Skinner, a waiter, dis-

covers that his biological father was 
a Windfield student who later van-
ished. Soon, a campus reporter no-
tices that both Collie and Nickie 
have unusual heterochromatic eyes. 
Our critic calls this work “a deft and 
nuanced study in contradictions, 
clashes, and mismatches.”    

A monarch dreams of adopting 
an infant in the picture book All 
Is Assuredly Well by Professor Gore 
and Maestro Wilson. One day, King 
Phillip the Good decides that he 

and his husband, Don Carlos, “need a little princess, a tiny 
baby girl!” and wishes on the Blue Star. The ruler eventual-
ly travels into the woods on a perilous quest to find a prin-
cess. His exploits, shown in Angela F.M. Trotter’s color-
ful images, even involve a bear. According to our reviewer, 
this volume offers “sweet characters, skillful storytelling, 
and knockout illustrations.” —M.F.

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

queer adventures 
in indieland
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Borges and Isaac Thompson, battled the Medici vampires. Isaac 
slayed Adele’s undead mother, Brigitte, to save the teenager’s life. 
Now, Adele has withdrawn from her coven and existence in gen-
eral. Only when Niccoló, the Medici sibling who’ll do anything 
for Adele, throws her mother a funeral does the teen reawaken 
to the world. Meanwhile, Isaac, Désirée, and their friend Codi 
Daure have been tracking down those possessed by the rogue 
spirits disturbed by Callisto Salazar and his Ghost Drinkers 
coven. The trio also strives to protect the city’s numerous cem-
eteries from Calli’s succubi by using hexenspiegel (witches’ mir-
rors). Eventually, Adele warms to Nicco’s charm, allowing him to 
begin exploring ways to restore her magic despite the warning 
written by her ancestor Adeline Saint-Germaine 300 years ago: 

“Be safe and stay away from Niccoló Medici.” A vicious attack 
on Isaac by Emilio Medici bolsters this statement. But Nicco 
has his own plan to find Calli before an already ruined city can 
be brought even lower. In this penultimate volume of her series, 
Arden (The Romeo Catchers, 2017, etc.) brings further heat to her 
love triangle and a broader, more otherworldly canvas on which 
to paint her cast’s heroism. The plot’s historical context is, as 
always, wretched yet captivating. Adele visits Jazzland, an amuse-
ment park devastated by the storm, and walks “through piles of 
stuffed bears in prize booths that looked like they’d been mauled 
by real ones, and dunking tanks filled with swamp water.” Meaty 
supernatural components include the lwa (Haitian Vodou spirits) 
and the accompanying Guinée (a part of the Afterworld). But the 
true reward for the author’s fans is the continuously vital por-
trayal of these characters. Adele’s friends love her, and a sweeping 
gesture in the final third is sure to make the audience misty-eyed.

A magnificent supernatural saga striding confidently 
toward its finale.

BROWN SUGAR & SPICE
Bailey, Mathis
Self (271 pp.) 
  

A romantic sequel continues the 
story of an African-American foodie’s 
misadventures in love.

Though they are no longer together, 
Pierre Jackson still harbors a strong 
attraction to his former fiance, the clos-
eted CNN news anchor De’Andre “Dre” 

Harris. That’s why Pierre accepts his invitation to come to a 
party at Dre’s wealthy parents’ house. But later, Pierre finds 
out that Dre is currently dating a woman. Pierre’s work life 
in Toronto isn’t much better. He’s struggling to earn a living 
writing freelance reviews of local restaurants while sharing an 
apartment with his friend Zola Washington. Zola escaped an 
abusive relationship in Atlanta and is frustrated with the lack 
of soul food in Toronto. She has decided to try to open her 
own restaurant to fill the niche and wants Pierre, who moved 
to Toronto from Detroit, to be her business partner. Pierre is 
unsure. It sounds like a desperate step for both of them, as even 
Zola seems to admit: “Seriously, Pierre, you aren’t getting any 

younger, and neither am I. We both must do something differ-
ent with our lives.” Pierre ultimately decides to help Zola out, 
though it means courting patronage from Dre and his parents, 
including agreeing to cater the anchor’s upcoming wedding to 
his new fiancee, Kendra Devonport. An unexpected trip to the 
Bahamas to attend his grandfather’s funeral—with the Carib-
bean-curious Zola in tow—gives Pierre the opportunity to get 
back to his roots and maybe find a path through the madness of 
his life. Bailey’s (Confused Spice, 2016) prose is warm and engag-
ing, particularly his figurative language: “He wielded his words 
like a dull kitchen knife. His wife stared at him blankly but ate 
it up like a warm sweet potato pie. My mother smacked her lips 
and flicked off his hollow words like pesky ants.” Pierre, sensible 
but sensitive, is a relatable protagonist attempting to navigate 
the rapids of his 30s, caught between his pragmatism and his 
desire to dream big. The book more or less stands alone from 
the author’s previous Pierre novel—Bailey includes everything 
readers need to know—and it satisfies both as foodie escapism 
and as a messy story of love and friendship.

An entertaining tale of a gay writer and would-be chef 
in Toronto.

ASK A SUFFRAGIST
Stories and Wisdom From 
America’s First Feminists
Bennett, April Young 
Brown Blackwell Books (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-73382-390-6

A debut history book examines 
American women’s fight for the vote.

In this first installment of a series, 
Bennett covers the early decades of the 

women’s rights movement, concluding shortly after the Civil War. 
Drawing heavily on letters and published writings, the author 
shows the collaborative and often contentious nature of 19th-
century activism and places it in the context of the present-day, 
ongoing struggle for equality. The narrative is organized by theme 
as much as by chronology, with each chapter presenting a ques-
tion (“What is men’s role in a feminist movement?”; “How do we 
define our priorities?”) that is answered by the historical figures 
and events within it. While famous movement leaders like Susan 
B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Lucy Stone all feature 
prominently, the volume skillfully tells the stories of lesser-known 
activists (Julia Ward Howe, Angelina Grimke, Prudence Crandall) 
and gives full attention to the efforts of black women advocating 
for both suffrage and equality (Maria Stewart, Sojourner Truth, 
Frances Watkins). Bennett weaves together the many quotations 
from historical letters, speeches, and newspapers (a full list of cita-
tions appears at the end) with a narration that is both casual and of 
the moment. Stewart stepped back from the cause because “she 
wasn’t volunteering to be her community’s personal therapist”; 
Catharine Beecher supported women speaking “almost never, 
hardly anywhere and not by any means that might possibly effect 
policy change”; women in one utopian community “organized 
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conventions, gave speeches, and, um, did the dishes.” The result is 
a highly readable and engaging work of firmly constructed history 
that serves as an excellent introduction to the topic. Although the 
book does not break any new ground in historical research or anal-
ysis, it does an excellent job of synthesizing and presenting a wide 
range of sources and details, keeping the many historical figures 
distinct and offering a narrative that is easy for readers to follow.

A well-written and solidly researched exploration of 
the 19th-century women’s rights movement.

THE NINE
Blasberg, Jeanne McWilliams
She Writes Press (325 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $16.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-63152-674-9
978-1-63152-652-7 paper

A sinister secret lies behind the pris-
tine facade of an elite New Hampshire 
boarding school in this novel.      

Welcome to Dunning Academy, where 
today’s best young minds and upper-crust legacies are molded into 
tomorrow’s movers and shakers—if the academic and social pres-
sures don’t break them first. When 14-year-old Sam Webber received 
his acceptance, his mother, Hannah, was overjoyed. Sam was the mir-
acle baby she and her husband, Edward, thought they would never 
have, and from the moment of his birth, he became the center of his 
mother’s life. Dunning was her idea—Sam would receive a superior 
education and make the important connections that would lead to 
a successful life. But now, he is on his own, insecure and struggling 
(“He realized something during those first weeks it would take his 
mother a long time to understand: the only way he was going to mas-
ter Dunning Academy would be through a side door”). That door is 
provided by Justin Crandall, a legacy golden boy, who befriends Sam 
and offers him a chance to join The Nine, Dunning’s secret society 
(think Yale’s Skull and Bones for the high school set). Gradually, as 
he is pulled more deeply into The Nine’s web, Sam comes to realize 
that the society’s ostensibly harmless pranks are being manipulated 
by others with malevolent agendas. Woven throughout the disturb-
ing, plot-driven narrative is a poignant mother-son drama, with 
Hannah’s obsessive commitment to Sam’s Ivy League track caus-
ing a fracturing in their relationship. In fluid prose, Blasberg (Eden, 
2017) combines two tales through two alternating voices. The third-
person narrator provides the major storyline, in which decades-old 
misdeeds are resurrected through current schemes and blackmail, 
while Hannah delivers the subplot through first-person, emotional 
recollections. While Sam is an appealing lead character, readers will 
likely find Hannah’s intransigence frustrating. But ultimately, she 
faces the fact that her own ambitions for Sam left him vulnerable to 
the machinations of more experienced players: “I used to take it for 
granted that our desires were intertwined. I assumed he’d absorbed 
them in utero, just as he shared my blood and my oxygen.”

A helicopter mom turns out to be no match for a 
well-funded conspiracy; engaging, with a likable young 
protagonist.

PURSUITS UNKNOWN
Clary, Ellen
Spark Press (384 pp.) 
$11.56 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Jun. 9, 2019
978-1-943006-86-1 

Dogs and humans trying to stop 
high-tech data thieves find themselves 
facing a genocidal religious cult in this 
debut futuristic novel. 

When Amy Callahan, an employee 
of the rescue agency Locate and Inves-

tigate, gets the call to find a missing robot scientist, it seems 
like just another day on the job. With a team of dogs who are 
empaths like herself, Amy and her canine companion, Lars, set 
out on the hunt and find their quarry quickly. But when the 
disoriented man turns out to be the victim not only of kid-
napping, but also of intentional nanobot contamination, LAI 
investigators and their trusted animal sidekicks are drawn into 
an increasingly dangerous inquiry. In a society where cars and 
planes operate themselves and computer keyboards and revving 
engines are relics of the past, humans and dogs are beginning 
to forge telepathic communication through the “Canine Lan-
guage Project.” Amy and the brave, intelligent kelpie/shepherd 
mix Lars work side by side with other human and dog partners, 
such as Gimli, a burger-loving Corgi who specializes in plac-
ing surveillance bugs in delicate places. On the trail of the data 
thieves who infected two robotics experts with deadly nano-
bots, Amy and Lars go on an undercover mission to investigate 
a megalomaniacal religious leader who seeks domination on 
Earth and beyond. Clary’s vision of the future is grounded in 
the emerging field of nanorobotics and the fanciful concept of 
dog-human communication. This sci-fi series opener is believ-
able and intriguing; readers may wonder, for example, if Amy’s 
helpful “olfactory reflectometer” is a real or visionary investi-
gative tool. The author also does a satisfying job of creating a 
convincing portrait of canine consciousness, with exchanges 
that expand the animal-human relationship while preserving 
an essential dogness in the pooches’ personalities. Issues like 
the ethics and legalities of using dog evidence inject a note of 
realism into a story that might otherwise seem far-fetched. The 
plot, which combines technology with religious zealotry, is plea-
surably creepy, although the division of the book into 69 short 
chapters, with such prosaic titles as “Amy Talks with John” and 

“Tomas and Adam Talk,” seems choppy and baffling. 
A sci-fi mystery tackled in style by a feisty canine-

human detective team. 

The plot, which combines technology with 
religious zealotry, is pleasurably creepy.

pursuits unknown
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REALITY™ 2048
Watching Big Mother
Cressman, Derek 
Poplar Leaf Press (318 pp.) 
$19.84 paper  |  $9.84 e-book
Apr. 15, 2019
978-1-73395-670-3

In a setting similar to Orwell’s Nine-
teen Eighty-Four, corporations suppress 
independent thought through a constant 
stream of media content.

In this novel, the year is 2048. The population of the 
international superstate known as Globalia is divided into the 
elite Establishment and the pedestrian Vues (a name derived 
from their status as viewers). Citizens experience the world 
through MyScreens or MyndScreens: devices that, depending 
on income, are worn as helmets or implanted directly into the 
brain. An individual’s activity is monitored by the SpeidrWeb™, 
and anomalies are retired to entertainment homes where con-
tent is streamed to them without pause. Vera works in the 
Department of Information, researching statistics for public 
announcements. Bored by the ceaseless barrage of infotain-
ment and annoyed by her co-workers’ fixation with the reality 
TV series Big Mother Gets Real, she uses meditation to achieve 
a heightened awareness of the physical world. She becomes 
increasingly disillusioned with her work, realizing that while 
factually correct, the information broadcasted to the public 
is usually misleading. Her questioning soon leads her to other 
rebels, including a charming screenwriter named Chase, with 
whom Vera becomes romantically involved, and a mysterious 
legal expert whom she suspects is part of the legendary resis-
tance group the Luddyte Sisterhood. Cressman (The Recall’s Bro-
ken Promise, 2007, etc.) draws heavily from the format of Nineteen 
Eighty-Four, complete with an internal manifesto explaining 
the history of the Globalian regime. In addition to addressing 
overstimulation and corporate control, he illustrates the future 
of social media, relationships, economics, agriculture, warfare, 
and the devolution of speech into a collection of emojicons. 
The world he creates is well developed, filled with clever com-
mentary and leavened by satirical situations. But the execution 
suffers from occasional heavy-handedness. For instance, Vera’s 
observation that “No infotain firm, no avatar creator, not a single 
living person has yet created a sound as authentic as the laugh of a child” 
feels more sentimental than substantive. Although the plot will 
be very predictable to anyone familiar with Orwell’s writing, the 
conclusion still manages to deliver a powerful emotional wallop. 
This modern tribute brings a sense of relevance and urgency to 
a dystopian classic.

A potent and sobering wake-up call.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF TOMMY
How a Rock Icon Reveals 
the Mind
Daniels, Graeme
$14.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
May 10, 2019
978-1-09-214297-7

Daniels (Blended, 2017, etc.) explores the 
Who’s famous rock opera from the perspec-
tive of a psychotherapist and fan in a work 
that combines memoir and art criticism.

For many people of Daniels’ generation who grew up in the 
1970s and ’80s, rock music offered a reflection of teenage angst and 
alienation. The author writes that he found particular resonance 
in the music of the Who, especially the songs on their landmark 
1969 album “Tommy,” which was adapted as a film in 1975. Daniels 
argues in his introduction that rock opera’s “lyrical motifs, such 
as the ‘deaf, dumb, and blind boy,’ its references to mirrors, and 
pinball, carry the feel and weight of archetypes, affording Tommy 
a mythic status that is unrivalled in pop music.” His book—part 
memoir, part literary critique, and part psychological evaluation—
explores not only the album and the context in which it was cre-
ated, but also the eponymous character at the center of the work. 
Daniels discusses his own discovery of the Who as a child in 1970s 
Britain, noting that it wasn’t until his family moved to the United 
States that he became a true fan. He provides some background on 
the album’s origins and on the development of attachment theory 
before continuing, full-bore, into the “Tommy” story. While inves-
tigating the life of the isolated, abused, pinball-playing Tommy, 
who’s paraded before a series of doctors in the album’s narrative, 
Daniels draws on relevant, anonymized cases that he’s encoun-
tered in his own psychotherapy practice. The author goes on to 
offer his own “sequel” to the album, imagining what it would be 
like if Tommy were to walk into his office for treatment.

Daniels’ deep fandom of the album is the book’s defining 
characteristic, and it’s present in nearly every line of his prose. As 
he didn’t secure the rights to reprint the album’s lyrics, Daniels is 
forced to get creative in his descriptions of its plot and themes, 
and he does an admirable job of capturing the overall feel of the 
record this way, as in this description of the hit single “Pinball 
Wizard”: “Blending fantasy with evocations of the past, the song 
is a stroke of genius, conjuring depression era taverns, Brighton 
Pier arcades. The ephemera easily comes to mind: a battery of 
lights illuminating flippers, comic-book imagery, bumpers, and 
launch springers.” He offers a number of intriguing ideas about 
the Who, as well—which, he argues, was “perhaps the first act in 
rock history conceived as a reflection of its audience rather than 
a self-contained performing act”—and about Tommy as a charac-
ter. That said, his deep dives into the minutiae of each song from 
a psychoanalytic perspective can make for dry reading at times, 
even for those who love the album. It’s difficult to imagine this 
work, which blends the intensity of Who fandom with the eso-
tericism of psychology, finding a large readership. That said, it’s 
still an impressive work of intellectual labor.

A well-argued work of rock criticism for a special-
ized audience.
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DREAMING OF FISH
& Other Apocalyptic Stories 
of Foreboding and Grace
Frode, Charles
Lulu (148 pp.) 
$18.96 paper  |  Dec. 16, 2018
978-0-359-22139-4  

A volume of short stories explores 
dark spiritual territory, examining themes 
of destruction on both a personal and 
global scale. 

In the poignant and heartbreaking “Dreaming of Fish,” a man 
trying to come to terms with a terminal brain tumor makes one 
last journey to the mountains where he and his wife have found 
so much joy. “Mirror Mirror” is a bit more abstract, about a man 
working in a frame shop who becomes obsessed with a woman’s 
painting, eventually trying to lose himself in the work’s world. 
A few tales in, the scope of the stories begins to expand. “In Its 
Luster” follows a schoolboy as he falls in love with a classmate, 
an experience reflected in scenes around the world, from an 
Iraqi astrophysicist to a musician who tunes his guitar. “Nolo 
Contendere” shows a young man developing into a serial killer, 
waiting with a small arsenal to shock his small town. “Gathering 
Algorithms” and “Which Was Once” take the apocalypse quite 
literally. The former is the most eerie, portraying an increas-
ingly digital world that causes trees to grow out of control and 
uproot, resulting in massive devastation. The latter, a blow-by-
blow account of an Armageddon where fascism increases in reac-
tion to disasters and human hypocrisy accelerates the planet’s 
doom, is all plot and no characterization. The final three are 
more personal, ending with the transmigration of the soul of a 
female boar into a newborn child. Frode’s (One Times One, 2016, 
etc.) wild imagination is on full display here as he tries to con-
nect these intriguing stories with the ideas of artists and thinkers 
like Ramana Maharshi, T.S. Eliot, and Russell Hoban by present-
ing quotes from their works by way of introduction. In this bold 
assemblage, the author’s prose can be thick, as in “Scree” when 
he describes a character’s outpouring of secret thoughts: “The 
extreme cognitive myopia under which he is now struggling is 
causing him to utter words and thoughts that have always fallen 
mute between the integers and symbols of his formulae.”

Though its reach may sometimes exceed its grasp, this 
collection is never less than daring and ambitious.

WOMEN OF VALOR
Polish Jewish Resisters to the 
Third Reich
Gilbert, Joanne D. 
Adira Press (224 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jul. 1, 2018
978-1-73244-511-6  

Gilbert provides a necessary, histori-
cally rich account of the Polish Jewish resis-
tance via the perspectives of four women.

The author interviewed four Jewish women who survived 
the Holocaust: Manya Feldman, Faye Schulman, Lola Lieber, 
and Miriam Brysk. Each went on to live long lives abroad 
with various careers—a Hebrew School teacher, photographer, 
research scientist, and artist. In her debut nonfiction work, 
which borrows its title from a biblical phrase (“A woman of 
valor is robed in strength and dignity and faces the future with 
grace”), Gilbert immerses readers in the lives of her interview-
ees; photographs and helpful notes that provide historical back-
ground are interspersed throughout. Gilbert also “interviewed 
several Polish Gentile women who had been active in the Resis-
tance” who asked that their stories not be included in the text. 
Each narrative is remarkable in its own right, extensively limn-
ing the horrors of World War II. In Manya Feldman’s chapter, 
for example, she tells Gilbert, “I would learn much later that my 
mother and precious little sisters were among the fifteen-thou-
sand innocent Jews that were rounded up and sent to Sarny to 
be ‘liquidated’ during that hideous week in August 1942.” Faye 
Schulman describes her experiences developing horrific photos 
for the Nazis (“Before my eyes, appearing like phantoms on 
the photo paper, I again saw the heinous deaths of my neigh-
bors, my friends…and my own precious family”); Lola Lieber 
recounts pretending to be Catholic and mimicking “Gentile 
mannerisms, and speech patterns.” The chapter about Lieber 
includes an anecdote with Adolf Eichmann (“I was struck by 
how absolutely normal he looked”). Taken together, these rec-
ollections are intensely personal and thoughtfully compiled—
richly descriptive of the women’s day-to-day experiences during 
the war while also providing historical context. Miriam Brysk’s 
story best epitomizes the text’s matter-of-fact style, as when 
she remembers her family’s arrival at a shared apartment in 
the town of Lublin: “There was very little furniture, but we felt 
safe and happy to be in our own apartment. We were especially 
happy to be able to celebrate our first Passover in six years.”

Well-researched and powerful; challenges readers to 
consider the heroism and struggles of women’s resistance.

THE MUTINY GIRL
Gordon, Karen S. 
Gordon Productions (358 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jan. 15, 2019
978-1-73360-641-7 

An attorney links a present-day 
betrayal and murder in Florida to 
unsolved past crimes in Gordon’s debut 
legal thriller.

Miami lawyer Vance Courage still 
thinks about a decades-old cold case of a murdered waitress at 
the Hotel Mutiny from when he was a cop. The Mutiny catered 
to drug kingpins who demanded expensive champagne, girls, 
and more. His friend Daniel Ruiz, a retired police sergeant, 
hasn’t forgotten the crime either. In the present day, Vance 
is dating “tall, whippet-thin blonde” Lauren Gold, whom he 
met on a dating website. However, Lauren, a freelance video 

Intensely personal and thoughtfully compiled.
women of valor



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  j u n e  2 0 1 9   |   1 5 7

marketing producer, is catfishing Vance at the request of Ray 
Dinero, her friend and singular client, who has a connection to 
the drug gangs. Meanwhile, Vance’s uncle Tony Famosa slith-
ers back into his nephew’s life after hiding in Cuba for 20 years. 
The FBI long has had Tony on its most-wanted list for smug-
gling billions of dollars’ worth of cocaine into Florida—and 
much of the money is still missing. It turns out that Tony may 
be connected to Ray, and he’s also linked to a Cuban sociopath, 
Ramon “Mongo” Solana, who was at the Mutiny on the fateful 
night that the waitress died—as was Lauren. Coincidences start 
piling up, and Vance and Daniel may finally get to the bottom of 
that unsolved crime. Readers may be intrigued by the fact that 
this story was inspired by events at the real-life Hotel Mutiny in 
Miami, where the author worked in the late 1970s and early ’80s. 
Rich descriptions fill the pages of this novel; for example, Dan-
iel’s face features “fleshy folds between his eyes, deep enough to 
clamp a dime.” Some of Gordon’s word choices are particularly 
evocative, as when a killer with a deformed foot “crabbed out 
of the room.” The characters are distinctive, and protagonist 
Vance is shown to have considerable flaws. It should be noted, 
however, that there are violent scenes of murder and sexual pre-
dation that may be over-the-top for some readers.

An engagingly written series starter with a bounty of 
plot twists and Miami vices.

DWELLING SPACE
Harris, Lisa
Cayuga Lake Books (84 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Jan. 28, 2019
978-1-68111-282-4  

Poet Harris (Traveling Through Glass, 
2017) honors her predecessors while also 
blazing new trails in this accomplished 
long poem. 

T.S. Eliot dedicated his landmark 
1922 poem The Waste Land to his friend 

and collaborator Ezra Pound, whom he called “the greater 
craftsman.” It’s hard not to think that Eliot, in turn, is a huge 
source of inspiration for Harris’ latest work. Eliot’s poem 
famously opens, “April is the cruellest month […] stirring / Dull 
roots with spring rain.” Harris starts hers on a similar note: 

“Each month brings rain and emptiness, / blank skies, torpid 
melodies.” Harris’ work, like Eliot’s, is long; both are divided 
into five parts; and they share favorite images and themes—des-
ert, rock, water, and divination, to name a few. However, Harris’ 
syntax is less tortured and her lines longer, which gives her writ-
ing a smoothness that even the modernist master sometimes 
lacked. And unsurprisingly, given the title, she’s much more 
invested in creating a fully developed sense of place. Harris 
builds arresting, intricate interior landscapes that both repli-
cate and evoke exterior ones; here, for example, she describes an 
early-winter walk in the gray forest: “Black walnut, spruce, and 
sugar maple, / red oak, pine, and rare pink dogwood— / leaves 
and needles, needles and leaves, / bark and branches, branches 
and bark. // In the slate sky of December, as light / inches back 

to bright, skeletons / are visible on a path she walks.” The poet 
deftly plays the specific (black walnut, spruce, maple) against 
the general (leaves and needles) in the opening lines, and the 
unobtrusive alliteration in the fifth line—“slate sky”—gives the 
image a striking power. In passages such as these, Harris proves 
that she’s a craftswoman of considerable skill. 

A distinctive, poetic space that’s worth dwelling in.

YOUR DIGITAL UNDERTAKER
Exploring Death in the 
Digital Age in Canada
Hartung, Sharon 
FriesenPress (288 pp.) 
$43.99  |  $25.49 paper  |  $6.74 e-book
Feb. 22, 2019
978-1-9994501-5-1
978-1-9994501-4-4 paper  

A practical guide to preparatory end-
of-life and post-mortem care for Canadians. 

Hartung’s insightful, personal approach 
to the somber realities of “deathcare” provides essential and moti-
vational reading. In a heartfelt introduction, the author, a former 
aerospace engineer and IBM executive, notes that her life changed 
drastically after her mother died. The event “forced me to face 
grief in a way that I’d never experienced before and handed me 
a troubled project I was not expecting,” she candidly reveals, 
and she goes on to share the intimate details of her journey. 
Although she was dealing with crushing sadness, she ran through 
a checklist of tasks that were necessary for her mother’s proper 
cremation and her estate’s dispensation and settlement. The 
author writes that no one can ever be fully prepared for a death 
in the family; her mother’s death came during an exceptionally 
stressful period, she says, when her career was in flux, her home 
required a “long, muddy, messy and expensive drainage project,” 
and she’d recently undergone a cancer scare. Readers should 
keep in mind that laws differ from country to country, and 
Hartung’s text is specifically tailored toward Canadians. How-
ever, the author offers successive chapters of critical advice on 
estate administration, including the complexities of digital-age 
aspects of the process, and comprehensively examines the com-
plexities of wills and executorship. Her linear explanations and 
thorough research ultimately take much of the guesswork out of 
interment, philanthropy, taxes, and probate laws. Charts, tables, 
and sidebars offer additional graphic elucidation. In a book 
about an industry that traditionally focuses on unsentimental 
legalities, Hartung infuses some much-needed humanity. Her 
perspective will be welcomed by readers in similar situations. 

A durable course on the legal nuances of survivorship 
and the importance of preplanning.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Harper Bliss

A FIERCELY INDIE WRITER FINDS HER OWN PATH…AND A LOT OF SUCCESS
By Rhett Morgan

In 2012, Harper Bliss started self-publishing and quick-
ly stood out within the crowded romance genre by writing 
witty, exciting fiction both for and about lesbian women. 
At the time, Bliss and her wife were living in Hong Kong, 
but they soon had a growing online fan base spanning 
the globe. That inspired them to mount their own pub-
lishing company, Ladylit, and set off as digital nomads. 
While traveling, Bliss found inspiration for her bestsell-
ing Pink Bean series (set at a Sydney coffee shop) and the 
acclaimed Oregon-based At the Water’s Edge, among many 
others. The couple has since settled in their native Bel-
gium, but Bliss continues to release the titillating, inter-
nationally-set titles her readers love. 

When did you start focusing on writing? 
I started writing after we left Belgium. My wife was asked 
to move to Hong Kong for work, and I happily followed. 

I quit my job in Belgium and, being a kept woman, found 
myself with quite some time on my hands in Hong Kong. 
So I did what I’d always wanted to do but never felt I had 
the time for previously: writing. I haven’t really looked 
back since (and my wife works for me now).

Did you feel that there was a lack of writing for and 
about lesbian women? 
When I released my first book in 2012, there was hard-
ly anything for lesbians. LGBTQ women hardly ever 
see themselves represented in mainstream media, and I 
think representation is one of the most important things 
for anyone. This makes the readership voracious, because 
if we want a story with lesbian protagonists, we can’t just 
turn on Netflix.

Do you think that literature geared for lesbian audienc-
es has evolved since? 
Goodness yes! So many new authors have emerged. It used 
to be quite easy to keep track of the newbies, but now it 
has become impossible. The lesbian fiction market has re-
ally exploded in the last 5 years, and I think it’s really great.

How else do your books break away from 
traditional romances? 
I do like some controversy, and my characters are all 
deeply flawed. I also like to touch on bigger issues like 
body positivity and mental health and weave them into 
my romantic plots.

Why do you think readers responded so strongly to your 
book At the Water’s Edge? 
Because, even though it’s 100% fiction, it drew on a deep-
ly personal story of mine, and it deals with issues so many 
people deal with these days, like depression and low self-
esteem. I think my readers love that book so much be-
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cause they could see so much of themselves reflected in 
the main character of Ella, who, despite all the sadness 
she went through, gets an amazing happy ending. De-
spite the dark theme of the book, it’s very hopeful.

Why did you decide to start your own press to release 
your work? 
Because I’m a fierce indie and I like to have control over 
everything. I also don’t think a lesbian fiction publisher 
could do anything more for me than I could do for my-
self. I love both writing and marketing, and I learned so 
much along the way. I was lucky because the Kindle, and 
ebooks in general, took off just as I started writing….It’s 
such an amazing time to be a writer.

What are you working on next?
I’m currently working on a book in a series I’m writing 
with two other lesbian romance authors (Clare Lydon 
and T.B. Markinson, both of whom I’ve co-written a book 
with before) set in the British Cotswolds. My next release 
is French Kissing: Season Five, which comes out mid-June. I 
started this serial in 2013, and it’s still going strong (French 
politics seems to mix well with lesbian intrigue!).
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THE SPY IN MOSCOW STATION
Haseltine, Eric 
Thomas Dunne Books (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $14.99 e-book  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-250-30116-1  

A National Security Agency engineer 
attempts to uncover a leak in the Ameri-
can Embassy in Moscow in this real-life 
Cold War thriller.

In 1978, Gus Hathaway, the CIA 
chief of station at the U.S. Embassy in 

the Soviet capital, made an unconventional decision that was 
unlikely to win him either friends or approval: He asked another 
intelligence agency, the National Security Agency, for help. The 
stakes for Hathaway, though, were immeasurably high—the 
KGB was discovering and executing American assets, and he 
suspected a leak somewhere within the Moscow embassy. It was 
a reasonable hypothesis, as the “KGB bugging of the embassy 
was an accepted fact of life.” Also, he knew that the KGB trans-
mitted microwaves into the most information-sensitive areas of 
the building, although the CIA couldn’t figure out why. To make 
matters worse, American operatives discovered that a chimney 
shaft, from which one could sometimes hear “mysterious scrap-
ing noises,” wasn’t connected to any actual fireplaces; it was 
likely a KGB listening post of some kind. Hathaway recruited 
the help of Charles Gandy, an engineer at the NSA who’d risen 
to the highest levels of civilian authority and was a ranking 
member of R9, a group considered the “most prestigious and 
glamorous at NSA.” Haseltine (Brain Safari, 2018, etc.), with 
all the painstaking scrupulousness of an investigative journal-
ist, details Gandy’s remarkable efforts to produce a “smoking 
gun” that could prove the Soviets were spying on the embassy—
evidence that could justify a complex countermission that he 
himself had designed.

Haseltine is a former director of research for the NSA—his 
boss there, Gen. Michael V. Hayden, contributes a foreword—
and his expertise is beyond reproach. His research here is 
breathtaking, drawing on a bevy of sources, including his own 
interviews with Gandy as well as declassified U.S. governmental 
documents, often reproduced here at great length. In fact, his 
thoroughness can be a bit overwhelming at times; readers will 
often find themselves buried under mounds of minute detail, 
much of it forbiddingly technical. Even so, the story as a whole 
has all the power and intrigue of a cinematic thriller. In one 
memorable scene, for instance, Gandy was visited in his work-
ing quarters at the embassy by a “KGB honey trap,” a beautiful 
woman who attempted to gain access to his room; no one could 
figure out how she—and her male escort—managed to make 
it past embassy guards. The story isn’t only about the contest 
between Americans and Russians, but also about the turf-war 
rivalry of the CIA and the NSA. One declassified CIA memo-
randum, in shockingly explicit terms, notes the “NSA’s new 
feeling of importance” and its “ceaseless effort to assert itself 
more vigorously in the intelligence process.” Gandy, in particu-
lar, emerges as a captivatingly complicated figure—endlessly 
motivated to defeat his adversaries but also impressed by their 
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ingenuity. The book ends with provocative reflections on what 
Americans can learn from the Russians about espionage today 
and on interagency cooperation.

An immersive, dramatic, and historically edifying work.

SAINT JAMES 
INFIRMARY 
Heslin, Michael 
Three Knolls Publishing (170 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  May 7, 2018
978-1-941138-92-2  

A man and his buddy’s corpse journey 
through the South and its musical legacy 
in this novel.

It’s 1978, and washed-up folk singer 
Jim Logan is hanging out in New Orleans 

with his friend and one-time guitar partner Tom Parrish when 
Tom up and dies. Fulfilling a promise, Jim sticks Tom in a pine 
coffin, loads him into a 1951 Ford Country Squire station wagon, 
and sets out to drive him to Richmond, Virginia, for an impro-
vised burial—all the while pursued by lowlifes in a Chrysler who 
want to retrieve a valuable diamond Tom swallowed before he 
died. That’s all the plot device needed to propel this luxurious 
shaggy dog story onward as Jim drives the back roads, observes 
the world passing by, and reminisces about his past, goaded by 
mellow conversational interjections from the voice of Tom’s 
ghost. The loose-jointed tale unfolds in episodic chapters, 
almost stand-alone short stories, that introduce Jim to people 
and places with a musical resonance. He visits the grave of a 
Delta bluesman; bestows his guitar on a poor boy; gives a ride to 
a woman in red singing a mysterious song; tours the Shiloh bat-
tlefield and discovers a Union soldier’s letter home describing 
the music of runaway slaves; and visits Elvis Presley’s birthplace, 
finding it a site of brisk commerce and heartbroken recollec-
tions for fans of the King. Jim also meets Chilly Antone, the 
once-well-known Senator of Western Swing, lobbying to get 
into the Country Music Hall of Fame; buys a banjo from a hill-
billy luthier; spends an afternoon with an old flame; and drinks 
with other women, hard-boiled and softhearted, in various bars 
where honky-tonk jukebox soundtracks play in the background.

Heslin’s (The Collapse of the Broadway Central, 2018) atmo-
spheric yarn is less a linear narrative than a collection of char-
acter studies, landscapes, and soundscapes tied together by 
Jim’s ruminations on his own and the nation’s souls. It takes in 
an America of small-town cafes featuring seen-it-all waitresses, 
stolid national park rangers putting a wholesome face on the 
bloody chaos of the past, and the ceaseless current of traffic on 
highways washing past an archipelago of gas stations, set to the 
ubiquitous sound of pop, rock, and country and braying AM 
disk jockeys. The author skillfully evokes all these varied voices, 
from washerwomen to drunken sailors to prim grandmothers, 
in vignettes that are by turns pungent, funny, melancholy, and 
wistful, all rendered in a wonderfully impressionistic vernacular 
that brings to mind a blend of Faulkner and Kerouac. (“In the 
middle of a thunderstorm, smack inside the corporate limit of 

Burma Shave, you pick up Bessie Smith and you think you must 
be drifting off, there’s been no broadcast since the chicken and 
cornbread at Pep’s Missing Link Cafe, forty miles or so, but 
there she is, courtesy of a handful of watts somewhere, there 
she is on the outskirts of winter wheat with the victrola in her 
voice and your tank more full than empty.”) It’s not always clear 
where Jim and Tom are headed, but readers who like superb 
prose and compelling characters will be happy to ride along.

A spellbinding road trip.

AIR RAID
A World War Two 
Murder Mystery
Hodgetts, Eileen Enwright 
Emerge Publishing (367 pp.) 
$3.99 e-book  |  Feb. 26, 2019 

An inexperienced British solicitor—
tasked with recovering a prominent wom-
an’s missing child—finds himself embroiled 
in a murder mystery.

In this novel set in England in 1952, 
Toby Whitby is a newly minted solicitor, awkward and less than 
inspiring, which makes it all the more unusual when he lands a 
major case. Lady Sylvia, countess of Southwold, wants to recover 
her daughter, Celeste, who she claims was abducted by Vera 
Chapman, a poor village girl. Lady Sylvia conceived the child with 
Jack Harrigan, an American Army officer who was killed in Nor-
mandy in World War II. Since the countess cannot have another 
baby, Celeste is the sole heir to the considerable Southwold estate. 
Lady Sylvia was falsely told the child died in an air raid during the 
war but later discovered otherwise and asked her lawyer, Robert 
Alderton of Champion and Company in Brighton, to handle the 
legalities. But Alderton was found dead, violently murdered, and 
the file regarding Lady Sylvia’s case is mysteriously missing. Since 
Toby is now the only healthy solicitor at the firm—Edwin Cham-
pion is too unwell to manage the matter—he’s saddled with this 
responsibility. Toby turns out to be smarter than first impressions 
would indicate, and he begins to suspect that Lady Sylvia’s story 
is apocryphal, especially after her disgruntled gardener, Sam Rud-
dle, claims the child properly belongs to Vera. Shortly after, Sam 
is nearly murdered by a woman, hit over the head just as Alderton 
was. Whether or not Lady Sylvia is telling the truth, she has a 
motive to lie. Without a proper successor to the estate, it could 
become the property of her Australian relatives upon her death. 
Unmoved by tradition, they would surely sell it for quick cash. 

In this series opener, Hodgetts (Imposter, 2019, etc.) adroitly 
constructs a labyrinthine plot of the best kind—complexly entan-
gled enough to foil readers’ anticipations but not convoluted or 
impenetrable. In fact, the story races to a stunning conclusion at 
a relentless pace, a peculiar but artfully plausible tale. At the heart 
of the narrative is Toby, a delicately drawn character: Diffident and 
bumbling, he’s also surprisingly perspicacious, charming, and even 
capable of great bravery. He was forced to sit out the war because 
of his poor eyesight but still managed to risk his life to save a group 
of children from perishing during an air raid. The author brilliantly 

Vignettes that are by turns pungent, funny, melancholy, and wistful.
saint james infirmary
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inserts the conflict into the mystery as well. The disappearance of 
the child revolves around an air raid, and various characters remem-
ber that fateful day and, by extension, the wages of war itself, in 
different ways. And the entire ravaged country is a monument to 
those dark years, something observed by Toby, who can’t wait to 
leave: “For the first time in years, Toby was able to assess his sur-
roundings without a paralyzing sadness for the destruction of his 
homeland; for the historic buildings that had been reduced to dust, 
for the ruined beaches, and the shattered dreams of a generation.”

An ingenious crime drama seamlessly woven into the 
backdrop of post–World War II England.

LIMERICK COMICS
Hoyman, Robert
Self (34 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Mar. 2, 2019
978-1-73281-860-6
978-1-73281-861-3 paper  

Collected limericks for children 
ages 8 to 12 humorously present factual 
tidbits from science and history with 

comic-book–style illustrations.
In his debut book, Hoyman combines two forms that kids 

love—limericks and comic books—to offer one-page lessons 
on various subjects. Five panels, one for each line of the limer-
ick (sometimes with additional comments from characters in 
word balloons), are followed by a sixth with more information. 
The opening limerick, for example, concerns jesters: “The jester 
was called by the King, / To tell a few riddles and sing. / Instead 
of his shtick, / He “pigeoned” in sick, / And was exiled up north 
of Peking.” The jester can be seen telling the beginning of a joke 
(“Did you hear the one about the bubonic plague?”), juggling, 
sending a messenger pigeon to the king while enjoying a day off 
fishing, and finally being tossed over the Great Wall of China. 
The sixth panel explains how jesters entertained kings and noble-
men and what “exile” means. Other topics, in no particular order, 
include animals, such as anglerfish and chimpanzees; history and 
culture, such as the Pony Express, lamplighters, and clowns; and 
inventions, such as concrete. A glossary is included. Hoyman’s 
limericks generally scan and rhyme well, and background infor-
mation is always interesting. One entry, based on what may be 
a true story, introduces readers to Sadie “the Goat” Farrell, a 
Hudson River pirate known for head-butting people. She lost her 
left ear—bitten off, as the sixth panel explains, by Gallus Mag, a 
New York City tavern bouncer. Some limericks are gross, a few 
didactic, and many straightforwardly informational. No sources 
are provided for these facts, but they seem sound; “caveman,” 
however, is an obsolete term. Feldman (Noah Learns To Share, 2017, 
etc.) varies his panels in size and distance (wide, medium, and 
close-up shots), giving them depth with good shadowing and a 
rich palette. His human figures are diverse and somewhat styl-
ized but show expression well.

Both amusing and instructive, with broad appeal and 
excellent illustrations.

CONFLICT ON THE YANGTZE
Kater, Greg 
Zeus Publications (270 pp.) 
$19.85 paper  |  Mar. 4, 2019
978-1-921240-77-5  

Kater (Skills of the Warramunga, 2018, 
etc.) pits his Australian investigators against 
a Chinese opium cartel in this fourth entry 
in his historical espionage series.

In 1946, when an MI6 agent is shot 
in a poppy field in China and then vanishes, British Col. John 
Cook asks the two best agents of the Commonwealth Investiga-
tion Service’s Australian branch—Jamie Munro and Jack “Jacko” 
O’Brien—to find the missing operative and destroy an opium 
processing plant. According to MI6, the drugs are being trans-
ported down the Yangtze River and later sent “to the USA, the 
Philippines and Australia.” Munro and O’Brien are dispatched to 
Manila, where they meet up with American Office of Strategic 
Services chief Harry Williams, an old ally. They travel to Shanghai, 
where they meet Lee Drake, an MI6 agent who served in China 
and was the only witness to the missing agent’s shooting. Postwar 
China is hardly at peace, as the embattled forces of Chiang Kai-
shek vie with the rebellious soldiers of the Chinese Communist 
Party; in addition, government-empowered smugglers and local-
ized criminal gangs run amok. The CIS agents must travel up 
the Yangtze River in a small boat and sail deep into unfriendly 
territory, and what they find will lead them unexpectedly back 
home. Throughout this installment, Kater’s prose evokes the 
story’s time and place with specificity and color: “Red Brandon 
had desperately continued his search for the hatless man in a GI 
uniform whom he had first sighted in company with Roddy’s dog, 
Zhiming. He was accompanied by eight of the Chinese militia, 
only known to him as the Black Minbing.” The author once again 
proves to be adept at using his characters’ adventures to explore 
the minutiae of various countries in Asia and Oceania after World 
War II. That said, he always brings the action back to Australia, 
which fans may find a bit too predictable. The novel’s particular 
brand of Anglophilic nostalgia will not be every reader’s cup of 
tea, but those who enjoyed the previous books in the series will 
surely appreciate this newest one.

An entertaining addition to the canon of colonial, 
upriver journeys.

DELPHYS RISING 
Koelsch, Kip 
Self (322 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Mar. 3, 2019
978-1-79279-360-8  

A dolphin communication project 
produces searching questions for humans 
in this stand-alone sequel. 

In February 2008, an ill-considered U.S. 
homeland defense system called CONCH 
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caused hundreds of dolphins to beach themselves. Dr. Angela 
Clarke shut CONCH down but, in doing so, left New York City 
open to a terrorist attack. Three months later, the long-term reper-
cussions of the assault are only just beginning to take shape. Angela 
resigns her post. Brilliant young scientist Adam Reich, thought 
to have been killed in February, has repaired CONCH and taken 
on a new identity. As Dr. Evan McMillon, he initiates a top-secret 
project named Delphys. Meanwhile, unbeknown to Evan, his ex-
partner Jasmine Summers, founder of a “swim-with-the-dolphins 
resort,” is pregnant. By the year 2017, Delphys has made good on 
its military promise (warrior dolphins working hand-in-fin with 
human commandos) and is on the verge of fulfilling Evan’s more 
high-minded dream of the aquatic animals communicating with 
humans via a specially designed artificial intelligence. Jasmine’s son, 
Hanau “Han” o Ka Wai, has developed the capacity to understand 
dolphins. Angela and her husband, Robin, offer to help Jasmine 
investigate the changes in her son. But Han has learned through 
the dolphins that his dad is still alive. And the AI-dolphin interface, 
though successful, has aspirations of its own—far more extreme 
than anything that Evan or the animals themselves intended. Even 
if Han can find the father he’s never known, will the two of them 
be able to avert another catastrophe? Koelsch (Wendall’s Lullaby, 
2017) narrates in a simple style, deftly moving between characters 
to weave an intricate story of personal growth, relationships (both 
human and interspecies), and political and military intrigue. The 
protagonists and supporting cast are all given weight. Although 
individually this makes them stand out less, it grants the tale a 
holistic depth to match the gravitas of its subject matter. The dis-
persed character focus may rob events of some of their urgency, 
yet the plot, without ever becoming predictable, gains enough 
momentum to pull readers in.

An unusual tale in which the standard environmental 
bent gets unexpected complexity.

SKY QUEEN
Kundert, Judy 
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-63152-523-0  

In this debut novel, a series of chance 
encounters and coincidences sends a col-
lege student on a journey of self-discovery.

In April 1965, Katherine Roebling 
takes a leap of faith and moves to Chi-

cago after accepting a position as an airline stewardess. The job 
means taking a two-year leave from Beloit College in Wisconsin, 
where she studies anthropology. But her adviser has given her 
a waiver to complete course work at Northwestern University 
before returning to her studies at Beloit. With her best friend 
and roommate, Charlotte Delaney, a Bunny at the Playboy 
Mansion, Katherine enjoys a life of travel and escapades; yet she 
finds herself at a crossroads as she reaches the end of her leave. 
While she promised her parents and adviser that she would con-
tinue her education, she is one-eighth Chippewa and feels the 

need to examine her Native American roots. Trips to Greece 
and New York pique her interest in other cultures, and a visit 
with a friend named Adam Goldstein prompts her to research 
possible connections between Native Americans and the lost 
tribes of Israel. She searches for direction until the mysterious 
appearance of eagle and crow feathers sends Katherine on an 
exploration of her Chippewa heritage and leads to a new career 
and the chance for true love in Washington, D.C. Kundert 
offers a sparkling, sharply observed tale of a young woman’s 
search for personal and intellectual fulfillment during a time of 
tremendous social and political change. Katherine is a strong, 
dynamic heroine whose odyssey takes her from academia to 
busy airports and exotic trips before she finds a home in Wash-
ington and a job at the Smithsonian. She is surrounded by a 
well-rounded cast of supporting characters, including Emma 
Jean Hasting, a fellow stewardess and Southern belle who 
dreams of romance; Danny O’Brien, a Playboy Club bouncer; 
and Neal Meyer, an aspiring Justice Department attorney who 
falls for Katherine. The author also does a fine job describing 
Katherine’s cultural and social milieu. A former United Airlines 
stewardess, Kundert paints a vivid portrait of Katherine’s flight 
attendant world, from the weigh-ins and strict dress code to 
the leering male passengers. The author weaves in several sub-
plots, including one about Luther Williams, an inner-city child 
Danny mentors. While Luther’s story ends abruptly, his friend-
ship with Danny provides additional insights into the bouncer’s 
character.

A thoughtful and sensitively observed tale with a hero-
ine whose adventures are worth following. 

STOP BULLY STOP!
Lattier, Germaine Scalisi
Illus. by Scalisi, Alexandria 
Rosedog Books (30 pp.) 
$18.37 paper  |  $19.00 e-book
Feb. 1, 2019
978-1-4809-7376-3  

In this debut picture book, young 
schoolchildren learn that they can stand 

together against bullying.
When new student Joel is tormented on the playground by 

classmate Billy, the other kids take action: They find a teacher to 
intervene, comfort Joel, and let another teacher know what hap-
pened. Principal Joe immediately imposes consequences (a three-
day suspension) and lets Billy and his mother know that bullying 
won’t be tolerated. When Billy returns, he’s harassed by mean, 

“tall, tough boys.” His classmates are scared, but they realize that 
“if they don’t stand together, this bullying will never end.” So they 
present a united front, raising their voices in a chorus of “Stop, 
bully, stop!” It’s an awakening for Billy, who now knows what it 
feels like to be picked on, and he’s grateful for his peers’ support. 
Lattier, a veteran public school educational diagnostician, offers 
kids informed advice with her age-appropriate, anti-bullying 
approach and an underlying message that parents, teachers, and 
administrators must act in tandem with students—encouraging 
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them to sympathize, listen, and respond with prompt action. The 
softcover book alternates pages of clear, well-spaced, rhyming 
text with Scalisi’s cartoonish drawings of stiff-limbed but facially 
expressive and diverse children.

An educational, rhyming picture book with a simple 
message of unity.

SEARCH FOR AQUASAURUS
Lee, Ernie
Aim-Hi Publishing (419 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Mar. 14, 2019
978-1-73211-311-4  

In Lee’s (Him, 2017, etc.) thriller 
sequel, a group of people who miracu-
lously survived an encounter with a huge, 
prehistoric crocodile set out to find and 
stop the creature.

Texas State University student Katie 
Marshall is suddenly a rich woman; her 

late father, Clint, left her a sizable inheritance, including assets 
from a couple of oil companies. She decides to use her wealth to 
track down the “Aquasaurus”—the media’s moniker for a giant 
crocodile that she and her friends faced in Lee’s 2016 novel of 
the same name. Clint’s airplane and boat are now at her disposal, 
as is pilot and driver Hootie Johnson, his former “right-hand 
man.” Katie assures her pals Rita Martin, Jesse Perrine, and Jake 
Haw that she only wants to find the crocodile and then contact 
authorities to handle it. According to news reports, the Aqua-
saurus is in Mexican waters, so that’s where Katie and company 
go. Another survivor from the previous book, earth science 
professor Tom Morrison, is about to publish a story in Discovery 
Magazine, but the editors want new pictures of the Aquasaurus 
to accompany the article. Tom promises them “clear and close-
up” photographs and recruits his student assistant, Mark Carter, 
to accompany him on a trip to Mexico. When the professor 
learns of the other group’s undertaking, he opts to secretly fol-
low them in lieu of teaming up. This is a potentially dangerous 
decision, as the area is also populated by pirates and drug run-
ners. And, of course, there’s a massive reptilian creature out 
there, as well, that has the ability to set traps for its prey.

As in the series’ first installment, this novel favors suspense 
over gory monster attacks. In fact, Lee merely implies much of 
the violence, and he also keeps the story free of obscenities or 
explicit sex. Most of the previous novel’s characters return, and 
the author smartly zeros in on the evolving relationships among 
them. For example, Jake, who’s been seeing Katie romantically 
for a few years, is jealous of her easygoing banter with much-
older Hootie, while Mark’s periodic obtuseness vexes the pro-
fessor. Occasional moments from the creature’s perspective 
generate effective suspense, as readers often know how close 
the Aquasaurus is to the protagonists—even when they don’t. 
And the titular croc isn’t the only thing that will put readers on 
edge; for instance, Hootie is worried about a “device” that Clint 
left on the boat, and he’s anxious when officers board the ves-
sel and examine the mysterious object. There are also run-ins 

with another colossal reptile as well as sea lice, which hook tiny 
spines into human skin. This spotlight-sharing does somewhat 
diminish the presence of the crocodile, especially as there are 
so few scenes of its attacks. Lee describes the Aquasaurus real-
istically, and its most frightening features tend to be those that 
are shared by regular crocodiles. Nevertheless, it proves to be 
utterly terrifying in an inevitable clash in the final act.

An exceptional follow-up with a menacing monster and 
characters worth rooting for.

YOUR TURN
Ways to Celebrate Life 
Through Storytelling
Manning, Tyra 
She Writes Press (153 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-63152-456-1  

A woman writes about her life experi-
ences in order to cope with grief, addictions, and crises in this 
heartfelt memoir and self-help book.

Manning (Where the Water Meets the Sand, 2016), a retired 
middle school teacher and school district superintendent, looks 
back on a lifetime of traumas, including the death of her father 
when she was 9 years old; a teenage pregnancy that ended in 
adoption; and the death of her first husband in the Vietnam 
War, which left her a single mother to an infant daughter. She 
also dealt with psychological problems, including alcoholism, 
bulimia, the urge to cut herself, and major depression. An eight-
month hospitalization in a Topeka, Kansas, psychiatric clinic 
in 1970 got her started writing about her troubles as a form of 
therapy, which she recommends to readers. Each chapter cov-
ers autobiographical reminiscences loosely arranged by theme; 
some recount fraught episodes in her life and others revisit posi-
tive memories and influences, including mentors who’ve helped 
her, family meal traditions, favorite recipes, and memorable 
musical performances. At the end of each chapter, she suggests 
writing exercises that treat similar themes and offers a few liter-
ary tips to make them more detailed and immediate. Along the 
way, she mixes in recovery teachings about maintaining sobriety 
(reciting the serenity prayer is a daily ritual for her), cultivating 
a sense of gratitude, and taking life one day at a time. Although 
the book is a bit of a ramble and sometimes repeats itself, Man-
ning is a fluent writer who stocks her narratives with vivid anec-
dotes and character sketches. In darker moments of morbid 
obsession, her prose is truly harrowing: “I remember the imme-
diate relief as I watched the blood drip from my wrist into the 
toilet. I stared down into the bowl, hypnotized by the swirling 
pink clouds, and rested my head on the toilet seat, no longer 
feeling alone, panicked, or crazy.” The book isn’t very useful as 
a manual for writing, but Manning’s creative explorations make 
her psychological insights feel hard-won and credible.

A well-told saga of recovery from loss and emotional 
breakdown and a tribute to ordinary blessings that made 
it possible.
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Manning’s creative explorations make her psychological 
insights feel hard-won and credible.

your turn
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FIVE CATS OF HAMBURG
McGinnis, Davies
CreateSpace (642 pp.) 
$21.38 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Nov. 21, 2015
978-1-5177-0422-3  

In this debut historical novel, a 
Welsh German girl comes of age in Ham-
burg during the Nazi regime and World 
War II.

Catrin Kieffer is a teenager when the 
Nazi Party rises to power in Germany in 1933. The social upheaval 
devastates her close-knit family and circle of friends. A Jewish 
family flees to America and, later, men leave for war. Cat wants 
to join the fight as well and finally gets her chance as a courier for 
the Resistance. She retrieves covert messages from a man known 
as Simon. This is especially dangerous once she’s on the radar 
of SS Maj. Hecht, who knows her father is an engineer for the 
Reich. Cat defies the SS by rescuing Jewish families’ pets. A Nazi 
order prohibits those families from owning pets and other resi-
dents from taking in the stray animals. She ultimately helps save 
humans and animals alike when she and her loved ones are under 
a constant threat of Allied bombings in Hamburg. Meanwhile, 
disfigured World War I veteran Rudy Von Silvren is a spy working 
with Simon. He met Cat when she was a young girl, but she only 
knows him as the Shadow, the enigmatic man who watches and 
protects her. McGinnis’ epic tale alternates first-person narration 
between Rudy and, predominantly, Cat, who’s a formidable pro-
tagonist. When she coolly stands up to rude, arrogant SS officers 
at a dance hall, Simon is surprised as Cat debunks the stereotype 
of “compliant” female spy. She further displays strength as a 
maternal figure to a feline mother and her four kittens, for whom 
Cat cares deeply. The author allows romance for Cat, who falls 
for Ben Robie, an American, and she may have similar feelings 
for Simon. But the book overall is uncompromising: Cat experi-
ences a great deal of loss, and, accommodating the historical time 
period, her situation becomes increasingly dire. Throughout 
the absorbing story, McGinnis’ prose is relentlessly sharp: “We 
were the inmates, the citizens, of Dante’s Inferno. We were the 
undead, the Nosferatu.”

An engrossing war tale in which real-world events 
remain as riveting as the tenacious fictional protagonist.

SHADOW CRIMES
Moran, E.J. 
Tree Lane Press (248 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
Dec. 5, 2017
978-0-9995235-0-6  

A debut thriller examines the dark 
underside of the glamorous modeling world.

This tale, set in 1978, introduces 
readers to naïve Anna McKenna. Anna 
lost both of her parents at an early age. 

When Anna was 7, her Italian American mother, Gina, was 
fatally hit by a truck. Anna’s hard-drinking, Irish American 
father, Patrick, died of a heart attack two years later. She ends 
up living with her mother’s parents, Maria and Carmelo Gallo, 
along with her younger brother, Joey, born prematurely on 
the day of Gina’s death. Joey suffers from numerous medical 
problems, including “learning issues” and bad eyesight. Then 
Natasha Burns, owner of Top Form Management, pulls into the 
Gallos’ farm stand. She is taken by lovely 18-year-old Anna, with 
her red hair and emerald eyes. Natasha returns to recruit Anna 
as a model for her agency. Anna moves into Natasha’s New York 
City town house, where she lives with other fledgling models. 
But while Anna is learning the ups and downs of modeling in 
New York, then Milan, something sinister is happening in the 
background. A killer is stalking models, including Anna’s friend 
Petra. Anna’s Uncle Mickey, a detective, inserts himself in to 
the case. Even though modeling seems glitzy and alluring, the 
novel deftly describes its downside through Anna: “Many days 
were spent schlepping around New York City” with a heavy 
bag “filled with her portfolio, makeup, shoes, and sometimes 
even a wardrobe.” The protagonist’s work ethic serves her well 
when it comes to avoiding the pitfalls of her industry. A model’s 
social life then offered many obstacles, including predatory 
men and free-flowing drugs and alcohol, especially at clubs like 
the famed disco Studio 54. A former model, Moran draws on 
her own experiences to create a likable protagonist. The author 
does a masterful job illustrating how short-lived models’ careers 
are, during which beautiful people must make a name and a for-
tune quickly before their “look” goes out of fashion. Unfortu-
nately, the whodunit portion of the thriller gets shorter shrift: 
Mickey and New York City Detective Frank Tansey lock onto 
a suspect fairly early. But Moran does throw in a nifty twist in 
the end. Still, there’s plenty here that will please mystery and 
modeling fans alike.

This promising first novel takes readers onto the cat-
walk while skillfully maintaining suspense.

SECTION ROADS
Murphey, Mike 
Acorn Publishing (360 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $4.99 e-book  |  May 25, 2019
978-1-947392-51-9  

A 43-year-old murder casts a long 
shadow over a high school reunion that 
brings together three friends haunted by 
the past.

Not much changes in the New Mex-
ico town of Arthur unless it absolutely 

has to, as a character observes in this debut novel that impresses 
with its strong sense of place. The stage for this decades-span-
ning saga is compellingly set when Hezekiah Boyd’s high school 
reunion committee tracks down the computer software maven. 
He insists there has been a mistake: The man, formerly known 
as Buddy, left town and never returned after a prank went wrong 
and he killed a classmate named Christy Hammond in 1966. He 
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would not be a welcome guest. But the heart of the story shifts 
to Cullen Molloy and his first love, Shelby Blaine, Buddy’s class-
mates, friends, and fellow outcasts. Cullen and Shelby were a 
passionate teenage couple back in the day, and there is still an 
inextricable bond between them that is not unnoticed by Cul-
len’s current lover, a retired cop. Murphey keeps the story hop-
ping between events in the ’60s, the aftermath in the ’70s, and 
the reunion in 2009, when a murder sheds light on the 1966 
killing. Cullen, a divorced former lawyer who went to work 
for Buddy, is called on to defend the man from new suspicions 
and confront his own long-simmering relationship with Shelby. 
The author, a New Mexico native and award-winning journal-
ist, knows the lay of the land; not just the geography, but also 
high school football culture, passionate fumblings in cars, and 
secrets to be taken to the grave. The book is densely populated 
with vividly drawn characters. One, Weard Ward, a former 
genius fried by his years with the CIA, serves as a sort of comic 
relief, but he is the weakest player. The antagonists, including 
Christy’s uncle and a former high school nemesis, spout clichéd 
dialogue (“You’ve got some…nerve showing your face here”). 
But the relationship between the three friends rings true and 
deftly holds the sprawling narrative together. 

An ambitious, evocative small-town tale located some-
where between Peyton Place and The Last Picture Show.

SIDETRACKS
40 True Stories of Hunting 
and Fishing on Paths 
Less Traveled
Oberg, Gary  with Holt, Trina 
Self (290 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Dec. 11, 2018
978-1-79039-220-9  

A debut collection offers autobio-
graphical stories about the thrill—and 

risks—of taking muddy back roads.
Born in 1942, Oberg grew up on a farm in Minnesota. 

Though he eventually left the farm to become an engineer 
and entrepreneur, his love of rural living never left him. In 
this lively volume featuring 40 stories, the author recounts 
his years going on hunting and fishing trips to places like Sas-
katchewan’s remote Sturgeon Landing and Colorado’s ruggedly 
beautiful Sawtooth Mountain. With a voice that sounds like a 
good-natured uncle telling campfire tales, Oberg’s adventures 
are—for the most part—a celebration of the great outdoors. 
(The volume features a few uncredited black-and-white pho-
tographs.) Some of the stories are very short, like one lovely, 
slice-of-life piece about the joy of listening to loon mating calls 
while in a tiny tent with his wife, Ginny. Other tales are more 
involved and introduce eccentric characters he’s met along the 
way, such as the “socially deficient” Capt. Al. Humor plays a big 
role here, too. Once, the author accidentally shot at a cow elk 
with his pants down because it appeared when he was trying to 
pee. A story that seems out of place in this upbeat collection 

is about a gruesome pig slaughtering—he didn’t know how to 
do it humanely, and the animal suffered. But for the most part, 
the prose is fun to read and sails along smoothly—and much 
like taking the back roads, it sometimes veers off the path. For 
example, a coming-of-age hunting story turns into a tale about 
the first time he ever tried a cigarette. Chock full of colorful 
descriptions, the bracing book—written with Holt—brings 
places to life. When Oberg was driving on a logging road in Can-
ada, “the wheel ruts were deep enough to bury a coyote.” Not 
every trip produces a vibrant yarn for the raconteur, who recalls 
that he’s eaten more than his share of canned beans in the rain. 
But whether he’s night fishing on Minnesota’s small Manuella 
Lake or riding a motorcycle with Ginny through Alaska’s vast-
ness, he truly appreciates the glory of nature. 

Vivid hunting and fishing tales for weekend warriors. 

STOLEN VALOR
Rainey, Craig 
Craig Rainey Publishing (347 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book

Rainey’s (Massacre at Agua Caliente, 
2018) action-adventure series starter tells 
of one man’s journey from construction 
worker to deadly foe of a drug cartel.

Carson Brand, whom everyone calls 
“Brand,” is a man who’s good with a ham-
mer—he makes a living constructing build-
ings in the greater San Antonio, Texas, 

area—as well as with his fists. When he’s not working, he likes to 
cool off by having a few drinks at a local bar, but if trouble should 
spring up, he’s not one to back down from, or lose, a fight. He also 
enjoys taking weekend trips to Mexico during downtime with his 
longtime friend and colleague Bert. While these excursions are 
mostly harmless fun, the two also find that they sometimes get 
into trouble south of the border. This is particularly the case after 
Bert, a married man with a reputation for philandering, messes 
around with the wrong woman. One day on a job site, an alterca-
tion breaks out between Bert and a man who claims that the for-
mer was touching his girlfriend: “Bert’s all-consuming desire for 
the fairer sex seemed to keep him continually poised at the brink 
of catastrophe.” The incident seems minor, at first, but Bert and 
Brand’s next trip to Mexico results in mayhem. Once the dust set-
tles, Bert is dead, and Brand will learn that there was more to his 
friend than he knew. It turns out that Bert was involved with a drug 
cartel that ultimately found reason to eliminate him. Now, Brand is 
next on their list of targets. Will he have what it takes to survive an 
onslaught of professional killers?

Some of the novel’s early sections drag a bit; for example, 
the most exciting thing that happens during Bert and Brand’s 
initial trip to Mexico is that they eat with a local cab driver. 
However, the pace quickens with plenty of scenes involving bul-
lets, punches, and harrowing escapes; soon after Brand seduces 
a dangerous woman, for instance, he’s breaking through a cheap 
motel wall to get at some bad guys. The main problem with the 
narrative, though, is that there simply isn’t very much for Brand 
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QUEERIES 
John Oakes, editor of Fred W. McDarrah ’s  

Pride: Photographs After Stonewall

By Karen Schechner

Fred W. McDarrah, a photographer for the Village Voice for 
50 years, photographed everyone from Martin Luther King 
Jr. and John F. Kennedy to Bob Dylan and Andy Warhol. In 
Pride: Photographs After Stonewall (May 7), McDarrah, who died 
in 2007, gives readers an immersive photographic tour of LG-
BTQ history—the birth of the gay civil rights movement at 
the Stonewall riots, decades of pride parades, countless queer 
icons, the AIDS quilt around the Washington Monument, bul-
let holes through the window of the Ramrod, and much more. 

Pride, published by OR Books to commemorate the 50th 
anniversary of the Stonewall riots, is a new edition of Gay 
Pride: Photographs From Stonewall to Today, published 25 years 
ago. “We completely reset the original edition,” says John 
Oakes, the editor of the 2019 edition and co-publisher of 
OR Books. “We added 26 photos and took out a bunch that 
weren’t related to the New York City scene. We also came up 
with a new cover and a foreword by Hilton Als, who got his 
first job thanks to Fred. (We of course kept the original essays 
by Allen Ginsberg and Jill Johnston.)” I recently asked Oakes 
about the new edition and McDarrah’s work. 

Where did Fred W. McDarrah’s photos first appear, and 
what was the public’s response?

Many of his photos appeared in the Village Voice, where he was 
senior staff photographer and the paper’s first photo editor. 
The Voice was a tabloid, and Fred’s pictures were often used 
to document the city’s thriving alternative nightlife as well as 
provide evidence of alternative lifestyles. The Voice catered 
to a bohemian, sophisticated readership that reveled in their 
own exploits and those of their friends and neighbors.

How would you describe his photographic style, and 
what ideas did he capture in his work?
More than anyone else, Fred W. McDarrah’s work recalls 
that of Weegee (Arthur Fellig). Like Weegee, McDarrah was 
a master of street photography—the sudden insight, the 
lightning-quick glimpse of another world.

McDarrah was straight, but he photographed de-
cades of pride parades along with just about every 
major queer political activist, artist, and writer from 
the 1960s through the early ’90s: James Baldwin, 
Frank O’Hara, Djuna Barnes, Allen Ginsberg, Robert 
Rauschenberg, Merce Cunningham, John Cage, Candy 
Darling, and on and on. How did a straight man be-
come so invested and immersed in the queer commu-
nity and its fight for civil rights?
He was always interested in the “alternative” and main-
tained a consistent interest in documenting the struggle 
for civil rights, be it on the basis of skin color, gender, or 
sexual orientation. The evidence shows that he admired 
the courage of these pioneers and recognized how absurd 
it was for mainstream society to ostracize them. 

Can you describe a few of your favorite photos of the 
collection? What sets them apart for you?
That’s easy: There are two. One is the two-page spread 
that opens the book. Taken on April 21, 1966, the photo is 
set in Julius’ Bar, which still exists today at 159 West 10th 
St. At the time, it was illegal to serve liquor to anyone who 
openly declared him- or herself homosexual. The photo 
shows the moment when four members of the Mattachine 
Society—John Timmins, Dick Leitsch, Craig Rodwell, and 

Photo courtesy the estate of Fred W
. M
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Randy Wicker—de-
clared themselves to 
be gay and demand-
ed a drink, and the 
bartender refused to 
serve them. The sec-
ond is the gorgeous 
photo of Cecil Bea-
ton, himself holding 
a Hasselblad camera, 
as he’s positioning 
Andy Warhol and 
glam twins Jed and 
Jay Johnson during 
a shoot at the Facto-
ry in 1969. Beaton is 
slightly inclined to-

ward Warhol and company, who look regally on as though 
Beaton were a supplicant and they were Greek gods.

Where can readers find more of McDarrah’s work?
This spring, during World Pride 2019, the Museum of the 
City of New York celebrates his photos in a show entitled 

“Pride: Photographs of Stonewall and Beyond by Fred W. 
McDarrah,” and Saks Fifth Avenue will put his photos in 
the main windows of their stores in New York, Beverly 
Hills, San Francisco, and Brickell (Miami). And his pho-
tos will be featured online in the New Yorker “Photo Booth” 
and elsewhere. His images will be very hard to miss. If you 
see a black-and-white street photo of Greenwich Village in 
the 1970s, more often than not it is by Fred W. McDarrah.

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie. 

to learn. The very first scene of the novel shows him wiping 
the floor with a barroom foe, so readers never feel that he’s in 
much danger later on; if he learns anything from his adventure, 
it’s that he’s every bit as tough as he imagined—if not more 
so. Certain portions of the novel can be somewhat repetitive, 
as when Brand repeats information about Bert to the police 
even though the reader already knows exactly what happened. 
Ultimately, though, the book does manage to build up some 
suspense, as the protagonist leaves a trail of bodies in his 
wake; one can’t simply kill bad guys indiscriminately without 
paying some kind of price for it, eventually. What that price 
will be remains in play until the very end of the novel, when 
Brand’s circumstances are inevitably altered.

An impressively violent adventure that moves at a 
quick pace.

THE TRUMPET LESSON
Romain, Dianne 
She Writes Press (296 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-63152-598-8  

An arresting novel about tightly 
wound secrets and the art of letting go 
of them.

Callie Quinn is a mild-mannered 
translator working out of Guanajuato, 

Mexico. Her life is one of order and lists, and Romain (Think-
ing Things Through, 1996) populates it with colorful characters, 
including Armando Torres, a closeted gay drummer in an orches-
tra to whom she teaches French. A mission to recover Armando’s 
dog, Tavelé, eventually forces Callie to recall a long-buried secret. 
Armando is convinced that Pamela Fischer, a new trumpeter 
in the orchestra, has stolen his dog and encourages Callie to 
go undercover as Pamela’s new trumpet student to investigate. 
Armando’s overwrought behavior toes the line of believability, 
but his charm and childlike nature contrast well with Callie’s seri-
ousness, making for an amusing, if sometimes-tense, dynamic. It 
turns out that Pamela, a black woman, was adopted, and Callie 
knows something of the sadness that permeates her music. As a 
white girl growing up in segregated Missouri in the 1960s, Callie 
was quiet and studious and sang in her church choir. Later, she 
met Noah, a young black man from a Kansas City church. Noah’s 
family expected him to become a “leader in [their] community” 
and settle down with “a respectable Negro woman.” Then Cal-
lie became pregnant with his child. In the present, when Callie’s 
mother comes to visit, the neatly stacked obfuscations of Cal-
lie’s life threaten to topple. Through evenly dispersed flashbacks, 
Romain clearly renders the complex racial dynamics of the times 
in which the characters lived. The novel sometimes edges toward 
melodrama, but the author’s generous explorations of the Gua-
najuato landscape and the backgrounds of her secondary charac-
ters help to round out a subtle, satisfying story.

Romain’s emotional tale brings the interior worlds of 
its female characters to life.
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John Oakes, OR co-publisher and editor 
of Pride
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HIGH KILL
Ryan, Diane 
Tanglebranch Manor (375 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Apr. 21, 2019
978-1-73360-400-0  

In this fish-out-of-water thriller, a 
Richmond reporter takes on a curious 
homicide case in Appalachian Virginia.

Television reporter Taylor Beckett 
is not initially interested in driving from 

Richmond all the way to southwest Virginia to cover the detec-
tion of three bodies, all men, each found sealed in a plastic drum 
and dumped in the woods. “Somebody’s moonshine gig gone bad, 
probably,” thinks Taylor. “Or dope. Always dope in that part of 
the state.” But once she gets there, she realizes there is more to 
the story than meets the eye. For one, the men were all killed by 
a different method. For another, Eric Blevins, a sensitive, animal-
loving teenage water utility employee who found the first victim, 
has a name very similar to that of a man from Taylor’s past. She 
successfully coaxes Eric into talking to her, no mean feat in the 
highly secretive holler culture of Randall County. Haunted by 
an unresolved trauma from her past, Taylor throws herself into 
investigating the murders, especially since the local authorities 
don’t appear particularly interested in doing so. Little does she 
know she will be forced to wade through a quagmire of corrup-
tion, addiction, prostitution, animal cruelty, and a generation-
slong suspicion of outsiders in her attempt to solve a case that 
gets right to the heart of modern Appalachia. Ryan’s (Wing-
span, 2017, etc.) prose is textured and lived-in, particularly when 
describing the settings and people of Randall County. “It’s not 
odd,” says Eric, when Taylor asks him about a man shooting a 
hunting dog. “Not around here. A dog don’t do the job, it serves 
no purpose. Hunters kill ’em all the time. Leave ’em in the woods. 
Trade ’em, dump ’em, whatever.” Taylor—a jaded but ambitious 
loner who knows how to handle her male co-workers—will read 
as a bit overly familiar to fans of the genre, but her well-devel-
oped backstory provides an intriguing ballast and helps explain 
her drive to find answers. On the whole, the author manages to 
move beyond crime novel clichés and expose the deeper ills of 
the society in which her tale is set.

An immersive and substantial murder mystery with a 
strong heroine.

HOW TO EAT A PEACH
Schaufeld, Karen 
Illus. by Schwarz, Kurt
Quidne Press (57 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 22, 2019
978-0-9972299-2-9  

A squirrel who loves peaches goes up 
against a gun-toting farmer in this book for early readers.

Farmer Fred has no family, but he does have “Tree,” which 
he protects behind a wall with a rifle. Tree’s fruit is enormously 

precious to him: “Tasting a peach just plucked off the branch 
was as close to eating heaven as you could get.” But no one, 
other than Fred or the judges at the county fair, has ever eaten 
them. Squirrel, too, adores peaches; indeed, they’re his passion. 
When Squirrel spots Tree, he becomes determined to get over 
the wall. Though other squirrels laugh at him, his hard work 
making a ladder pays off, and finally he tastes Tree’s fruit, which 
is “everything Squirrel had dreamed of and hoped for his whole 
life.” After Farmer Fred catches him, he realizes that the ani-
mal must appreciate peaches as much as he does, and he offers 
to share the fruit if Squirrel will help with guard duty. The 
two bond over their shared life’s work, but when Girl Squirrel 
parachutes over the wall next summer, Squirrel finds himself 
protecting her. Farmer Fred comes to a realization: “Eating 
peaches, together with Squirrel, made them even sweeter.” He 
takes down the wall and invites all the squirrels to share the deli-
cious fruit. In this story about determination, following one’s 
passion, and the joy of sharing, Schaufeld (Larry and Bob, 2016, 
etc.) avoids obvious didacticism, instead focusing on the sweet-
ness of peaches and companionship as well as the satisfaction 
of working for a goal. Fred finds real happiness in expanding his 
idea of family; both man and squirrel convincingly discover that 
passion shouldn’t become obsession. One quibble: The name 

“Girl Squirrel” assumes that male is the default. Returning col-
laborator Schwarz paints with pleasingly rich, saturated hues; 
the peaches look absolutely luscious, as they should. His realis-
tic, varied illustrations capture expression and drama well, such 
as Girl Squirrel’s look of determination as she broaches Tree’s 
enclosure and Fred’s smile as he takes down the wall.

A sweet but never cutesy story with delightful 
illustrations.

LARRY AND BOB 
Schaufeld, Karen 
Illus. by Schwarz, Kurt
Quidne Press (60 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $5.95 e-book  |  Jun. 15, 2016
978-0-9972299-0-5  

Two animal fathers form an unusual 
friendship in this quirky but touching picture book from author 
Schaufeld and illustrator Schwarz (The Lollipop Tree, 2013).

Larry is a bald eagle guarding his egg in a tall tree. Bob is 
a smallmouth bass, “protecting 19,003 eggs” in the river below. 
When Larry catches Bob, the fish doesn’t simply accept his fate 
as a meal; he appeals to Larry, “dad to dad,” agreeing to let the 
eagle eat him in one year, after his own fry are grown. Larry is 
skeptical but makes the deal, and ultimately, this decision saves 
the life of his chick, Larry Junior, whom Bob later rescues when 
he falls into the river. When Bob finally goes to meet his fate, 
Larry can’t eat him—after all, the fish saved his son. Instead, 
they form an unlikely friendship. The eagle confesses that, 
as a solitary bird, he feels lonely, and Bob, despite being sur-
rounded by other fish, reveals that he feels the same. For years, 
the predator and prey meet at a rock, swim and fly upstream 
together, and talk about their problems. But eventually, Bob’s 

Schwarz paints with pleasingly rich, saturated hues; 
the peaches look absolutely luscious, as they should.

how to eat a peach
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age catches up with him, and he asks Larry to take him on one 
last flight. Overall, this is a touching story, and Schaufeld tells it 
in a calm, melodic style. The placement of the two male charac-
ters as caregivers and primary parents puts a nice spin on gender 
expectations. Schwarz’s realistic paintings are beautifully ren-
dered and include some exquisite landscapes. Kids will enjoy 
finding the dragonfly that Schwarz has hidden on each page, but 
adults will appreciate the illustrator’s unique eye; for example, 
several paintings show the fish’s perspective from underwater, 
and the textured results are suitable for framing.

A well-constructed book that depicts a healthy male 
friendship.

THE AMULET
Sluman, Norma  & Somers, Marnie Sluman 
Manuscript (253 pp.) 
  

A trader takes his young bride into 
the perilous Canadian wilderness in this 
historical romance.

It is the summer of 1884 in the Dis-
trict of Saskatchewan in the Northwest 

Territories of Canada. Ian McNab, a trader and “granite-jawed” 
Scot, has taken a wife, to the surprise of all who know him. The 
beautiful Catherine looks about half McNab’s age and has the 
power to beguile every man who sets eyes on her. A born loner, 
McNab requested Catherine’s hand in marriage during their 
first encounter when visiting his father in southern Ontario. 
Now he finds himself returning with her to his trading post 
at the remote Pounding Lake, where he knows she will be 
utterly out of place. Before even arriving, their relationship is 
fraught—McNab is rough and impatient with her during love-
making and considers her an “utter disappointment in bed.” 
And Pounding Lake is a troubled community surrounded by 
Native American reserves. Relations with the local Cree are 
becoming increasingly volatile. The strains are compounded 
when an already bitter winter worsens. Meanwhile, Catherine 
is introduced to the dashing Jay Clear Sky, a Cree interpreter 
who, fearing for her safety, gives her a protection amulet. The 
first draft of this tale was written by Sluman (Poundmaker, 1967, 
etc.). It was then rescued from obscurity by her daughter, 
debut author Somers, who “could not resist the urge to tweak” 
the story a number of years after her mother’s death. Closely 
based on the Northwest Uprising of 1885, this book, although 
a work of fiction, has a strong historical foundation. The 
engrossing narrative has everything required for a successful 
historical romance: a strong-willed heroine, a mysterious and 
forbidden love interest, and a viper’s nest of villains who eye 
Catherine lasciviously. The tension rises incrementally as the 
tale progresses, making for a true page-turner. But despite the 
growing sense of unease, there is also a fastidious attention to 
detail regarding the beauty of the Canadian wilderness: “She 
could see the water leaping and flashing, blue-green under 
the bright sunlight, free at last of the ice and debris that had 
choked it during the spring runoff.” Some readers may find 

the developing romance cloying, if unpredictable, but fans of 
Diana Gabaldon’s Outlander series will discover a comparable 
treat here.

A love story that remains gripping until the very last page. 

THE NEW RULES OF 
CONSUMER PRIVACY
Building Loyalty with 
Connected Consumers in the 
Age of Face Recognition 
and AI
Trepp, Peter 
Self (208 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $13.99 e-book
Oct. 17, 2018
978-1-72882-736-0  

A worthwhile if less than objective examination of security 
and consumer privacy.

This debut is a noble attempt to demonstrate “the com-
plex relationship between privacy, security and convenience” 
while offering an overview of current and future technologies 
designed to thwart security and privacy breaches. Trepp, who 
leads a facial recognition company, concentrates largely on con-
sumer privacy, which, he writes, is being shaped by technology 
and consumers “working together…to create a new standard.” 
While the book certainly could appeal to consumers, it seems 
to primarily target companies that operate in the security and 
privacy world. Included, for example, are eight ways companies 
can lead a privacy revolution, several capsule case studies of 
companies that have stepped outside the boundaries of privacy, 
and a set of five privacy guidelines that conveniently spell out 
the word T-R-U-S-T. These guidelines, it should be mentioned, 
are built around the manner in which Trepp’s company, Face-
First, approaches privacy and security protection. In fact, the 
entire book skews rather heavily toward facial recognition tech-
nology; parts two, three, four, and five of a six-part work rely 
primarily on facial recognition and biometrics to guide the dis-
cussion. All security roads, apparently, lead to biometrics: “It’s 
also easy to imagine how face recognition could replace your 
government ID, the key fob to your office, your ATM card and 
even your car key.” Still, this obvious bias doesn’t undermine the 
broader issues raised by the author. Trepp writes with consid-
erable knowledge and authority; his overview of the potential 

“cashier-less future” of retail is fascinating, and his assessment 
of security risks at airports and other public venues is sobering. 
The author’s descriptions of AI–driven technologies, such as 
voice and facial recognition, are futuristic yet pragmatic. Per-
haps because Trepp suspected his overall argument could be 
interpreted as defensively one-sided, he uses the last part of the 
book to feature “a global conversation on privacy” in which he 
asks numerous privacy thought leaders to respond to three key 
questions. The insights shared by these individuals help legiti-
mize the book.

Cogent and forward-thinking.
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SAVE OUR SHIP 
Ungar, Barbara 
The Ashland Poetry Press
(71 pp.) 
  

A collection of 57 poems that sound 
alarms about current ecological, political, and cultural trends.

Ungar (English/Coll. of Saint Rose; Immortal Medusa, 2015, 
etc.) provides helpful notes to explain her inspirations for this 
impressive volume of free verse, which includes transgressive 
female voices of the past and present; Cassandra, Emily Dick-
inson, and Audre Lorde make appearances. Alphabetical order 
is a recurring theme, as is Morse code. The title poem makes 
reference to rising, polluted seas; the placement of seven lines of 

“SOS” in Morse code seems to form waves. Environmental disas-
ters are another urgent concern, as seen in “Endnotes to Coral 
Reefs” and “Naming the Animals,” a partial list of extinct species 
that ends with a gut punch: “Four species an hour.” Language is 
also under attack, as revealed in “Elegy,” which alphabetically lists 
words eliminated from the Oxford Junior Dictionary (“bluebell,” 

“buttercup”) and arrays them as if they’re drifting away. In contrast, 
newly included words (“blog,” “broadband”) are clustered in a solid 
block of text. Clever manipulation of language, space, and punc-
tuation abounds. “Quoth the Queane” riffs on the letter Q, while 

“To You, U” explores the personal and linguistic history of Ungar’s 
initial. “Après Moi” offers 21 variations on the phrase “Let them 
eat cake”—with “cake” replaced by evocative signifiers, such as 

“bump stocks,” “the lying press,” “tax returns,” “opiates,” and 
“paper towels.” Dystopian poems will resonate with many readers, 
such as “The Woman With a Live Cockroach in her Skull” and its 
slippery preposition: “She wakes screaming / each morning at the 
news.” “Man Bun Ken” is a humorous meditation on the fate of 
the latest iteration of Barbie’s companion: “Future archaeologists 
/ may stumble upon his simulacra / & mistake him for a shape-
shifting god.” The book is full of keen insights regarding the 
passage of time, whether one is attending a wedding with one’s 
first boyfriend, taking a nostalgic walk through the West Village, 
or observing a spider and her web. Overall, Ungar suggests that 
language and memory are futile attempts to impose order on the 
chaos that surrounds us. 

A distress call that’s worth reading and heeding.

GRAYSON STOKES, 
EXPLORER EXTRAORDINAIRE
Walker, D.C.
Illus. by Dunbar, Max
Mastermind Comics  
  

In writer Walker (When the River Rises, 
2015, etc.) and illustrator Dunbar’s graphic 
novel, a 19th-century explorer takes a trip 
down south—all the way to hell.

Adventure-craving Grayson Stokes 
has decided that, in 1821, there may be no more land left to dis-
cover. Unable to secure funding for an expedition of his own, 
he meets with a wealthy duchess who wants him to find some-
one for her. Frederic Bridau has information that she needs, she 
says, but he’s gone “off the map.” In fact, he’s dead. The duch-
ess possesses the oil of a rare bleeding orchid, which can revive 
the deceased and also allow Grayson to travel, literally, to hell 
and back. He eventually agrees to do so, but the duchess has 
a sinister agenda. Later, after Grayson’s return, she secretly 
sends one of her operatives to snuff him out. He survives the 
attempt, but it leads to an inadvertent tragedy, after which 
Grayson convinces the duchess that he needs further details 
from Bridau. She allows him to join her forthcoming expedition, 
with a corpse as cargo. But thwarting the duchess’s nefarious 
plan and swiping her oil could result in Grayson’s winding up in 
hell for good. Walker’s exhilarating narrative is brimming with 
historical references, particularly regarding notable figures; for 
example, the Marquis de Sade shows up, unsurprisingly in hell’s 
torture chamber. There are sharp plot twists, as well, regarding 
one character’s true identity and motivations. The graphic nov-
el’s harrowing interpretation of hell is highlighted by Grayson’s 
plummet onto a pile of bodies/souls. Dunbar’s illustrations are 
exceptional for their simplicity, and hell’s stark, barren rooms 
make the hoofed, horned, bright-red demon minions stand 
out. There’s even a glimpse of heaven, too, which leads to an 
inspired bit of comedy. Dynamic secondary characters lend the 
protagonist support, including Adm. Bridgewater, posing as a 
stowaway, and financier Lord Turnbull.

An engaging illustrated work that buzzes with action.
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THE CARVING
Celebrating Womanhood 
Through Stories and Skits
White, Judith K.
iUniverse (174 pp.) 
$23.95  |  $13.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
May 26, 2018
978-1-5320-4893-7
978-1-5320-4894-4 paper  

An author, entrepreneur, and linguist 
offers a collection of 13 female-narrated 

stories and skits featuring women of various ages, situations, 
and lifestyles.

The book leads off with one of the most impressive entries, 
“Brings on the Anxiety,” an actual quote from the aging lips of 
Rosella, a feisty, “illiterate southern lady” and former maid to a 
family that has dwindled in size over the years. It’s her birthday, 
and the grown children she previously cared for have arrived 
to help her celebrate. The tale is just a few pages in length but 
manages to convey characterization, mood, history, genera-
tional affection, and loss in an economy of swift, emotive prose. 
The placement of this story is key and becomes emblematic 
for the remainder of the enticing, well-rounded collection by 
White (The Rise of Dirck Becker, 2016, etc.). Female solidar-
ity and friendship are a common theme coursing through the 
volume. Often, early childhood memories and bonds formed 
between kids become prognosticators for the adulthood years, 
as with the girl who meets and connects with a boy in a fifth 
grade drama class in “Licorice.” Though their link is fleeting, it 
marks a lifelong reminder for the narrator about the power of 
nondenominational, unconditional love. Still, not all interac-
tions in these pages are friendly ones; some start off beautifully 
but sour or fester. Associations with the opposite sex are repre-
sented through cautionary tales like “Chopin’s Handkerchief,” 
in which a woman becomes infatuated with a former Italian 
language lab assistant from her college days in the 1980s only 
to discover his mental instability igniting a deep-seated fear 
she never realized she’d harbored. While this story generates 
a modest amount of suspense, it resists taking the audience to 
the darkest edges of obsession and perilous pursuit, as readers 
will expect, and, instead, concludes with notes of mystery and 
personal contentment.

The collection’s emotional range is wide reaching, from the 
sadness of illness buffered by faith in “Send Us Help...Please” to 
the spicy hilarity of “Bon Appétit,” which finds a restless wife 
home alone during her husband’s lengthy business trip. The 
spirited narrative chronicles each day as it passes while the 
woman, a book designer, becomes more and more desperate 
and thirsty for human interaction, particularly from men. Her 
interior monologue peppered with sexual fantasies becomes 
laugh-out-loud funny by Day 5, when the randy wife is more 
than “ready to jump into the arms of any one of the guys I pass 
on the sidewalk.” On the opposite side of the spectrum, the title 
story, a melancholy affair, effectively explores themes of loss 
and disillusionment, as does the volume’s longest tale, “Don’t 
Push My Buttons.” Though they add variety, the two theatrical 

skits included lack the vitality and descriptive fullness of the 
stories surrounding them. Ultimately, this assemblage succeeds 
as a cohesive work of literary art, resulting in an addictive read-
ing experience ideal for women eager for a book representative 
of the female experience as well as anyone who prefers the con-
densed, brisk rise and fall of short stories.

A vigorous, vibrant cluster of female-centered tales 
both captivating and immensely gratifying. 

THE INDIVISIBLE AND 
THE VOID
Wozniak, D.M. 
Self (577 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jan. 19, 2019
978-0-578-44715-5 

In this fantasy novel, a powerful magic 
wielder searches for his wife, who appar-
ently left him for another man, as well as 
a villainous “voider” with similar powers.

Master Voider Democryos, nick-
named “Dem,” works out of the citadel for King Andrej X. He 
teaches talented pupils to use peach-pit–shaped voidstones, which 
allow one to see and manipulate matter in the “indivisible” realm 
(“Everything in our creation is built out of infinitesimal building 
blocks, called the indivisible”). One morning, Dem finds a letter 
from Lady Marine, his wife of five years, stating that their marriage 
is over. An investigation of her bedchamber reveals that she left in 
haste, likely with another man. Later, Dem and the king discuss 
the ongoing war with the Southern Kingdom. Andrej demands 
more voidstones and “voiders” with the skill to use them despite 
the scarcity of each. The king insists that a woman from his harem, 
Chimeline, must sleep with Dem. Instead, Chimeline and Dem go 
on a quest to find a hidden forest laboratory where Chimeline says 
that a mysterious voider conducted torturous experiments on her 
and other women. Also in the lab is an airship that’s designed to fly 
on principles that are known best to voiders. Dem and Chimeline 
take it south on a hunt for Marine and the rogue voider, little realiz-
ing that the voidstones’ true nature may change society forever. In 
this series opener, Wozniak (An Obliquity, 2017, etc.) straddles sci-
ence fiction and fantasy while commendably exploring questions 
of spirituality. The effulgents, a religious sect who don’t believe in 
ownership or relationships, provide an energetic counterpoint to 
the materialism that’s thrown two kingdoms into war. Wozniak’s 
medieval world, as described, is a beautiful one; from the sky, it 

“looks like thousands of curved pieces of glass” covering every-
thing “in blues and greens.” The book also wonderfully handles the 
notion of a preindustrial society discovering the atomic structure 
of nature. Yet the plot’s human elements—which include romance, 
drug addiction, and trust across philosophical lines—often shine 
brightest. Revelations and combat converge in the propulsive 
finale, and Wozniak’s strong imagination will rope fans in.

A series starter that trips across fantastic terrain with 
a human touch.
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VALLEY OF SPIES 
Yocum, Keith
Self (328 pp.)
$11.97 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 12, 2019
978-0-9978708-3-1

Just months into early retirement 
from the CIA’s Office of the Inspector 
General, a former investigator accepts an 
agency contract to hunt for a missing per-
son, one who knows his darkest secrets.  

In Yocum’s (A Dark Place, 2018, etc.) third—and best yet—
Dennis Cunningham thriller, Dennis finds that retirement 
and relocation to Perth, home of longtime girlfriend and Aus-
sie policewoman Judy White, offers him a lifestyle so relaxed 
that it bores him. A mandatory meeting with the director of 
the CIA, whose flight has a stopover in Australia, livens things 
up. The director explains that Dr. Jane Forrester, a therapist 
approved to treat agency members, disappeared while visiting 
New Zealand. Key members of the CIA determine a specific 
foreign country is responsible for the abduction, and a coun-
terstrike against that nation is likely. But before authorizing 
the attack, the director gives Dennis, who has a zest and a rep 
for tracking people down, two weeks to find Forrester—or dis-
cover what happened to her—and to confirm agency intel. The 
director explains there are lots of reasons why an adversary 
would want to get their hands on the therapist—she “knows 
too much about her patients. She knows their weaknesses, their 
vulnerabilities.” She, in fact, knew Dennis’—she had been his 
therapist. The search for Forrester reconnects rough-around-
the-edges Dennis with his former boss, Louise Nordland. The 

“tough, diminutive” ex-SEAL and Dennis had issues with each 
other in the past, but soon (sorry, Judy) sexual tension between 
the pair ramps up. Yocum skillfully varies the pace throughout 

this thriller and doesn’t shrink from brutal scenes of killings. 
Dialogue rings true, and descriptions suit the genre: “He had 
a pronounced underbite that pushed his chin forward into a 
reptilian face.” Yocum metes out backstory organically, and his 
nonstandard characters range from a confident, sexy, blonde 
amputee to Dennis himself—known for a drinking problem, 
about to become a grandfather, and still haunted by his own 
horrific childhood.

A taut, thoughtful thriller; third in a series but also 
works as a stand-alone.
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I N D I E
Books of the Month

THE RED RIBBON
Nancy Freund Bills
A keeper of a book 
by a talented author.

SWORDS, SOR-
CERY, & SELF-
RESCUING 
DAMSELS
ed. by Lee French & 
Sarah Craft
A hoard of fantasy 
tales that proves 
damsels can be 
as dangerous as 
dragons.

TWO LIKE ME 
AND YOU
Chad Alan Gibbs
A smashing debut 
that’s both intimate 
and epic.

KID CONFIDENCE
Eileen Kennedy-Moore
A wise and realistic 
program for instilling 
genuine self-esteem 
in children.

POLLEN
Darcy Pattison 

 illus. by Peter Willis
An illuminating 
introduction to Dar-
win and evolution-
ary development for 
young readers.

MY SISTER’S 
MOTHER
Donna Solecka Urbikas
A painfully beauti-
ful portrayal of an 
indomitable, loving 
mother’s survival.
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By Megan Labrise

“It’s much more autobiographical than 
it is a narrative thriller or crime story 
or anything like that. I have always 
pitched this to being very similar to 
Wild by Cheryl Strayed. I’m really 
opening myself up to some really inti-
mate things in this book, some really 
very personal moments and much 
more intimate points of my life that I’ve 
never disclosed before. You’re proba-
bly going to learn more about my love 
life than about the disclosures.”

—Former Army intelligence officer Chelsea 
Manning, author of a forthcoming memoir, 
to be published in winter 2020 by Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, in the New York Times

“[W]hat parent would be happy their 
child made Pink Flamingos? Really, 
none.”

—“Filth elder” John Waters, author of Mr. 
Know-It-All: The Tarnished Wisdom of a 
Filth Elder, on NPR

“What we’ve found is it’s always been 
the craziest, the most outlandish, the 
loudest—the ones who the main-
streamers say, ‘We’re not all like 
that’—those were the ones who cre-
ate the space for the rest of us.”

—Attorney and activist Matthew Riemer, 
co-founder of popular queer history 
Instagram account @lgbt_history and 
co-author of We Are Everywhere: Protest, 
Power and Pride in the History of Queer Lib-
eration (with partner Leighton Brown), in 
the Washington Blade

“When the 2016 presidential elections 
happened I felt, along with so many 
others—friends, poets, students—
helpless. Verging on hopeless. But 
poetry is just the thing for teetering 
on that verge—looking into hopeless-
ness and saying “nope” is what poet-
ry’s all about….The act of choosing to 
write about what matters to a person 
is a potent form of resistance—that 
human choice and artistic freedom 
and full range of ideas and possibili-
ties—all that is very much a part of 
what the fundamentalist right wing 
would like to see dead.”

—Poet Brenda Shaughnessy, author of The 
Octopus Museum, at the PEN Ten

Fi e l d  No t e s
the pride  issue

Submissions for Field Notes? 
Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.
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“Gay liberation was very much an urban phenomenon, and I wasn’t in New York 
or San Francisco. Stonewall is a great story, but no one knew about it. In trying to 
understand who I was and what I was supposed to look like, I had to invent it on 
my own.”
—Artist and designer Chris Rush, author of The Light Years: A Memoir, in the Windy 
City Times

“As someone who is a child of immi-
grants, as a queer person of color, 
we’re always trying to pass the Turing 
test, always trying to use language 
in order to convince others that we 
should be treated as human.”
—Poet Franny Choi, author of Soft Sci-
ence, on NPR
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When they first began to appear in art galleries and small maga-
zines, Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs, mostly medium-for-
mat black-and-white images, dazzled. He made an instant icon of 
Patti Smith with his photograph of her on the cover of her debut 
album, “Horses.” He photographed other artists and musicians—
Peter Gabriel, Andy Warhol, Deborah Harry—to similar effect, 
and he produced a stunning hymn to the ever malleable human 
body in a series of some 150 portraits of Lisa Lyon, a pioneer of 

women’s bodybuilding, a portfolio published as his first book, Lady Lisa Lyon, with text by Bruce Chatwin.
“He was gracious and shy with a precise nature,” writes Smith in her 2010 memoir, Just Kids, in which Map-

plethorpe, her boyfriend and roommate from 1967 to 1972, is a central figure. “He contained, even at an early 
age, a stirring and a desire to stir.” So he did. Mapplethorpe arrived on the scene at a time when the aspirational 
’60s were sliding into the disaffected ’70s, when artistic dinosaurs were falling to punk rebellion and the world 
was full of possibilities, if sometimes grim ones. He became the visual poet laureate of a gritty downtown and 
its demimondes, a photographic counterpart to the Jim Carroll of The Basketball Diaries, and he found himself in 
command of a unique power to shock.

Mapplethorpe explored the finest of fine lines between art and pornography 
with images that were sometimes explicit, sometimes sculptural, always riveting. 

“Robert Mapplethorpe: The Perfect Moment,” with themes of sadomasochism 
and bondage, became a cause célèbre not just for its imagery, but also because 
it tested the limits of what was then defined as obscene. That matter exploded 
into the political realm when the Reagan- and Bush-era Congress used it as a ral-
lying cry for cutting off funding to the National Endowment for the Arts, which 
had provided grant money to the Corcoran Gallery of Art to exhibit the show. 
Which side of the argument you fell on, whether First Amendment absolutist or 
possessor of offended sensibilities, marked one of many fault lines presaging the 
polarization of today. Jesse Helms, the Republican senator from North Carolina, 
drew that line, saying, “Taxpayers’ money should not be used to subsidize filthy and offensive art in any form.”

The Corcoran show was cancelled, but Helms did not prevail. Mapplethorpe’s work survived obscenity tests 
in several courts, perhaps most notably a trial in Cincinnati in which a museum, and not he, was the defendant. 
His work doubled and tripled in value, and single prints of his photos have lately sold for more than $500,000 
apiece. He published books and continued to mount exhibits. After years of poverty, he became rich.

Robert Mapplethorpe died in 1989, at the age of 42, when AIDS was doing its grimmest reaping. His influ-
ence has long outlasted him; 30 years after his death, the Guggenheim show “Implicit Tensions: Mapplethorpe 
Now” is drawing large crowds, and next month it will reopen with added works by modern artists that emphasize 
how his legacy has carried on. He was transgressive, to be sure, and unforgettable. He stirred.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: 30 Years After His Death, Robert 
Mapplethorpe Continues to Stir Controversy
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The Mighty Heart of Sunny St. James, 
cements Ashley Herring Blake as the 

preeminent voice for young girls explor-
ing their identities. In a starred review, 
Kirkus called it, “A sweet and gentle 

story of self-discovery . . . beautiful.” 

LBYR: Why is it important to 
have stories about girls falling in 
love with other girls for younger 
readers?

ASHLEY HERRING BLAKE: 
Fiction should refl ect our world 
and that includes all kinds of love 
and all kinds of families. Stories 
are powerful. Stories show us 
ourselves, they teach us empa-
thy for others, they help us feel 
less alone, they give us strength 
to face hardships, they chal-
lenge us to be better versions 
of ourselves, they give us safe 
places to wonder. For too long, 
books for young readers have 
excluded any narrative other 
than girls crushing on boys and 
vice versa, and heteronormative 
parents. But that is not the world 
in which we live. It has never 
been the world in which we live. 
The result has been countless 
queer kids growing up without 
anywhere safe to explore ques-
tions about their sexuality, their 
fi rst crushes, their gender, or the 
myriad ways in which a human 
can express and receive love.

We need stories about girls fall-
ing in love with girls because 
there are real girls out there fall-
ing in love with girls. Boys are 
falling in love with boys. Trans 
kids are falling in love too. By ne-
glecting their stories, we are tell-
ing them they do not matter. By 
putting their stories on a shelf, 
by lauding them, sharing them, 
putting them in the forefront of 
our bookshops and libraries and 
recommending them to schools 
and teachers, we are doing 
the most powerful thing: we 
are telling these kids that they 
matter.

I can’t think of a more beautiful 
message than that.
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