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Jack Fairweather’s 
The Volunteer: One Man, an 
Underground Army, and the 
Secret Mission to Destroy 
Auschwitz shines a powerful 
spotlight on a courageous 
man and his impressive 
accomplishments in the face 
of unspeakable evil. It’s an 
inspiring story beautifully told.
p. 72
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This is the column when I say goodbye. Being the 
editor-in-chief of Kirkus Reviews has been a dream job. 
We never want you all to think about all the thorough 
fact-checking we do each issue; or the work our senior 
editors do to find critics who write with authority, 
verve, and insight; or all the time our reviewers spend 
alone, reading, before others have formed an opin-
ion of the book they’re reviewing; or the eagle-eyed 
copy editing our copy editor, Betsy Judkins, does; or 
the wonderful design work Alex Head does for us; or 
the patient, probing journalism our features report-
ers file each issue; or the effort to get all the jacket 
images into place in the 300-some reviews we publish 
each issue. We want you all to think about the books 
we’re reviewing and to enjoy reading vibrant, distinc-
tive criticism. I’m telling you about Kirkus Reviews 
behind the scenes because publishing all those inci-
sive reviews every other week is a little miracle. We’re 
a scrappy little assembly of people who care deeply 

about what thoughtful criticism can do for the world, how it can guide readers to the book 
that’s just right for them and in the process open up the world for them. It’s a process that 
I’m really proud to have been a part of. I want to give special thanks to our chairman, Herb 
Simon, and publisher, Marc Winkelman. Meg Kuehn, Kirkus’ CEO, has taught me so much 
and encouraged me to join Kirkus in the first place in 2012 as our features editor. Meg and I 
became good friends, and I’m going to miss her, as I will the rest of my colleagues. 

I’m going to become the full-time literary director of the San Antonio Book Festival, a job 
I’ve done on a part-time basis since the festival’s founding seven years ago. (I’m also getting 
three months off each year to work on a book—a writer’s dream!)

I’m thrilled that Tom Beer is going to be the new editor-in-chief of Kirkus Reviews. I wrote 
for Tom years ago when I was in grad school, and I served on the National Book Critics Circle 
board of directors with him. Tom left a position as the books editor at Newsday for Kirkus. 
In addition to his tenure at Newsday and the National Book Critics Circle, Tom was an editor 
at Out magazine and has written about books and other subjects for the Vil lage Voice, the Los 

Angeles Times, Time Out New York, and other publications. 
A magazine is nothing without its readers, and we have the absolute best; thank you for 

being loyal Kirkus subscribers. 
I’m looking forward to discovering all the new books Tom and our editors tell me I should 

be reading.  —C.S.

from the editor’s desk:

Goodbye
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Separated from her younger brother in the 
chaos of postwar Vietnam, a refugee newly 
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WE, THE SURVIVORS 
Aw, Tash
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-374-28724-5  

A rumination on the way systems of 
power and currents of hope in modern-
day Malaysia can influence a life.

When Lee Hock Lye clubs a Bangla-
deshi stranger to death with a two-foot 

piece of wood, everyone is searching for a motive. Even after 
Ah Hock has served his three-year prison sentence, an Ameri-
can-educated sociology student wants to interview him for her 
dissertation. She wants to understand his story. “Why? That’s 
what you want to know. Just like everyone else,” he confronts 
her early in the novel, “But like the others, you’re going to be 
disappointed.” Ah Hock himself has spent months reckoning 
with the why of it all, but to no end. “I tried to excavate the 
layers of my thoughts,” he explains, “digging patiently the way 
I used to in the mud on our farm when I was a child.” Still, Ah 
Hock invites the student into his home and, over the course 
of several months, shares the details of his past, hoping she 
can “set the record straight” where his defense attorney got it 
wrong. Aw (Five Star Billionaire, 2013, etc.) drops readers into 
each phase of Ah Hock’s life, beginning with his birth in a small 
Malaysian fishing village, moving through his childhood days as 
a passive onlooker to his friend Keong’s reckless ambition, and 
capturing in warm detail the sense of “permanence” and “abun-
dance” he once felt building a farm with his mother. As he crafts 
Ah Hock’s narrative, Aw masterfully conveys his protagonist’s 
specificity while also weaving together a larger picture of the 
class divisions, racial biases, unjust working conditions, and 
gender roles that pulse under the surface. Through his inter-
views with the student—and his reflections on his role as a sub-
ject—Ah Hock shares the vital pieces of his story that escaped 
cross-examination.

A raw depiction of one man’s troubled life and the web 
of social forces that worked to shape it.
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THE GRAMMARIANS
Schine, Cathleen
Sarah Crichton/Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux (272 pp.)
$26.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-374-28011-6
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THE DIVERS’ GAME
Ball, Jesse
Ecco/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-267610-8  

The elusive and ever evolving Ball 
(Census, 2018, etc.) returns with a radical 
new novel about a divisive future that 
takes inequality to grotesque extremes.

If they don’t teach Ball’s work in col-
lege by now, they should, if only as an 

example of an author whose books are so different from one 
another that a reader might not even recognize them as the 
work of one person save for Ball’s spare prose, eccentric imagi-
nation, and pinpoint narrative composition. Perhaps he’s a col-
lective, like Banksy. The story opens with students Lethe and 
Lois in class the day before a mysterious holiday called Ogias’ 
Day, which hasn’t happened in more than 50 years. Through 
their discussions with their drunk, grieving teacher, Mandred, 
we learn more about their world. Some time ago, an influx of 
refugees triggered a politician to suggest an extreme solution: 
They can come in, “as long as we can tell them apart.” Over time, 
this led to the development of a lower caste of people with no 
legal standing, all branded with a tattoo of a red hat on their 
faces, and forced to amputate their thumbs. Any legal citizen, 

“Pats,” can also kill these “quads” at any time, but on Ogias’ day, 
the tables are turned. From here, the story flips through dif-
ferent characters in different circumstances but all set in this 
curious new societal matrix. We learn about a child sacrifice 
ceremony called the Infanta and about the titular Divers’ Game, 
a legendary and highly risky channel by which children might 
escape their fate. It’s imaginatively horrifying, even if it doesn’t 
always make sense, and readers who appreciate Ball’s keen, mel-
ancholic, and often sadly satirical view of human society will 
likely appreciate this timely assessment of where division might 
take us and how it affects the generations that come after us.

A dystopian novel in the vein of The Handmaid’s Tale, 
viewed through the children who suffer from our mistakes.

THE HANGED MAN AND THE 
FORTUNE TELLER
Banks, Lucy
Amberjack Publishing (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-948705-54-7  

Two spirits wander London through 
the decades in search of memories in this 
atmospheric novel.

The ghost no longer remembers him-
self. He remembers love. He senses that he 

must find his wife. Beyond that, it’s a bit of a mystery. Flashes of 
memory rumble through every once in a while, but mostly he just 
has a feeling that there’s more he can’t grasp. He’s accompanied 
by another spirit, the Fortune Teller Agnes, who has a connection 

to him he cannot recall anymore. The two follow people they are 
drawn to, watching them live their lives as the chaos of the 20th 
and 21st centuries unfolds around them. The book opens in 2017, 
the two spirits attempting to fathom an internet cafe, but quickly 
the narrative splits. Told in alternating chapters in third and first 
person, the reader gets to witness the ghost’s time since his death 
as he watches London change through the eyes of its residents, 
the years slowly marching backward from 2017 to his death in the 
late 1800s. Meanwhile, the man the ghost once was narrates his 
life from his wedding day toward the ever imposing moment of 
his own passing. Banks (The Case of the Hidden Daemon, 2018, etc.) 
is a great wordsmith, creating interesting figures for the ghosts to 
observe as well as well-worn characters in both the spirit and the 
fortuneteller. Though the story itself never feels forced, there is 
an overreliance on surprising the reader, to the point that char-
acters are painfully deliberate in not stating certain words or 
phrases even though the reader has probably picked up on the 
plot thread already. As a meditation on memory and moving on, 
it’s lovely. There’s no need for subterfuge.

A moody tale of ghosts and memory that will inspire 
reflection more than fear. y
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THE DEVIL’S SLAVE
Borman, Tracy
Atlantic Monthly (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-8021-2945-1  

Continuing saga of a lady-in-wait-
ing under constant suspicion in the 
witch-baiting court of James I.

The inaugural volume of Borman’s 
trilogy (The King’s Witch, 2018) ended as 
Lady Frances, who was involved in the 

failed Powder Treason plot against King James, fled back to 
her family estate, Longford, after Tom Wintour, a co-conspir-
ator, was executed along with Guy Fawkes and others. Volume 
2 finds Frances, pregnant by and in mourning for Wintour, 
accepting, under pressure from her scheming brother, Edward, 
the marriage proposal of Sir Thomas Tyringham, King James’ 
master of hounds. The two agree that the marriage will remain 
platonic, and when her son, George, is born, Sir Thomas 
assumes paternity. The remnants of the papist conspiracy still 
hoping to dethrone rabid Protestant James once again tap 
Frances for help. She is urged to return to the service of Prin-
cess Elizabeth and encourage a match with a Catholic prince. 
She also becomes reluctantly embroiled in a plot launched by 
Sir Walter Raleigh, from his luxurious Tower cell, to advance 
competing claims to the throne. As Wintour’s memory fades, 
Frances is increasingly attracted to her husband. Initially, 
Frances is again the passive observer, always in jeopardy from 
those longing to see her ensnared anew by James’ anti-witch 
frenzy—including Elizabeth’s beloved brother Henry, Prince 
of Wales, and Frances’ own brother. When her chief persecu-
tor, Lord Cecil, requires her services as a healer and surgeon, 
détente but no true security results. Witchcraft prosecutions 
mostly benefit the male medical profession, with its dubious 
treatments, by targeting female wise-women, healers, and 
herbalists like Frances, whose M.O. is truly “First do no harm.” 
This message is powerfully brought home when Frances, risk-
ing arrest, helps Thomas recover from severe injuries—the 
ministrations of the king’s physicians would have killed him. 
After a slow start, the pages turn briskly, apace with Frances’ 
increasing bravery. Surprising revelations and a cliffhanger 
prepare us for Volume 3.

As Borman’s protagonist grows a spine, she’s starting 
to grow on us.

Every other year, I serve on the 
judging panel for the Sami Rohr Prize 
for Jewish Literature, which comes 
with $100,000 to support the work of 
an emerging writer. This year’s prize 
went to Michael David Lukas for The 
Last Watchman of Old Cairo, which 
tells the story of Joseph al-Raqb, an 
American grad student raised by his 
Jewish mother who travels to Cairo 

after his Muslim father’s death to learn the story of their 
family’s thousand years of service as 
the watchmen of the Ibn Ezra syn-
agogue, home of the famous Cairo 
geniza, a storeroom filled with hun-
dreds of years’ worth of old docu-
ments from Cairo’s once-vibrant 
Jewish community.

Two years ago, I wrote about how 
writers are expanding the definition 
of Jewish literature after Idra Novey 
won the prize for Ways To Disappear, 
a novel set in Brazil in which all the 
characters (except the loan shark) are Jewish, according to 
the author, even though it’s never mentioned. Lukas has 
expanded Jewish literature further, setting his absorbing 

novel in an Arab country. As our re-
viewer writes, “In his exploration of 
some 10 centuries of Cairo’s history, 
including times when the city’s Jews 
and Muslims lived side by side in rel-
ative harmony, Lukas at least hints 
that another era of peaceful coexis-
tence is not beyond imagining.” 

The other finalists are Dalia 
Rosenfeld for her short story collec-
tion, The Worlds We Think We Know, 
which our review calls “funny, touch-

ing, awkward, and wry”; Rachel Kadish for The Weight of 
Ink, which weaves past and present together in a fasci-
nating exploration of Jewish life in 17th-century Amster-
dam and London; Mark Sarvas for Memento Park, about an 
American actor who discovers that a valuable painting may 
have been looted from his family by the Nazis; and Mar-
got Singer for Underground Fugue, the story of a London 
woman coming to terms with a variety of losses around 
the time of the July 7, 2005, suicide bombings. —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

expanding jewish 
literature
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WELCOME TO AMERICA
Boström Knausgård, Linda
Trans. by Aitken, Martin
World Editions (128 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64286-041-2  

A girl gives her dysfunctional family 
an extreme and distressing version of the 
silent treatment.

Ellen, the narrator of the second 
novel by Boström Knausgård and first 

published in the U.S., is certain she’s killed her father, because 
she constantly prayed for his death. “I had access to God. It 
was me and God who’d killed my dad,” she tells us early on. 
That line is more than enough reason to fire up the “Unreli-
able Narrator” siren, but Boström Knausgård encourages the 
reader not to dismiss her situation as madness but empathize 
with it as trauma. Ellen’s mentally ill father has been insti-
tutionalized and may have tried to kill the family by leaving 

the gas on; her brother is angry and abusive; her mother, an 
actress, is distant and narcissistic. (The title refers to her in a 
role as a “fallen Statue of Liberty.”) In that light, Ellen’s silence 
(and this book) represents a protective carapace against an 
adulthood she associates with pain: “I stopped talking when 
growing began to take up too much space inside me. I was sure 
I couldn’t do both, grow and talk at the same time.” The mood 
intensifies as Ellen’s mother and brother pursue their own 
relationships, but the novel doesn’t have an arc so much as a 
set of fuguelike variations on Ellen’s musings about death and 
loss. Boström Knausgård’s writing (via Aitken’s translation) is 
crystalline and careful; like her ex-husband, Karl Ove Knaus-
gård, she has an eye for quotidian but revealing details, though 
she eschews his expansiveness. Here, restraint and ambiguity 
prevail, whether it’s about the intensity of the abuse Ellen 
sustained or the veracity of her assertions. Regardless, it’s a 
taut portrait of how difficult it can be to reconcile ideals about 
faith and family with their messier realities.

An intense, recursive book that evokes the chill despair 
of a Bergman film.
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An intense, recursive book that evokes 
the chill despair of a Bergman film.

welcome to america



TIN BADGES
Carcaterra, Lorenzo
Ballantine (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-345-48392-8  

Retired New York police detective 
Tank Rizzo, a “tin badge” called upon 
to work a cold case, targets a big-time 
cocaine dealer.

Rizzo’s life is complicated. He’s see-
ing the daughter of Carmine Tramonti, a 

restaurateur who once controlled betting activities for the mob. 
And following the death of his long-estranged brother, Jack, 
and Jack’s wife in a car crash, Rizzo adopts his angry teenage 
nephew, Chris, who threatens to pull back the blinds on a dark 
family secret harbored by the ex-cop. Eventually, Chris, a com-
puter whiz, becomes part of a task force Rizzo puts together 
to nail the dealer, Gonzo. (Introducing a plotline that will play 
out in an announced sequel, Chris is determined to prove that 

his parents’ deaths were no accident.) Rizzo’s offbeat squad also 
includes his partner Frank “Pearl” Monroe, now disabled, whom 
he loves like a brother; Alexandra, a psychic who “has better 
intel than anyone at the NYPD”; and Bruno, an ex-fighter who 
runs a neighborhood boxing club. Carcaterra, still best known 
for Sleepers (1995) and the controversy over whether it’s actually 
a true story, entertainingly delineates the relationships between 
Rizzo and the people in his life. Carmine, to whom Rizzo is 
surprisingly close, makes for a unique foil. But the bad guys get 
short shrift. Outside of naming his coke brands after Al Pacino 
movies, Gonzo doesn’t make much of an impression, appear-
ing mainly to utter threats. As a result, the plot is undercooked. 
You’re left hungry for suspense.

A likable but less than compelling mystery.
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THE GOMORRAH GAMBIT
Chatfield, Tom
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-316-52669-2  

A hacker starts dabbling in the ill-
rumored darknet and quickly discovers 
the rabbit hole goes a lot deeper than 
pornography, drugs, and weapons.

If there’s any drawback to this pro-
pulsive debut novel by well-known technology philosopher 
Chatfield, it’s that he knows about hacking, underground net-
works, and the dangers inherent in new technologies so well it 
could prove demanding for laymen (or become a new Anarchist’s 
Cookbook or Fight Club for others). The novel opens on a chaotic 
scene where two new recruits for the Islamic Republic are under 
fire in Syria. Next, we meet the primary protagonist, white-hat 
hacker Azi Bellow, who uses a base in his backyard woodshed 
to disrupt bad guys—currently a neo-Nazi political movement 
called Freedom, led by enigmatic German Tomi Christian. Azi 
has been trading files on a network called Gomorrah with a 
source calling herself Sigma. But his fun is interrupted by an 
intelligence operative named Anna, who threatens to expose 
him if he doesn’t do her bidding. Armed with a powerful new 
smartphone, he’s off to Berlin to meet Munira Khan, a Mus-
lim woman whose cousins were spirited off to Syria and who 
is a target herself. All these machinations are necessary to set 
up a complex but imaginative techno-thriller that pits the 
aforementioned neo-Nazis against a mysterious Silicon Valley–
based think tank in a race to see who can do the most damage 
first and whether Azi, his best friend, Ad, and Munira can stop 
the attacks only they can see coming. It’s full of cinematic set 
pieces including gunplay, kidnapping, and killer robots, not to 
mention a globe-trotting plot that visits America, Greece, and 
Germany. But the pensive author is also pointing out the futur-
istic dangers—identity theft, social engineering, virtual reality, 
and video manipulation among them—that are already upon us.

A thoughtful but fast-paced techno-thriller that takes 
many of SF’s most frightening ideas and extrapolates them 
into our evolving reality.

THE LAST TRAIN TO LONDON
Clayton, Meg Waite
Harper/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-294693-5  

Clayton’s (Beautiful Exiles, 2018, etc.) 
novel about the Kindertransport pro-
gram joins the recent spate of Holocaust 
books (from All the Light We Cannot See 
to The Tattooist of Auschwitz) that allow 
readers to identity with heroes and sur-

vivors instead of victims.

The real-life heroine here is Truus Wijsmuller, the Dutch 
Christian woman instrumental in smuggling approximately 
10,000 children out of the Reich and into England through 
the Kindertransport. The villain is the infamous Adolph Eich-
mann. Early in his career Eichmann authored the influential 
paper “The Jewish Problem,” about how to rid the Reich of 
Jews. After Germany took over Austria he landed a powerful 
position in Vienna. In 1938, Truus met with Eichmann, who 
offered what he assumed was an impossible deal: If she could 
arrange papers for exactly 600 healthy children to travel in one 
week’s time—on the Sabbath, when Jewish law forbids travel—
he would allow safe passage. With help from British activists, 
Truus successfully made the arrangements and found refuge for 
all 600 children in England. Clayton intersects these historical 
figures and events with fictional characters trapped in Vienna. 
Aspiring playwright Stephan, 15 years old when the novel begins 
in 1936, comes from a wealthy Jewish family, manufacturers 
of highly prized chocolate candies. The Nazis strip owner-
ship of the chocolate factory from Stephan’s father and hand 
it to Stephan’s Aryan Uncle Michael. A guilty collaborator torn 
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between greed and love, Michael is the novel’s most realistically 
portrayed character, neither good nor entirely evil. Sensitive, 
brilliant, and precocious, Stephan is naturally drawn to equally 
sensitive, brilliant, and precocious Žofie-Helene, a math genius 
whose anti-Nazi father died under questionable circumstances 
and whose journalist mother writes the outspokenly anti-Nazi 
articles about actual events, like Britain’s limiting Jewish immi-
gration and the invasion of Czechoslovakia, that punctuate the 
plot. After Kristallnacht Stephan ends up hiding in Vienna’s 
sewers (a weird nod to Orson Welles in The Third Man), and 
Žofie-Helene’s mother is arrested. Will Stephan and Žofie-
Helene end up among the children Truus saves?

Workmanlike and less riveting than the subject matter.

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

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

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

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

THE SISTERS OF 
SUMMIT AVENUE
Cullen, Lynn
Gallery Books (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5011-3416-6  

Two sisters struggle to mend their 
once-loving relationship in this novel by 
Cullen (Twain’s End, 2015, etc.).

The year is 1934. June Whiteleather 
lives in a big house in Minneapolis with 

her husband, Richard, a prominent surgeon from a wealthy 
family. June enjoys her job as one of the real-life homemakers 
behind the fictional Betty Crocker but suffers guilt over being 
childless. June’s younger sister, Ruth, lives on her family’s strug-
gling farm on the Indiana-Michigan state line with her mother, 
Dorothy Dowdy; husband, John, who has a mysterious sleeping 

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

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

dominicana



sickness; Italian boyfriend/farmhand Nick; and Ruth and John’s 
four children. Ruth’s greatest wish is to be June, who is beau-
tiful, talented, and “relentlessly likable.” When June and Rich-
ard visit Ruth’s farm with a possible cure for John’s ailment, 
multiple family secrets are revealed. Evocative historic details 
include flannel trousers, dress shields, bank robbers, soup lines, 
fur coats, fedoras, and Richard’s “topless roadster.” The story 
is heartfelt, but two prologues and a big cast of unnecessarily 
named minor characters create confusion; a dust storm that 
should be terrifying isn’t; and a contrived climax features an 
antihero who reappears, briefly, after a 33-year absence. In a 
rushed ending, Ruth gets her wish, sort of and not in a good way.

Sibling rivalry, betrayal, resentment, and cowardice 
add spice to this saga of sisters.

CLEAR MY NAME
Daly, Paula
Atlantic Monthly (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-8021-4783-7  

One woman, fighting to free another 
who may be wrongfully imprisoned, must 
confront the tragedies of her own past.

Tess Gilroy enjoys her work with 
Innocence UK, a nonprofit organization 
that investigates past crimes with an eye 

to overturning wrongful convictions; she knows she has made 
a real difference in the lives of those she’s helped. When the 
group votes to take on the case of Carrie Kamara, convicted of 
murdering her husband’s lover four years earlier, Tess finds her-
self forced to return to the town of her childhood, the town she 
left behind and has tried to forget for most of her adult life. Car-
rie has always maintained her innocence; she admits that she 
confronted husband Pete’s mistress (not his first) but that she 
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never went inside the woman’s house. Her blood, however, was 
found on an inside doorknob, and Carrie has never been able to 
explain how it got there. As Tess and her sidekick, junior inves-
tigator Avril Hughes, look to uncover police mistakes as well as 
possible explanations for the bloodstain, Tess finds herself con-
fronting a piece of her past that she has tried very hard to avoid 
and forget. Daly’s (Open Your Eyes, 2018, etc.) thrillers are engag-
ing and well plotted; there is a nice mix of investigative process 
(driving the same route in different conditions in order to make 
or break an alibi, for example) as well as character development. 
Tess is a hard character who keeps people at a distance, but she’s 
still easy to sympathize with; her exasperation with Avril, as 
well as their developing understanding, adds a nice layer to the 
story. The mystery itself is not terribly complex, however, and 
the ending feels a bit lackluster and anticlimatic.

An easy summer read; engaging while it’s in your hand, 
forgettable once you put it down.

EVERYTHING INSIDE 
Danticat, Edwidge
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-525-52127-3  

In her first collection of short stories 
in more than a decade, Danticat tackles 
the complexities of diaspora with lyrical 
grace.

Danticat (The Art of Death, 2017, 
etc.) is a master of economy; she has 

always possessed the remarkable ability to build singular fic-
tional worlds in a matter of sentences. This collection draws 
on Danticat’s exceptional strengths as a storyteller to examine 
how migration to and from the Caribbean shapes her char-
acters, whether they’re scrounging up savings to pay ransom 
for a kidnapping, navigating youthful idealism and the pull of 
international aid work, or trying to erase the horrors of immi-
grating to the United States by sea. In “Dosas,” Elsie, a home 
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health care worker in Miami Shores, is shocked by a panicked 
phone call from her ex-husband about his new girlfriend’s kid-
napping in Port-au-Prince. What becomes increasingly clear, 
however, is that Elsie’s ex-husband is a two-timing scammer 
who has derailed Elsie’s life in more ways than one. With great 
care, Danticat demonstrates the razor’s edge on which Elsie’s 
own financial and emotional security is balanced: from the sac-
rifices she makes to send Blaise money to her fears about the 
safety of her own family. “Maybe there was something about her 
that wasn’t enough,” Elsie thinks, as she reconsiders her mar-
riage. “Or something about him that wasn’t enough....Some 
people just want to go home, no matter what the cost.” When 
two former lovers meet for dinner on the Fourth of July in “The 
Gift,” they struggle to reconnect across a yawning chasm of loss 
caused by the catastrophic earthquake in Haiti in 2010. And, in 

“Without Inspection,” an undocumented construction worker 
hurtles to his death from rickety scaffolding, imagining final 
visitations with his lover and adopted son. These are stories of 
lives upended by tragedies big and small, from political coups to 
closely guarded maternal secrets. Throughout each story, Dan-
ticat attends to the ways families are made and unmade: Moth-
ers yearn for children, women recover from divorce, and aging 
parents suffer from dementia or succumb to death. No one is 
immune from pain, but Danticat asks her readers to witness the 
integrity of her subjects as they excavate beauty and hope from 
uncertainty and loss.

An extraordinary career milestone: spare, evocative, 
and moving.

CANTORAS 
De Robertis, Carolina
Knopf (336 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-525-52169-3  

In the shadow of a violent dictator-
ship, five queer women find the courage 
and strength to live their truth.

De Robertis’ (The Gods of Tango, 2015, 
etc.) latest novel starts in 1977 with the 
Uruguayan military dictatorship sup-

pressing dissidents and homosexuals through rape, jailing, and 
disappearing. Calling themselves cantoras, or women who sing, 
five queer women begin to carve out a place for themselves in 
the world: Flaca, Romina, Anita “La Venus,” Malena, and Paz. 
Brought together by Flaca, the women take a weeklong trip to 
Cabo Polonio, a sleepy, secluded coastal village, where they find 
a haven among horrors. On the beach, the women laugh late 
into the night, make love unabashedly, and share secrets over 
whiskey and yerba maté. The friends become family. On their 
first trip, Paz, the youngest, begins to discover an alternative 
way of being: “A secret way to be a woman. A way that blasted 
things apart, that melted the map of reality.” Rich and luscious, 
De Robertis’ writing feels like a living thing, lapping over the 
reader like the ocean. Carefully crafted and expertly observed, 
each sentence is an elegant gift: “Stars clamored around a 

meager slice of moon,” and “she was keenly aware of [her] 
movements...as if a thread stretched between them, a spider’s 
thread, glimmering and inexhaustibly strong.” Over the course 
of three decades, the women fall in and out of love; have brushes 
with the brutal regime; defy familial and societal expectations; 
and, most of all, unapologetically live their lives as cantoras. At 
one point, the unhappily married La Venus wonders: “Why did 
life put so much inside a woman and then keep her confined 
to smallness?” De Robertis’ novel allows these women to break 
those confines and find greatness in themselves and each other.

A stunning novel about queer love, womanhood, and 
personal and political revolution.
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The stories in Peter Orner’s vibrant new story collec-
tion, Maggie Brown & Others (July 2), tend to be about failed 
relationships, especially ones that stumble right out of the 
gate. A middle-aged lawyer pursues an awkward romance 
with his late friend’s wife; a first date at a séance (bad 
idea) goes awkwardly, then catastrophically, awry. Swirling 
around those small moments are deeper crises—divorce, 
death, childhood neuroses. Orner gets to all this heartache 
in a hurry: Many of the stories are just a couple of pages, 
marked by, in the words of one narrator, a “mournful impa-
tience to get to the sad crux of any story.”

“A story about a successful relationship I think exists, 
probably,” Orner says. “It wouldn’t be something that I 
would be interested in, though.” 

Orner, the author of four previous works of fiction as 
well as Am I Alone Here? (2016), an essay collection paying 
tribute to his favorite writers, says the driving force be-
hind Maggie Brown was less heartbreak than homesickness. 
Many of the stories were written or revised while he was 
in Namibia researching a nonfiction book, and the collec-
tion was an opportunity to revisit his native Chicago and 
his years in the Bay Area. (He currently lives in Vermont, 
near Dartmouth College, where he teaches creative writ-
ing.) “When you leave a place, it becomes more mythical 
in your imagination,” he says. “I spent 15 years in California 
without thinking that much about it. And then, suddenly, I 
was bereft, so these stories started to come.”

A typical Maggie Brown character is a well-meaning 
but melancholy soul whose neediness Orner can capture 
in a brush stroke of a sentence. (“I’d go and get my hair 
cut, I was so lonely for some fingers,” laments the narra-
tor of “Above Santa Cruz.”) But the stories betray a deep 
affection for place, as in “Solly,” about a young man’s in-
troduction to the world of Chicago newspaperdom, or 

“Ineffectual Tribute to Len,” in which a graduate student 
drives all night in a snowstorm from Iowa City to Chica-
go to connect one last time with a friend dying of AIDS.

The latter story had an especially long gestation peri-
od: Orner began it in 1997 and finished it last year. “I kept 
going back and trying to figure out what was there, so I 
wrote it cold again and again,” he says. “I didn’t under-
stand the weight of how this relationship is going to af-
fect the narrator until I had a lot of years to worry over it.”

Orner’s style privileges brevity: Even the novella that 
caps Maggie Brown, Walt Kaplan Is Broke, is constructed 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Peter Orner

THE WRITER’S SHARP EYE FOR ABSURDITY PERVADES MANY OF THE 
STORIES IN HIS LATEST COLLECTION
By Mark Athitakis

Photo courtesy Paw
el Kruk
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out of short chapters. But Orner gets a bit cantankerous 
at the term “flash fiction,” as if a very short story were 
somehow a distinct form of fiction, with different duties 
and needs. “I know I often work in the very short form, 
really compressed—poetry has been really influential to 
me,” he says. “I want to get that level of intensity in prose 
that I get when I read poetry. If I go longer it’s because I 
lacked the skill to make it shorter.”

Still, talking about place or mood or length are im-
perfect ways to summarize Maggie Brown’s contents. Su-
pershort stories abut longer ones; stories about relation-
ships hitting the skids run up against Walt Kaplan Is Broke, 
which captures the closing years of a successful marriage. 
But for Orner, that lack of thematic coherence is a fea-
ture, not a bug, proof that a story collection evokes the 
messiness of existence better than a novel can. 

“My teacher and great friend Andre Dubus once wrote 
in an essay that story collections are more like what life is 
like—disparate, sometimes random, sometimes uncon-
nected,” he says. “He thought that a story collection was 
much more reflective of our lives. If I were talking about 
a novel or a nonfiction book, it’s easier. With a collection 
it’s like asking somebody to talk about their entire life. 
Where do you start?”

Mark Athitakis is the author of The New Midwest and a 
regular contributor to Kirkus. Maggie Brown & Others 
received a starred review in the May 1, 2019, issue. 
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ANIMALIA
Del Amo, Jean-Baptiste
Trans. by Wynne, Frank
Grove (384 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-8021-4757-8  

Carnivores beware. Human and 
animal misery are evoked in unspar-
ing detail in a dark saga of ruinous hus-
bandry practices.

This first novel to appear in Eng-
lish from a prizewinning French author is not for the faint of 
heart or the weak of stomach. Brilliantly, lyrically descriptive 
whether evoking the natural world or a decaying farmstead, the 
book traces the terrible evolution of rural ways of life into cru-
elty and abuse via the history of one unhappy family. Opening 
in 1898, it evokes peasant existence in Gascony from the per-
spective of a harshly devout mother, a loving but ill father, and 
their daughter, Éléonore. Co-existing alongside their livestock, 
the trio endures a miserable cycle of poverty and endless labor. 
Marcel, a cousin, arrives to help with the work until World War 
I intervenes; Marcel survives but at the price of half his face and 
one eye. In spite of this, Éléonore loves him, marries him, and 
bears his son, Henri. Swooping forward to 1981, the smallhold-
ing has enlarged into a pig production unit, a place of pain and 
torment. The family has grown via Henri’s two sons to include 
a manic depressive mother, a mute grandson, alcoholism, sick-
ness, and despair of multiple kinds. Meanwhile, outside, a herd 
of pigs is raised in grotesque, appalling conditions. Del Amo 
spares no details—indeed overloads the brutish accumulation—
in this portrait of filth, cruelty, and moral decline. The people 
suffer, but the animals suffer more, whether in war- or peace-
time. Overmedicated, inbred, and turned into industrial units, 
the pigs produce contaminated waste that fertilizes the fields 
that grow the grain they eat, creating a virtuous/vicious cycle of 
excrement and meat. The piggery has become a cradle of barba-
rism, and it isn’t going to end well.

Tortured beasts are tended by soul-destroyed keepers 
in an unstinting portrait of all that’s wrong with modern 
food production.

WHERE THE LIGHT ENTERS
Donati, Sara
Berkley (672 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-425-27182-7  

Luring women with the false prom-
ise of a safe, albeit illegal, abortion, a 
serial killer is on the loose in 1880s New 
York City. 

In this sequel to The Gilded Hour 
(2015), Donati returns to a time when 

female doctors were viewed with surprise if not outright 
hostility. Cousins Anna and Sophie Savard have earned their 
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professional medical training, both turning to practice primarily 
on women. Grieving the recent death of her attorney husband, 
Cap, from tuberculosis, Sophie plans to use her inheritance to 
establish scholarships and a welcoming home for women pur-
suing medical studies. Happily married to Jack Mezzanotte, 
a detective investigating the killings with his partner, Oscar 
Maroney, Anna is a highly accomplished surgeon, but they have 
just lost custody of the children they were fostering, children 
the church wants raised by Catholics. The sprawling Savard 
family blends multiple ethnicities, including Italian, Mohawk, 
and African American, and Donati crafts strong female charac-
ters who draw upon the wisdom of their ancestors to transcend 
the slings and arrows of petty racism and sexism. She juxtaposes 
these women, thriving on the energies of the zeitgeist advanc-
ing women’s rights, with the villains, who sink into the muck 
of dubious morality crusades, such as the anti-contraception 
and anti-abortion campaigns of Anthony Comstock and the 
xenophobic orphanage system run by the Roman Catholic 
Church. Through Sophie’s and Anna’s work, Donati sketches in 
the historical backdrop of reproductive challenges in late-19th-
century America: Women dying in childbirth, women dying to 
avoid childbirth, women and babies mangled by medical quacks, 
and children drugged to the point of death just to keep peace 
in the nursery. The wounds inflicted by the serial killer caused 
prolonged, severely painful deaths, suggesting not inept but 
malicious intent. And as the Drs. Savard assist Jack and Oscar 
in their investigation, another woman goes missing.

Detectives, doctors, and dastardly scoundrels abound 
in this fascinating historical novel.

AKIN
Donoghue, Emma
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-316-49199-0  

Revisiting his birthplace in France, a 
retired university professor reckons with 
his past—and, unexpectedly, the future 
in the form of a great-nephew.

Noah hasn’t seen Nice since his 
mother sent him to join his father in the 

U.S. when he was 4, during World War II. He plans to celebrate 
his 80th birthday there, and he certainly wasn’t planning to 
take along 11-year-old Michael, illegitimate son of Noah’s ne’er-
do-well nephew, Victor. But Michael’s mother is in jail on drug 
charges—probably taking the rap for Victor, who subsequently 
OD’d—and the grandmother who was taking care of the boy 
just died; there is literally no one else, says the desperate social 
worker who phones Noah as a last resort. With her character-
istic storytelling brio, Donoghue (The Lotterys Plus One, 2017, 
etc.) sets up a fraught situation with multiple unresolved issues. 
Instead of a leisurely visit to Nice, possibly tracking down the 
locations of some enigmatic photographs his mother took dur-
ing the war, Noah is stuck with a foulmouthed, sullen tween 
who rarely lifts his eyes from his battered phone. Granted, it’s 

predictable that this mismatched pair will ultimately come to 
grudging mutual respect and even affection, but Donoghue 
keeps sentimentality to a minimum and deftly maintains a sus-
penseful plot. Michael’s digital skills come in handy as Noah 
investigates the unpleasant possibility that his mother was a 
Nazi collaborator, and his (minimal) confidences reveal a his-
tory of poverty and loss that makes the boy’s thorny character 
understandable. Noah, still holding internal conversations with 
his beloved wife, Joan, nine years after her death, knows some-
thing about loss, and he struggles to be patient. Donoghue’s 
realistic portrait of Michael includes enough rudeness and defi-
ance to make the pair’s progress toward détente bumpy and 
believable. The story of Noah’s mother turns out to be more 
complicated and even sadder than he had feared, leading to a 
beautiful meditation on how we preserve the past as we prepare 
for the future. Noah and Michael, humanly flawed and all the 
more likable for that, deserve their happy ending.

Not as ambitious or challenging as Donoghue in abso-
lute top form (say, Room), but readable, well crafted, and 
absorbing.

DUCKS, NEWBURYPORT
Ellmann, Lucy
Biblioasis (728 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-77196-307-7  

Postmodern romp by expat novelist 
Ellmann (Tom the Obscure, 2014, etc.).

The lioness whose tale opens and 
punctuates Ellmann’s Ulysses-sized saga 
is resolutely fierce in protecting her lit-
ter of cubs, who, like her, are “too brave 

to despair.” Not so the humans who populate Ellmann’s pages, 
residents of a Trump-era Ohio in which there is no ground solid 
enough to walk on, metaphorically speaking. The narrator, a 
materfamilias whose voice burbles in a flooded stream of con-
sciousness, seeks solidity: Her operative phrase, found time and 
again on each period-scant page, is “the fact that”: “the fact that 
we’re in for a wineless old age, oi veh, OJ, the fact that Leo has 
to go to Philly tomorrow and I’m not so good on my own….” 
That may be, but much as Leo, her partner amid life’s uncertain-
ties, cares for her, she’s forced to contend with difficult, distant 
children and everyday travails (“the fact that Trump wants to 
take cover away from 630,000 Ohioans who took up Obam-
acare last year, and if he gets away with it, some of those poor 
souls are possibly going to die, the fact that I’m glad we’re not on 
Obamacare”). All this memory and reflection and agonizing 
comes in an onrushing flow of language that slips often—delib-
erately, it seems, but too obviously—into games of throwaway 
word association: “Philip Seymour Hoffman, Dustin Hoffman, 
The Tales of Hoffman….” One wonders why Abbie Hoffman is 
missing from the picture, but it’s no surprise that a worried note 
that the Amazon is polluted should be immediately followed 
by a reference to Jeff Bezos. There are lovely bits of poetry 
and, well, fact scattered throughout these pages (“the fact that 
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Children of a
Northern Kingdom
A Story of the Strangite
Mormons in Wisconsin and on
Beaver Island, Michigan

Elaine Stienon

Fleeing persecution, Rusty 
Manning follows his family group 
to Michigan’s Beaver Island. 
Again forced to leave, he loses 
possessions and family. Where can 
he find help?

$20.99 paperback

978-1-5462-0334-6
also available in ebook

www.authorhouse.com

The Way to the
Shining City
A Story of the Early Mormons in
Missouri and Nauvoo, Illinois

Elaine Stienon

Love and violence on the American 
frontier characterize this exciting 
novel about the early Mormons 
and their search for a place of 
peace and religious freedom.

$15.19 paperback

978-1-4567-5416-7
also available in ebook

www.authorhouse.com

In Clouds of Fire
A Story of Community
Elaine Stienon

This is a tale of love, violence and 
death. It explores the diversity of 
people who were attracted to the 
early Mormons and the groups 
from which they came.

$20.95 paperback

978-1-4184-4767-0
also available in ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Lights Of Madness
In Search of Joan of Arc
Preston Russell

Competing interpretations have 
strived to capture Joan of Arc’s 
enduring mystery. Who was she? 
Preston Russell’s search for Joan 
of Arc seeks a reconciliation 
between science and religion.

$19.99 paperback

978-1-4990-4058-6
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com

You Are More Powerful 
Than You Think
Dr. Fred DiDomenico

Using six easy steps, Dr. Fred 
DiDomenico helps you find, live, 
and fulfill your soul purpose.

$18.99 paperback

978-1-5043-9803-9
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.balboapress.com

A Deadly Homecoming
A Toni Day Mystery
Jane Bennett Munro

When her mother asks her 
to investigate a friend’s 
disappearance, Toni Day heads to 
her hometown to solve a complex 
murder case that leaves her own 
life hanging in the balance.

$13.99 paperback

978-1-5320-5490-7
also available in hardcover,
audio & ebook

www.iuniverse.com
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recipes change over time through forgetting stuff,” “the fact 
that you don’t want to become a bitter old woman, it’s plenty 
bad enough just being old”), but it’s awfully hard work getting at 
them, and for too little payoff.

Literary experimentation that, while surely innovative, 
could have made its point in a quarter the space.

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

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

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

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

Hugely important, hauntingly brutal—Englehardt has 
just announced himself as one of America’s most talented 
emerging writers.

HOPE FARM
Frew, Peggy
Scribe  (352 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-947534-72-8  

A hippie commune called Hope Farm 
offers neither hope nor farming to its 
bedraggled residents.

“The crops had failed, the goats were 
gone, the compost was rotten, but still 
they stayed, these people. I suppose 

they had nowhere better to go. It was the eighties—they were 
a dying breed.” Frew’s (House of Sticks, 2011) second novel is an 
Australian cousin of T.C. Boyle’s Drop City, Lauren Groff ’s Arca-
dia, and other novels about the failures of communal living, with 
additional connections to Esther Freud’s Hideous Kinky and Ian 
McEwan’s Atonement. The book follows two narrative paths 
in parallel. One is the unedited journal of a sexually abused 
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teenager who becomes pregnant and is shipped off by her par-
ents to have her baby in secret and give it up for adoption. She 
decides she’s not going to do it and fortunately has kept the 
number of a woman she met in a park who told her to call for 
help anytime. Taken in by this woman and her orange-robed 
spiritual community, the new mother changes her name and 
disappears from her old life. The second thread is the story of 
a 13-year-old girl named Silver and her young, beautiful mother, 
Ishtar. “It’s hard to remember much from before Hope,” Sil-
ver explains. “We lived in so many places—and in my memory 
they’ve merged to form a kind of hazy, overlapping backdrop.” 
Every time her mother gets a new boyfriend, they’re off to 
another ramshackle setup, but this time, Ishtar says, they’ll 
move on by themselves, leaving for an adventure overseas. Then 
along comes a man named Miller, and Ishtar is swept up in yet 
another short-lived sexual swoon. Hope Farm is where Silver’s 
patience with her mother runs out, with explosive results.

The aching loneliness of almost every character is sub-
tly and movingly depicted as generations of weak parent-
ing and secrecy take their toll.

LOST IN THE 
SPANISH QUARTER
Goodrich, Heddi
HarperVia/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-291022-6  

A coming-of-age novel about falling 
in love and what happens next.

Years removed from college, Heddi, 
an American living abroad, receives an 
email from Pietro, her first true love. 

Goodrich’s debut novel, which she wrote in Italian and trans-
lated herself into English, juxtaposes emails between the ex-
lovers with Heddi’s memories of studying in Naples. Full of 
cigarette smoke, homemade pasta, and sun-kissed youth, Heddi 
lives in a rickety old building in the Spanish Quarter. Naples—an 
aging city full of life, love, and danger—is a fully drawn charac-
ter: the eye-watering smog; the domestic disputes that spill over 
into courtyards; the smells of cooking wafting into the streets. 
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Heddi and Pietro’s love blossoms fast—a shared bed becomes 
a shared apartment becomes a shared life. The novel renders 
first love in all its lust, beauty, and heartache. The relationship 
comes alive through small details, as when Heddi describes 
Pietro’s habits: “the courteous way he always put down grocery 
bags, like he was afraid to bruise the pears.” The couple dreams 
about getting married and traveling the globe after graduation. 
In their insular world, they are unable to see the things threat-
ening to tear them apart: duty, sickness, and cultural differences. 
Goodrich is a talented writer and keen observer. In one scene, 
Heddi looks out the window and notices: “It was still early and 
the neighborhood was making only muffled little noises as soft 
as slippers.” Unfortunately, the novel tends to meander and 
becomes overcrowded with similes; too many pretty compari-
sons end up undercutting the beauty of Goodrich’s prose. That 
being said, the novel soars when describing youth—and the 
loss of it: “Our fears only increased our pleasure, for, though we 
were already adults, we were experiencing a moment of teen-
age desperation that soon we wouldn’t have to have—or get to 
have—ever again.”

A portrait of first love, nostalgia, and regret that some-
times sags under its own weight.

WILL AND TESTAMENT
Hjorth, Vigdis 
Trans. by Barslund, Charlotte
Verso (304 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-78873-310-6  

Prizewinning Norwegian novelist 
Hjorth (Talk To Me, 2010, etc.) mines an 
inheritance dispute among four siblings 
to delve into the burden of family secrets 
and the ripple effects of early childhood 
trauma.

Bergljot, a divorced writer with three grown children, cut 
off contact with her parents years ago and has no expectation 
of being included in their will. But when there’s a dispute over 
two summer cabins, she sides with her brother and finds her-
self pulled back into the family she has worked desperately to 
escape. “The street of my childhood,” a friend remarks, quoting 
a Danish poet, “is the root of my being.” Her childlike mother 
and her younger sisters want to deny her early abuse by their 
domineering father; her brother has his own damage to contend 
with. “What was it like to be a normal human being?” she won-
ders. “I didn’t know.” The strength of the novel lies in Bergljot’s 
convincing and continuing vulnerability, in her mixed feelings 
and her flaws. “The presence of my lost childhood, the con-
stant return of this loss had made me who I was.” She hates her 
mother for not being able to protect her but tries to feel com-
passion, even for her father. The drama heightens—there are 
confrontations, an overdose, a death, pleas for reconciliation, a 
sealed letter in a safe—but it’s her desire to be believed and truly 
seen that drives the narrative forward. There are no easy reso-
lutions here. Describing the night outside the pizzeria where 

she finally meets her mother again after years of estrangement, 
Bergljot says: “It was the kind of darkness that falls, the kind of 
darkness that flows and spreads, that penetrates buildings and 
houses and takes over no matter how many lights you turn on, 
no matter how many candles you put on the table and in the 
windowsills, no matter how many torches you light...a darkness 
full of knives.”

A cleareyed and convincing story of a family’s doomed 
attempt to reconcile and the limits of forgiveness.

LIVE A LITTLE 
Jacobson, Howard
Hogarth/Crown (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-984824-21-9  

Memories—elusive, shattered, or 
tormenting—are central to a tender 
story of unlikely love.

In his 15th novel, the prolific Jacob-
son (Pussy, 2017, etc.) considers the 
debilities of very old age in a shrewd, sur-

prising tale centered on a feisty nonagenarian who wraps her-
self in boas and baubles and a reticent bachelor. “Memory is a 
sadist,” observes Mrs. Beryl Dusinbery, who styles herself the 
Princess, after Scheherazade, seductive teller of tales. But Ber-
yl’s tales are fragmentary and vexing: Troubling memories rise 
unbidden while the pleasures of her erotic past swirl mistily. “In 
her heyday,” Jacobson’s wry narrator reports, “Beryl Dusinbery 
had been able to drive the thought of any other woman out of 
a man’s mind. It wasn’t infidelity she conjured, it was oblivion.” 
Now, though, oblivion threatens her, as she struggles to remem-
ber the details of her many lovers; mixes up the identities of her 
two grown sons and their offspring, none of whom interest her; 
and frustrates her two caregivers with capricious demands. At 
the age of 91, Shimi Carmelli, like the Princess, exudes old-world 
sophistication with his “air of elegant, international desolation” 
and refined wardrobe. Other than in his appearance, though, 
Carmelli stands in sharp contrast to the Princess: Formerly a 
seller of phrenology busts, he tells fortunes, reading cards at 
a local Chinese restaurant and at charity events attended by 
widows eager for new love. He has lived a circumscribed, soli-
tary life, striving in every way “to remove the stain of common 
humanity from his person.” Unlike the Princess, Carmelli is 
beset by remembering. “I have selective morbid hyperthyme-
sia,” he confesses, unable to forget anything, most notably a 
childhood transgression that has haunted his entire life. Jacob-
son treats with compassion the dilemma of old age, when the 
future seems to hold nothing more than “the same, unvarying 
story” and an inevitable diminishment; instead, he offers his 
brittle Princess and self-effacing fortuneteller a chance to dis-
cover deeply hidden capacities for kindness and caring and the 
inspiration, as the Princess puts it, to “risk another end.” 

Wise, witty, and deftly crafted.
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A Woman Possessed
Marilyn Hering

In the midst of the Great Silk Strike 
of 1913, Eleanor O’Bannion marries
a dependable, wealthy man. 
However, her heart belongs to a 
passionate union leader. Will she 
find personal redemption?

$17.95 paperback

978-1-4502-7997-0

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.iuniverse.com

A Woman Endures
Marilyn Hering

After suffering loss and betrayal, a 
woman takes over a neglected tea 
plantation in South Carolina where 
she finally understands the meaning 
of love and endurance.

$10.95 paperback

978-1-4917-7082-5

also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com

A Woman Beloved
Marilyn Hering

Eleanor is shocked when she sees 
a now-disabled Charles for the first 
time following the death of their 
son and subsequent separation. 
Suspicious of wrongdoing, she 
begins an investigation into the 
treatment facility.

$12.95 paperback

978-1-4917-3051-5

also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com

In Clouds of Fire
a story of community
Elaine Stienon

This is a tale of love, violence and 
death. It explores the diversity of 
people who were attracted to the 
early Mormons and the groups from 
which they came.

$20.95 paperback

978-1-4184-4767-0

also available in ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Children of a
Northern Kingdom
A Story of the Strangite Mormons 
in Wisconsin and on Beaver 
Island, Michigan
Elaine Stienon

Fleeing persecution, Rusty 
Manning follows his family group 
to Michigan’s Beaver Island. Again 
forced to leave, he loses possessions 
and family. Where can he find help?

$20.99 paperback

978-1-5462-0334-6

also available in ebook

www.authorhouse.com

The Way to the
Shining City
a story of the early Mormons in 
Missouri and Nauvoo, Illinois
Elaine Stienon

Love and violence on the American 
frontier characterize this exciting 
novel about the early Mormons and 
their search for a place of peace 
and religious freedom.

$15.19 paperback

978-1-4567-5416-7

also available in ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Visit us on Facebook & TwitterReal Authors, Real Impact

New stories await just for you.
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THE TICKING HEART
Kaufman, Andrew
Coach House Books (176 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-55245-389-6  

The 40-something protagonist of 
Kaufman’s (Born Weird, 2012, etc.) surreal 
novel travels to a city where metaphors 
are real and his own anxieties could be 
fatal.

Kaufman’s novel plays with arche-
types in a grandiose fashion. Charlie, the hero, is a divorced 
father still ruminating on the end of his long marriage. With-
out warning, he magically arrives in the city of Metaphoria. 

“Everything in Metaphoria is metaphorical. This can get a bit 
troubling, confusing, even intimidating. However, that is the 
point,” Charlie is told just before he’s transported there. Once 
he arrives, he’s given the role of a detective and asked to find 
the missing heart of his client’s husband—and has a bomb sewn 
inside his own chest to raise the stakes. As befits the concept 
of Metaphoria, nearly every character he encounters has some-
thing stylized about them, from a bereft Cyclops to a sinister 
scientist scamming the city’s population. Along the way, Charlie 
grapples with his own anxieties, which manifest in unsettling 
ways—including the perennial threat that he might shrink away 
to nothingness. Despite the book’s short length, there’s a lot 
going on here, and it’s not always clear if Charlie’s journey is 
intended as satire or a symbolically rich inner journey à la Rob-
ertson Davies’ Jungian novel The Manticore. The whimsical tone 
is marred by some of Kaufman’s word choices. The method 
of transportation in and out of the city is called a “poof,” and 
Charlie learns that, once he’s sorted out his issues and had an 
epiphany, he will “trigger a poof.” The resulting phrase has far 
different connotations than the fantastical ones found in this 
narrative, which creates some dissonance when reading it.

Kaufman’s novel is expansive and imaginative, but at 
times its cartoonish sense of whimsy feels overpowering 
rather than nuanced.

THE TEN LOVES OF NISHINO
Kawakami, Hiromi
Trans. by Markin Powell, Allison
Europa Editions (240 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-60945-533-0  

Kawakami (Record of a Night Too Brief, 
2017, etc.) explores desire and the elu-
sive nature of love through the voices of 
10 women who all loved the same man, 
Nishino Yukihiko, at different points in 

their lives and his.
The title character remains a cipher, but the women who 

memorialize him are vividly rendered individuals and together 
form a lively spectrum of female desire. In 10 chapters from 

10 different characters’ points of view, the women remember 
aspects of Nishino’s life, from the return of his ghost to his awk-
ward adolescence to his womanizing days from his 20s to late 
middle age. It’s unclear exactly what Nishino looks like or even 
does for a living—some kind of white-collar work for a company. 
But in a sly turn by Kawakami, the somewhat feckless Nishino 
is mostly a catalyst for the women to explore their own feel-
ings of sensuality and sexuality. The women in this collection 
are vibrant, lusty, and clearly the agents of their own love lives. 
For example, Natsumi, who carried on an affair with Nishino 
while married to another man, decides, “I may not have liked 
him, but I was in love with Nishino” and remembers fondly the 
odd way he pronounced “parfait.” Manami, a businesswoman, 
declares proudly that Nishino was three years younger and her 
subordinate at work when she embarked on an affair with him. 
When she breaks up with him, he asks her to marry him, but 
she walks away. Kawakami is the winner of multiple awards in 
her native Japan, including the Akutagawa and Women Writers 
(Joryu Bungako Sho) prizes.

Kawakami’s novel treats its feminist themes with a 
light hand but still slyly lands its points.

FLY ALREADY
Keret, Etgar
Trans. by Silverston, Sondra & Englander, 
Nathan & Cohen, Jessica & Shlesinger, 
Miriam & Greenspan, Yardenne
Riverhead (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-59463-327-0  

The Israeli short story writer once 
again displays his knack for comic, absurd, 
occasionally dystopian observations.

In 2004, Keret (The Seven Good Years, 2015, etc.) wrote a 
children’s book called Dad Runs Away With the Circus, a sly 
tale about a father chafing at the binds of domesticity. He’s 
still exploring the theme a decade and a half later: The narra-
tor of the title story is trying to save a potential suicide on a 
nearby rooftop, but his toddler son is clamoring for ice cream 
while the dad in “To the Moon and Back” promises anything 
in a candy shop to his son—who then petulantly demands the 
cash register. (The kids aren’t such great fans of conventional 
families either: In the gently Kafkaesque “Dad With Mashed 
Potatoes,” three children are happily convinced their father 
has shape-shifted into a rabbit.) Keret, who earlier in his 
career worked more often in flash-fiction mode, benefits from 
a wider canvas here, particularly in Saunders-esque specula-
tive stories like “Tabula Rasa,” a fable about cloning, or “Lad-
der,” about the angels left to maintain heaven after God dies. 
And though Keret has typically eschewed directly addressing 
tensions in his home country, a number of these stories dis-
play the sharp spikes of good political satire, like “Arctic Liz-
ard,” which imagines teenagers recruited for war duty during 
Trump’s third term. Better still is an untitled story constructed 
of emails between the director of an escape room who refuses 
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to open his doors on Holocaust Remembrance Day and a stub-
born would-be patron; their cartoonishly escalating squabble 
exemplifies the scramble for the moral high ground that char-
acterizes diplomatic rhetoric. A handful of pieces have flat 
jokes or weak concepts, but every piece demonstrates Keret’s 
admirable effort to play with structure and gleefully refuse to 
be polite about family, faith, and country.

An irreverent storyteller who has yet to run out of 
social norms to skewer.

KLOTSVOG
Khemlin, Margarita 
Trans. by Hayden, Lisa C.
Columbia Univ.  (272 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-231-18237-9  

A woman describes her life in the 
Soviet Union.

Maya is a self-aggrandizing woman, 
not at all self-aware. She’s the narrator 
of Khemlin’s (The Investigator, 2015) stun-

ning novel, and a thoroughly misleading narrator at that. But 
first the facts: Maya is Jewish, a teenager during World War II. 
She grows up in Ostyor, a small village outside Kiev. Her father 
dies in the war, and Maya and her mother move to Kiev. This is 
mostly background; in her narrative, Maya doesn’t dwell long 
on the war, and instead, the book gets going as she woos her 
first husband. By the book’s end, she’ll have had several, each 
one an upgrade on the last. With each transition, Maya’s living 
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A subtle, nuanced take on one apparently selfish 
woman and the difficult choices she makes.

klotsvog
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quarters get bigger. The machinations she enacts to acquire a 
better apartment might be confusing to readers not already 
familiar with Soviet housing practices. What’s clear, though, 
is the exquisite depth of Maya’s character. It’s easy, at first, to 
judge her for her materialism. But as Lara Vapnyar points out 
in her introduction, Maya’s childhood home was destroyed by 
German soldiers. Her selfishness—or what seems to be selfish-
ness—takes on a slightly different hue when considered against 
the trauma she survived. But perhaps the finest aspect of this 
very fine novel is the language Maya uses to relate her experi-
ences. That language is an odd blend of institutionalized jargon, 
Soviet cliché, and florid prose. “As a pedagogue,” she says at one 
point, “I worried very much about the absence of established 
contact.” At another point, she claims that “my soul had gradu-
ally begun begging for a holiday filled with new sensations.” The 
result is somehow both funny and enraging, moving and deeply 
felt. By the end, you’re filled with sympathy not only for all the 
characters that Maya has wronged, but also for Maya herself—
flawed as she is.

A subtle, nuanced take on one apparently selfish woman 
and the difficult choices she makes.

COLD STORAGE 
Koepp, David
Ecco/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-291643-3  

A long-forgotten but deadly organism 
stored in a deep cave becomes a chilling 
threat, and a retired bioweapons agent 
and two security guards are the only ones 
who can stop it.

Koepp is a very successful screen-
writer (Jurassic Park, etc.) and director (Premium Rush, etc.) 
whose film experience is apparent in this propulsive disaster 
tale. In the prologue, set in 1987, two agents of the U.S. Defense 
Nuclear Agency, specialists in neutralizing bioweapons and the 
like, head for a remote Australian town where debris from the 
Skylab satellite fell. There, Roberto Diaz and Trini Romano find 
a bizarre catastrophe: An unknown fungus that mutates with 
spectacular speed has killed everyone in Kiwirrkurra. Diaz and 
Romano clean up the mess and contain a sample of the organ-
ism, which they deliver to a huge cave under the Missouri River 
bluffs used by the military as a highly secured storage facility. 
What could go wrong, right? Cut to the present, when the mili-
tary has sealed the lowest sublevel of the cave, where the fungus 
is, and sold the rest of the space to a self-storage company. Add 
a little climate change to raise the underground temperature, 
and the novel kicks into high gear. Koepp keeps a tight focus 
on three characters: Diaz, who is called out of retirement to 
handle the situation secretly, and two guards at the storage facil-
ity. Travis “Teacake” Meacham is an ex-convict trying to get his 
life back on track. Naomi Williams is a college student with two 
jobs and a sweet little daughter she’s raising as a single mother. 
When the two try to track down an unfamiliar warning signal 

going off in the facility, they find a nightmare. Koepp builds a 
tight plot as the three race against time and the fungus, a fic-
tional but all-too-convincing monster of an organism that, if it 
escapes, could bring on global extinctions. Roberto, Travis, and 
Naomi are engaging, believable characters. Koepp is skilled at 
sharp, often humorous dialogue, and Roberto’s discovery of the 
physical barriers to being a hero at age 68 is both darkly funny 
and an effective source of suspense.

Unlikely heroes battle a frightening fungus that could 
wipe out humanity in this taut, mordant thriller debut.

THE PENGUIN BOOK 
OF ITALIAN 
SHORT STORIES  
Ed. by Lahiri, Jhumpa
Penguin (528 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-241-29983-8  

An anthology of 20th-century Italian 
literature.

Thanks largely to Elena Ferrante’s 
Neapolitan novels, Italian literature has 

been experiencing a kind of renaissance in the United States. 
That makes this a propitious time for the release of a new 
anthology, edited by Lahiri (In Other Words, 2016, etc.), of Italian 
short stories in translation. Some of the names included here, 
like Primo Levi and Italo Calvino, will be familiar to American 
readers; others, like Elio Vittorini and Leonardo Sciascia, may 
be less so. In Levi’s “Quaestio de Centauris,” a centaur falls des-
perately in love with a human girl. In Sciascia’s “The Long Voy-
age,” a group of Sicilians pay 250,000 lire each to be ferried to 
America and are surprised to find themselves, in the end, some-
where else. In her introduction, Lahiri explains her criteria for 
the selections included here: She wanted “a wealth of styles, and 
a range of voices,” and no living authors (nothing by Ferrante 
here). She’s also made a concerted effort to include stories writ-
ten by women. Writers like Elsa Morante and Natalia Ginzburg, 
whose books have recently been reissued in English, have been 
receiving increased attention; their stories, here, are a delight to 
read. There’s also a wonderful story, “Generous Wine,” by Italo 
Svevo, in which a man who has been ordered by his doctor to 
diet and abstain from drinking goes to a wedding and partakes, 
liberally, of everything. “I ate and drank,” he says, “not out of 
hunger or thirst but out of eagerness for freedom. Each bite, 
each sip, had to be a declaration of independence.” Later, of 
course, he’s filled with regret. Taken one by one, each story in 
this volume is a jewel. Taken all together, the book is a remark-
able introduction to Italian literature and a great gift to the 
English-speaking reader.

Remarkable stories from a wide range of writers 
describe the mundane and the fantastic, the everyday and 
the sublime.



A Woman Possessed
  Marilyn Hering

In the midst of the Great Silk 
Strike of 1913, Eleanor O’Bannion 
marries a dependable, wealthy 
man. However, her heart belongs 
to a passionate union leader. Will 
she find personal redemption?

$17.95 paperback

978-1-4502-7997-0

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.iuniverse.com

An Irish Girl
  Marilyn Hering

Taking place during the Great 
Famine of Ireland, an Irish girl 
working as a seamstress falls in 
love with a British officer. Can 
their romance withstand growing 
tensions between their homelands?

$13.99 paperback

978-1-5320-1692-9

also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com

Maya and the
Studded Cowry
  Whilhelmina Mathew

In a quest for an ancient relic said 
to hold a magical gem, Maya must 
overcome a world unfair to girls 
to break the barriers and find this 
legendary Studded Cowry.

$14.99 paperback

978-1-5437-0359-7

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.partridgepublishing.com/india

Loving Difficult People 
at Difficult Times
A Path towards Enlightenment
C. E. Herman

This book is an inspiring and 
passionate journey inwards in which 
the author is led and leads you closer 
to an in-depth understanding of 
unconditional love.

$14.99 paperback

978-1-4525-8315-0

also available in hardcover & ebook

www.balboapress.com

Just A Thought
  Richard Byrd

Each thought in this book serves a 
different purpose to elevate each 
individual into their own unique 
direction. Read and be inspired!

$22.99 paperback

978-1-5462-5228-3

also available in ebook & audio

www.authorhouse.com

My Way
Wireless Spy, Then Doctor
Paul Moffi  tt

My Way chronicles episodes from 
Paul Moffitt’s life serving in the 
military during World War II and then 
as a physician who did important 
work in the field of diabetes.

$14.99 paperback

978-1-5043-1538-8

also available in ebook

www.balboapress.com.au

Visit us on Facebook & TwitterReal Authors, Real Impact

An entire world in the palm of your hand.

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



2 6   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

PRETTY GUILTY WOMEN
Lamanna, Gina
Sourcebooks Landmark (336 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4926-9406-9  

Four women confess to the murder 
of one man during a wild wedding week-
end at a swanky California resort.

The DeBleu-Banks weekend wedding 
extravaganza is underway at the Serenity 
Spa & Resort, and three college friends of 

the bride are about to be reunited after nearly two decades. Gor-
geous and successful lawyer Kate Cross has everything she’s ever 
wanted, except for a baby, and her boyfriend, Max, fed up with 
the stress of trying to conceive, dumps her at the resort’s front 
desk. Ginger Adler is a harried and married mom of three who 
is tired of being the “responsible one” compared to her beloved 
but free-spirited husband, Frank, and hopes for some peace and 
quiet, which is not to be. Her 15-year-old daughter, Elsie, is up 

to something, and Ginger must face her ex–best friend, Emily 
Brown, whom she caught drunkenly making out with Frank in 
college. Little does Ginger know, the loss of a child years ago has 
Emily drowning her sorrows in alcohol and a fling with hand-
some Henry, whom she met, and had sex with, on the plane. Then 
there’s elegant 68-year-old Lulu Franc, the groom’s aunt, whose 
fifth husband, Pierce, is acting squirrelly. The wild card is young 
mother Sydney Banks. Kate becomes fond of the young woman 
and her baby, Lydia, but something’s off about Sydney. The week-
end is filled with bonding, lots of champagne, and no shortage of 
melodrama, but no one expects murder. When a man is found 
dead, Lulu, Kate, Ginger, and Emily each confess to the crime—
as revealed in police interview transcripts with the suspects, the 
bride, and gossipy staff members—but their stories don’t add 
up. Lamanna’s characters aren’t too deeply drawn, but they’re 
familiar enough to connect with, and more than a few burning 
questions keep the pages turning: What is Lulu’s husband up to? 
What is Sydney’s real story? And, of course, who is the dead guy, 
and what really happened to him?

An easy, breezy beach read with a clever twist.
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SLAVES TO FORTUNE
Lanoye, Tom
Trans. by Hutchison, Michele
World Editions (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64286-046-7  

Two men discover they share more than 
just a name in this Belgian bestseller from 
Flemish author Lanoye (Speechless, 2018).

When the book opens, Tony Hans-
sen—a 42-year-old former cruise direc-

tor–turned–reluctant gigolo—is squiring the wife of Chinese 
tycoon Mr. Bo Xiang around Buenos Aires. Tony hopes to charm 
Mrs. Bo Xiang into convincing her notoriously ruthless hus-
band to forgive his gambling debts. Unfortunately, the elderly 
woman suffers a fatal heart attack in flagrante delicto, sending a 
panicked Tony scrambling. Meanwhile, at a South African game 
reserve, a different Tony Hanssen—this one a 40-year-old com-
puter programmer who engineered a now-bankrupt investment 
firm’s high-tech Ponzi scheme—is poised to shoot a protected 
rhinoceros. Tony plans to sell the creature’s horns and use the 
money to regain his family, rehabilitate his reputation, and 
resume his opulent lifestyle, but another poacher beats him to 
the kill, forcing him to improvise. Events ultimately conspire 
to place both men at the same Guangzhou hotel, where a case 
of mistaken identity entwines their fates. Lanoye’s weird and 
woolly tale gleefully lampoons the wantonness of capitalism 
and the destructive nature of greed. Evocative prose conjures 
lurid imagery, intensifying reader revulsion for the equally con-
temptible Tonys, who are but interchangeable cogs in a global 
machine. Regrettably, muddy plotting and momentum-sapping 
monologues plague the last two-thirds of the story, blunting its 
impact and depleting its narrative drive.

An attempt at artful satire that gets lost in translation.

SOMEONE WE KNOW
Lapena, Shari
Pamela Dorman/Viking (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-525-55765-4  

Lies, adultery, and murder roil a Hud-
son Valley neighborhood in Lapena’s (An 
Unwanted Guest, 2018, etc.) latest domes-
tic thriller.

Sixteen-year-old Raleigh Sharpe has 
been breaking into homes and hacking 

into computers to send prank emails. His father, Paul, is keen to 
minimize, or avoid altogether, any legal fallout, but mom Olivia 
feels terrible and is convinced that, at the very least, an apology 
is in order. Without consulting Paul or Raleigh, Olivia writes 
anonymous apology letters and delivers them to homes that 
Raleigh targeted. When the bludgeoned body of Amanda Pierce 
is discovered in the trunk of a submerged vehicle, the neighbor-
hood comes under scrutiny. After all, two weeks ago, Amanda’s 

husband, Robert, reported her missing after she didn’t return 
from a girls’ weekend, and now he’s a prime suspect in her death. 
His is also one of the homes that Raleigh broke into, and of 
course Raleigh left his fingerprints all over the place. It’s quickly 
revealed that Robert, an attorney, is hiding something, or a lot 
of somethings. He’s been sleeping with his next-door neighbor 
Becky, whose husband, Larry, was having an affair with Amanda. 
Amanda was young, beautiful, inspired seething jealousy from 
the other wives, and had a reputation for promiscuity, as pretty 
murdered women so often do. It’s an adultery merry-go-round 
in Aylesford, New York, and Detectives Webb and Moen (no 
first names and minimal personalities) have their hands full 
with this lively bunch. Lots of wagging mouths spreading sala-
cious rumors set up a few nicely placed red herrings, and Olivia’s 
efforts, with the help of her friend Glenda, to keep poor cod-
dled Raleigh out of the long arms of the law add angst. Unfortu-
nately, Lapena doesn’t give readers any meaty characters to sink 
their teeth into or even really root for, and readers will likely see 
the big twist coming a mile away.

Give this toothless suburban thriller a pass.

Lies, adultery, and murder roil a 
Hudson Valley neighborhood.

someone we know
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AUTOPSY OF A BORING WIFE
Lavoie, Marie-Renée 
Trans. by Aaronson, Arielle
Arachnide/House of Anansi Press 
(280 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4870-0461-3  

A middle-aged woman’s life comes 
undone with the revelation that her mar-
riage is over.

As boring wives go, Diane Delaun-
ais is not so much. A woman with a taste for stylish boots, she 
is also not shy about confronting those who upset her, from a 
finicky neighbor to a busybody secretary spreading lies. Never-
theless, 48-year-old Diane is a familiar figure—the long-serving 
partner who, after 25 years of marriage and three children, sud-
denly finds herself replaced by a younger model. Now, with her 
husband Jacques’ revelation that her solid life was in fact built 
on foolish assumptions, she’s taking a more sardonic view of 
marriage vows. Maybe they should be rewritten: “I solemnly 
swear to love you, blah blah blah, until I stop loving you. Or until 
I fall for someone else.” Quebec novelist Lavoie (Mister Roger 
and Me, 2010) brings a bracing, comic edge to this well-worn 
storyline but doesn’t avoid the predictabilities of the genre. 
Propped up by a therapist, her children, and her BFF Claudine 
(another abandoned wife), Diane goes through a recognizable 
range of emotions—numbness, grief, anger, acceptance. She 
buys new running gear and gets drunk a few times. She has a flir-
tation with an attractive work colleague, takes a crowbar to the 
furniture, adopts a three-legged cat, and makes some surpris-
ing new acquaintances. Among the ups and downs and comic 
set pieces, Diane must mark the major milestones of a forsaken 
woman’s life: reassessing the past and making the best of the 
future. Lavoie keeps her novel short, offering chaotic humor 
and snappy observation to balance the pain and loss. Diane 
will emerge from her crisis, spirited, open-hearted, and among 
friends. She will survive.

A readable, recognizable, tragicomic account of coping 
with domestic disaster.

THE GLASS WOMAN
Lea, Caroline
Harper/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-293510-6  

A young woman caught in a loveless 
marriage faces dangers real and imagined 
in 17th-century Iceland.

The second novel by Lea (When the 
Sky Fell Apart, 2016) follows naïve young 
Rósa, who marries Jón, the rich but trou-

bled leader of a village many miles from her home, in order to 
provide for her sick mother. Once installed in his home, she 
labors alone for most of the day with housework and is often 

deserted by Jón at night. Shunned by most of the villagers, she 
is befriended by a couple of the older women, who overcome 
their fear of Jón to teach her about life in the village between 
the sea and volcanic mountains and tell her disturbing stories 
about the sudden death of Jón’s first wife. When Rósa hears 
strange noises from a locked attic at night, she starts to won-
der how safe she is. The book is charged with the dark energy 
of the Icelandic Sagas and the country’s bleak proverbs, which 
provide epigraphs for its chapters. Lea effectively communi-
cates the isolation and dangers of the landscape in which the 
story unfolds as well as the tension between Christianity and 
the Nordic religion it attempts to supercede. Written primarily 
from Rósa’s point of view, the novel also occasionally shifts to 
Jón’s. While some readers may find the novel slow going and 
may chafe at a romantic subplot involving Rósa’s too-good-
to-be-true childhood sweetheart, who follows her to her new 
home, Lea uses an unusual setting to good effect, amplifying the 
impact of both an alluring but hostile landscape and a closed 
society on a vulnerable young woman. Without diminishing the 
mythic impact of the novel, she closely and sensitively examines 
the more ordinary psychological challenges her characters face.

A haunting novel delivers chills.

THE STARLET AND THE SPY
Lee, Ji-Min
Trans. by Chi-Young Kim
Harper/HarperCollins (192 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-293026-2  

A South Korean interpreter recalls 
her war-torn love life while on tour with 
Marilyn Monroe.

Lee, a screenwriter, has structured 
her short novel almost like an avant-

garde film: The present action frames several flashbacks as the 
story follows an emotional, not a linear, arc. In 1954, the Korean 
War has ended and American forces occupy the South. For four 
morale-boosting days, Marilyn Monroe (the new Mrs. DiMag-
gio) is scheduled to visit Seoul and entertain the troops. First-
person narrator Alice J. Kim (her nom de guerre), a translator 
and clerk on an American base, is tapped to serve as the star’s 
interpreter. From here it is rough chronological sailing; readers 
are advised to cling to the date headings of each chapter as flota-
tion devices. A talented artist born to wealth, Alice (real name 
Ae-sun) refused an opportunity to escape. When Northern 
forces seized Seoul, she survived for a time by drawing propa-
ganda posters for the enemy but eventually endured bombard-
ment, then captivity in a Northern POW camp. Torn between 
Yo Min-hwan, a married lover, and Joseph Pines, an American 
agent, she alienated both, and her clumsy revenge had unin-
tended, dire consequences. She seeks redemption by search-
ing for Chong-nim, an orphaned girl she had helped during 
the evacuation of Hungnam. She is also contemplating suicide 
for reasons it takes the entire novel to establish. Acknowledg-
ing that the Korean War is still “The Forgotten War,” Lee, in 
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this able translation by Kim, depicts several horrific episodes: 
neighborhoods in flames, hordes of refugees trying to escape 
the Communist invasion on overcrowded American ships, piles 
of corpses with those still living trapped beneath. The gritty 
truth is too often undermined by the banal love triangle, and 
Kim is perhaps overly fond of pronouncements like “A wom-
an’s beauty is powerful enough to change her fate, though it 
becomes useless as she grows old.” The Marilyn frame story 
does pose revealing parallels between two outwardly privileged 
ingénues with inner scars.

An intermittently chaotic novel which manages to 
snatch poignancy from the jaws of cliché.

THE BEEKEEPER 
OF ALEPPO 
Lefteri, Christy
Ballantine (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-984821-21-8  

The human stories behind news 
images of Syrian war refugees emerge in 
a novel both touching and terrifying.

Lefteri (A Watermelon, a Fish and a 
Bible, 2011) is the child of refugees, raised 

in London after her parents fled Cyprus in the 1970s. This 
novel’s characters are fleeing a different war, the current, dev-
astating civil war in Syria. Politics are barely mentioned in the 
book, though—when war has destroyed your home and liveli-
hood, blinded your wife and killed your young son, the reasons 
for that war lose their meaning. The novel follows Nuri and 
Afra Ibrahim as they escape from Aleppo and make the perilous 
journey to Britain after their son, Sami, dies. Nuri narrates the 
book; its chapters alternate gracefully among the golden prewar 
past, the struggle to gain legal refugee status in England in the 
present, and the journey in between, a long nightmare of chaoti-
cally crowded refugee camps, life-threatening sea crossings, and 
smugglers eager to exploit them. In Aleppo, Afra was an artist; 
Nuri was the titular beekeeper, a job he loved, in business with 
his cousin and dearest friend, Mustafa. The war leaves Nuri and 
Afra no choice but to leave, but her blindness and emotional 
trauma mean that he must be her caretaker as well as grappling 
with the bewildering navigation to another country. Along the 
way, he also becomes the guardian of Mohammed, a lost boy 
about the same age as Sami. Lefteri says in her author’s note 
that the book was inspired by her volunteer work in a refugee 
camp in Athens, and Nuri’s story rings with authenticity, from 
the vast, impersonal cruelties of war to the tiny kindnesses that 
help people survive it. Nuri wants to be the strong one, but 
Lefteri subtly, slowly shows the reader how deep his wounds are 
as well.

A well-crafted structure and a troubled but engaging 
narrator power this moving story of Syrian refugees.

EMPTY WORDS
Levrero, Mario 
Trans. by McDermott, Annie
Coffee House (152 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-56689-546-0  

Change your handwriting, change 
your life: an enigmatic 1996 novel, his 
first to be translated into English, by 
Uruguayan writer Levrero.

In Latin America, there’s a literary 
saw that says that Mexico produces novelists, Chile poets, and 
Uruguay “strange ones.” So notes translator McDermott in her 
scene-setting introduction to this slender story à clef, in which 
Levrero recounts trying to make his handwriting more calli-
graphic and, by improving it, to alter bad habits and become an 
altogether better person. The problem is the solution: He tries 
to write “empty words,” words chosen simply for their power to 
test the musculature of composition, say with lots of instances 
of the troublesome letter r in them. By not lifting the pen from 
the page, Levrero writes, “I think this will help me improve my 
concentration and the continuity of my thoughts, which are cur-
rently all over the place.” Write he does, scattered thoughts and 
all, and amid the humdrum, meaningful compositions begin to 
emerge, unbidden, tempting the author “to turn my calligraphi-
cal prose into narrative prose, with the idea of building a series 
of texts that, like the steps of a staircase, would carry me back 
up to those longed-for heights I was once able to reach.” More 
than just an exercise in chasing his own tail, Levrero takes him-
self into dangerous psychological territory, wrestling with the 
things that underlie his loopy a’s: anxiety builds, he smokes like 
a chimney, he bloats and becomes listless—and then comes, if 
not a breakthrough, at least the emergence of some interesting 
if sometimes unpleasant sketches, marked by second thoughts, 
strike-throughs, revisions, and other such signs of the alchemy 
that is writing. Vita contemplativa, vita scripta: What Levrero 
learns about himself, in the end, is of universal application, and 
while it’s not necessarily cheerful, it allows him to proceed “by 
means of a kind of spiritual acrobatics.”

A curious, even eccentric book, and a must-read for 
fans of post-boom Latin American literature.

THREE FLAMES
Lightman, Alan
Counterpoint (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64009-228-0  

The struggles of a Cambodian farm-
ing family.

Each chapter of Lightman’s novel 
focuses on a different member of a single 
Cambodian family at different times 
in their history. The mother, Ryna, is 

obsessed with bringing to justice a man she recognizes as her 
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father’s killer from the Khmer Rouge era. Second daughter Nita 
seems to have lucked out when her parents marry her to a rich 
man while the eldest daughter, Thida, is sent to work in a fac-
tory and the youngest daughter, Sreypov, dreams of finishing her 
education. Kamal, the only son, suffers from unrequited love for 
a beautiful city girl, and Pich, the father, is quite literally haunted. 
The title refers to Ryna’s advice to her daughters to keep the 

“three flames” or virtues for women: not revealing family secrets, 
honoring one’s parents, and serving one’s husband. Novelist 
Lightman (In Praise of Wasting Time, 2018, etc.) is the founder of 
the Harpswell Foundation, a nonprofit organization that works 
with women in Cambodia. While he clearly understands the 
many obstacles impoverished Cambodian women must over-
come if they’re going to live more fulfilling lives, the book’s focus 
on a different kind of social problem in each section makes the 
characters feel more like symbols than individuals whose unique 
quirks and personality traits will drive the story forward.

Almost unrelentingly grim, but there are moments of 
unexpected grace that provide the characters, and readers, 
with hope.

THE PASSENGERS
Marrs, John
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-9848-0697-0  

In the near future, government-man-
dated self-driving cars become the norm 
in Britain—until they prove susceptible 
to a sophisticated terrorist hack.

They were supposed to make the 
roads 95% safer for both passengers 

and pedestrians. Despite some scattered concern, the British 
government’s decision to pass a law saying that everyone must 
update to Level 5—completely autonomous—self-driving cars 
seems to have improved the quality of life for most of the popu-
lation. Then one morning, eight people climb into their cars 
and, within a few minutes, an unfamiliar voice welcomes them 
by name, and the GPS has recalibrated to an unknown desti-
nation. Then they are told that they will probably be dead in 

Summer blockbuster entertainment at its best.
the passengers
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several hours. All of this, of course, unfolds over social media 
almost immediately, and the world finds itself captivated—par-
ticularly when the Hacker begins asking them, the audience, 
to vote on who lives and who dies. Almost everyone who has 
been kidnapped has a secret they don’t want to reveal—but 
the Hacker has secrets of his own. Only a bystander named 
Libby, conveniently serving on a jury that determines fault in 
self-driving auto accidents, has any hope of unraveling the truth 
and exposing the tragedy at the heart of this sensational act of 
terrorism. One can almost hear the Hollywood music in the 
background as the action unfolds; the plot twists are truly grip-
ping. Despite the effort to create complexity in the characters, 
Marrs (Her Last Move, 2018, etc.) is most successful when he’s 
setting up another shocking action scene, less so when plumb-
ing the depths of emotion. As with any story centered around 
the potential catastrophe of trusting AI to run the mundane 
moments of our lives, there is an uneasy prescience about this 
techno-thriller’s setup.

Summer blockbuster entertainment at its best. All 
that’s missing is a slo-mo pre-disaster montage.

NOW WE SHALL BE 
ENTIRELY FREE
Miller, Andrew
Europa Editions (416 pp.) 
$19.00 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-60945-543-9  

A British cavalry officer fleeing trau-
matic memories seeks solace on a Scot-
tish island, but his new refuge may not 
be remote enough to let him escape a 
dangerous enemy.

When Capt. John Lacroix returns from the Napoleonic wars 
in Spain to his Somerset estate, he is broken in body and spirit. 
It is 1809, and the evacuation of retreating British forces from 
the port of Corunna is a humiliating defeat. “None of this has 
the look of victory,” says the doctor treating him. As Nell, the 
housekeeper, tends his wounds, Lacroix slowly heals physically. 
But he refuses to talk about his battlefield experiences, saying 
only, “The war was very hard on horses, Nell.” When he receives 
orders to return to his regiment, the young man decides to flee, 
embarking on a journey north to the remote Hebrides, where 
he will find healing and love with the free-thinking Emily Frend. 
Traveling under an assumed name, Lacroix is unaware that Cpl. 
Calley and Lt. Medina, two soldiers, are in pursuit with secret 
orders to kill him. Calley, who identified Lacroix as the officer 
responsible for an atrocity in a Spanish village, is remorseless 
in his hunt. By alternating the narrative between Lacroix and 
his pursuers, Miller (The Crossing, 2017, etc.) effectively ratchets 
up the tension and suspense. With a less-skilled writer, naming 
characters after the officers and soldiers charged in the 1968 
My Lai massacre in Vietnam could have come across as a ham-
fisted approach, but it’s appropriately chilling in this melan-
choly portrait of war, culpability, and redemption. The luscious 
prose (“the mud was liquid clay”) adds to the mood, and Miller’s 

precise historical details (a horn spoon tucked into an apron 
pocket) feel organic and real; the author keeps his research well 
hidden. The dazzling, ambiguous ending will fodder plenty of 
book-club debate.

Miller is in fine form here, mixing an unforgettable cat-
and-mouse chase with a moving love story.

THE NOT WIVES 
Moore, Carley
Feminist Press (368 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-936932-68-9  

When a woman’s personal and pro-
fessional lives unravel simultaneously, 
things will feel off-kilter.

It’s 2011. Stevie, an untenured writ-
ing teacher at a university in New York, 
is trying to parent her 8-year-old daugh-

ter, Sasha, at least on the days that the child lives with her. At 
other times, Sasha is in the East Village with dad Aaron, and 
while the adults’ relationship is not contentious, it is certainly 
not easy. Meanwhile, Stevie’s best friend, Mel, who’s in a long-
term relationship with a woman, has been having sex with a 
man she works with and, at the age of 42, has become preg-
nant. Should she have the baby? she wonders. What does Ste-
vie think? Clearly, both options have pros and cons. Stevie is 
further stressed by something she saw on the first day of the 
fall semester: A student jumped to her death from the roof of 
the glass-walled building in which Stevie teaches, her body 
free falling onto the pavement as the class watched in shock. 
It’s a haunting, horrific image. Days later, when Stevie visits an 
impromptu on-campus memorial, she meets a homeless teen-
age runaway named Johanna who also saw the suicide. This 
bonds them. The backdrop to all this is Occupy Wall Street; 
the encampment allows each character to address society’s fail-
ings and dream about other ways of living and being. And then 
there’s sex—lots of graphic sex as Stevie barhops to feel less dis-
traught over the dissolution of her marriage. It’s a complex plot 
involving loads of people, and their relationships are messy and 
often fueled by drugs and alcohol. Written with a keen ear for 
dialogue and an exceptional eye for detail, the novel is a show-
case for the everyday reality of working-class intellectuals living 
in an increasingly gentrified city.

A provocative and well-told story about chosen commu-
nity, friendship, and human frailty.
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THE MAN WITH NO BORDERS
Morais, Richard C.
Little A (316 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-9382-8  

A powerful man confronts his 
mortality.

Facing an unexpected diagnosis of ter-
minal brain cancer, Spanish-born, Swiss-
based private banker José María Álvarez 
must race against his dwindling time to 

settle the “unfinished business” of his thorny financial and per-
sonal lives. Born into the fifth generation of a family of bankers 
in Franco-era Spain, Álvarez has thrived for more than 75 years 
in a bubble of privilege whose native currencies are wealth and 
power, expertly honing his skills at deploying both, not least to 
satisfy his abundant material and emotional appetites. As he 
battles intense physical pain and lurches between moments of 
lucidity and vivid hallucinations that take him back to his teen-
age years—a time when family secrets and family tragedy merged 
to cast a shadow over the rest of his life—Álvarez also must face 
the equally shocking contemporary truths he’s concealed from 
his American wife, Lisa, who’s enjoyed the fruits of his business 
acumen without fully embracing the trappings of their rarified 
existence, and their three adult sons, returning from the United 
States to their parents’ elegant chalet to be present for their 
father’s final days. Álvarez’s passion for fly-fishing, borne at his 
domineering father’s side on the salmon-rich rivers of his native 
northern Spain, provides one of the novel’s dominant motifs 
as well as the occasion for some lush descriptive prose. Morais 
(Buddhaland Brooklyn, 2012, etc.) also skillfully draws on his back-
ground as a veteran Forbes and Barron’s financial journalist, most 
notably in the tension-filled account of a high-stakes negotiation 
that threatens the Álvarez family fortune after a much younger 
José must assume control upon his father’s premature death. 
Whether he’s untangling the strands of José’s dark inner world or 
offering a glimpse of a milieu where money serves as both lubri-
cant and salve, Morais effectively reveals how heartbreakingly 
inadequate even vast resources can be in providing a bulwark 
against the assault of life’s most formidable challenges.

A meticulous unearthing of the painful contradictions 
in a privileged life.

TINFOIL BUTTERFLY
Moulton, Rachel Eve
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux (272 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-374-53830-9  

Troubled 22-year-old Emma Powers 
lands in the middle of a mystery bigger 
than her own actions when she meets Earl, 
a feral boy living seemingly alone in the 
Black Hills of South Dakota, who hides 
his face behind an elaborate tinfoil mask.

Emma is on the run. Her destination is the Badlands, where 
she hopes to uphold her end of the suicide pact she made with 
her stepbrother, Ray. In addition to her filthy Doc Martens and 
despised “set of double Ds,” she’s carrying with her the bag-
gage of her and Ray’s obsessive relationship, her complicity in 
his death, the emotional scars of her father’s childhood aban-
donment, a surgical wound from her recent emergency hyster-
ectomy, and the seeds of a cancer she refuses to treat. She also 
has a hearty addiction to Vicodin, and, under its fuzzy influence, 
she hitches a ride with Lowell, a “white dude who thinks tribal 
tattoos are a grand idea,” who is on his way to kidnap his young 
daughter and take her to the West Coast. When Lowell’s gen-
erally creepy vibe tips over into sexual violence, Emma shoots 
him and steals his van, leaving him to freeze in the impending 
blizzard. In search of gas, Emma pulls off at an abandoned 
diner, and there she meets Earl, an approximately 8-year-old 
boy who hides behind a tinfoil mask. As Emma struggles to get 
back on the road, Earl draws her further and further into the 
secrets that abound in his dark life. We meet George, Earl’s abu-
sive father, whom Earl has attempted to poison with a stolen 
bottle of Emma’s pills, and learn what exactly is in the cellar 
Earl would like Emma to throw George into. As the extent of 
George’s abuse becomes clear, Emma decides to take Earl with 
her, though she is unclear where her own journey will end—but 
George and a vengeful Lowell have other plans for them both. 
Marked by fire and ice, Moulton’s debut insists on upping its 
ante at every turn. The result is a preponderance of conflagra-
tions that consume not only the ready tinder of the abandoned 
ghost town Earl calls home, but also all semblance of rational 
character-building. In spite of the intricate rendering of this 
cold and remote landscape, the story itself feels false and vague, 
more like smoke than fire.

An ambitious plot that fails to cohere into either insight 
or revelation.

THE STYLIST TAKES 
MANHATTAN
Nixon, Rosie
Morrow/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-286390-4  

Plucky British stylist Amber Green 
takes her talents to Manhattan, where 
her drive to gain Instagram followers 
lands her in hot water.

Fashionistas will delight in Nixon’s 
sophomore novel, a sequel to The Stylist (2018), picking up 
Amber’s story nine months later. Now rid of the eccentric, alco-
holic Mona Armstrong, the stylist to the stars who set Amber 
on the map, Amber is happily dressing windows at the presti-
gious London department store Selfridges’ and snuggling up 
with her boyfriend, Rob, a documentary film director. When 
Rob gets a chance to work on Angel Wings, an American reality 
series charting the daily lives of lingerie supermodels, Amber is 
relieved to be asked to go with him—she understandably sees 

A powerful man confronts his mortality.
the man with no borders
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a flock of gorgeous, scantily clad women as a threat to their 
fledgling love affair. Once in Manhattan, however, Amber real-
izes she can’t get a paying job without a visa, so she sets about 
retooling her social media presence. Within days she’s gained 
thousands of followers, but they may be following her for all 
the wrong reasons, since her first posts inadvertently shamed a 
prominent, balding fashion mogul and connected Amber to an 
alleged Nazi sympathizer. And when the stylist on Rob’s series 
walks out Amber finds herself in competition with an angry 
Mona for the gig. A master of slapstick comedy, Nixon keeps 
the pace fast and the tone bubbly. From celebrities who don’t 
actually like clothing to a clandestine fake-designer-bag scheme, 
the crises in each chapter ratchet up the tension between some 
disastrous, alcohol-fueled decisions and Amber’s talent in seiz-
ing the unlikeliest opportunities to advance her career. Nixon 
deftly crafts a Cinderella story for the millennial age in which 
our heroine finds not only her prince, but also her true friends.

Glossy and teeming with influencers and fashionistas, 
this is a charming novel.

GIRL 
O’Brien, Edna
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-374-16255-9  

In a feat of empathy and imagina-
tion, the Irish writer O’Brien portrays 
one girl’s torments after she is taken by 
jihadis in Nigeria.

Opening with a nighttime raid that 
recalls Boko Haram’s 2014 abduction of schoolgirls in Chibok, 
Nigeria, O’Brien (The Little Red Chairs, 2015, etc.) lets one victim, 
named Maryam, tell her story. In a jungle camp, their captors 
bombard the girls with prayers, edicts, and hatred. The mili-
tants rape them repeatedly. In the Blue House, there is “a long 
corridor with cubicles leading off it and in each one an iron bed 
and a naked bulb dangling down.” The prettiest girls are sold to 
wealthy men in Arabia. Others are given as brides to men who 
excel in battle. Such is Maryam’s lot, and when she has a baby, 
it’s suddenly clear how long her ordeal has been. Then, only 60 
pages in, she escapes. But O’Brien withholds hope, opening her 
heroine’s world to new perils and despair. Maryam endures star-
vation and a friend’s death on a jungle trek with her baby that 
fuels tension as recapture seems inevitable. She even abandons 
her Babby, but some women from a herding community find 
and return her. They share their village and rich culture with 
Maryam. There she realizes her presence as a jihadi’s wife is a 
threat to her hosts. Reunited with her mother and feted by the 
government, Maryam learns of the stigma attached to a jihadi 
wife’s child and she is separated from Babby. Throughout the 
post-escape narrative, O’Brien uses every opportunity to insert 
songs, tales, myths, and rituals of the country, deeply enriching 
a story and a character that were already memorable. She also 
brings to the fore the complex relations and supportive roles 

of women in a novel largely blighted by males. Long associated 
with Ireland, O’Brien might spark questions of cultural appro-
priation with this excursion to Africa. But she has always dealt 
with women’s oppression as her thematic palette has expanded 
over the years, with her previous novel combining Balkan war 
crimes and the global refugee crisis.

A heartbreaking tale and a singular achievement.

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

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

“We typed a hundred words a min-
ute and never missed a syllable.…Our 

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

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



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

OLD BONES 
Preston, Douglas & Child, Lincoln
Grand Central Publishing (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5387-4722-3  

Young archaeologist Nora Kelly joins 
a perilous search for the Lost Camp of 
the Donner Party in this latest collabora-
tion by Preston and Child (Verses for the 
Dead, 2018, etc.).

In 1846, westbound travelers became 
snowbound in the Sierra Nevada, and in “one of the greatest 
calamities of the westward migration,” some resorted to can-
nibalism in a desperate attempt to survive. Now, historian Clive 
Benton has the original journal of Tamzene Donner, whose 
body was eaten. Benton asks Kelly for her expertise in finding 
and studying the camp. The old bones they expect to find will 
have important historical significance, but Benton also confides 
that there may be gold coins worth $20 million hidden near the 
camp. Meanwhile, newly minted FBI Special Agent Corinne 
Swanson is assigned the case of “a dead body in a vandalized 
grave.” Turns out there are four grave robberies, all of descen-
dants of the Donner disaster. Kelly and Swanson work together 
in a mildly testy relationship, but they’re really both pros. Other 
members of the team hear rumors of the gold, and tragedy 
strikes. As they get closer to where the Lost Camp might be, 
members of their expedition begin to die, and a serious storm 
approaches that threatens to cause a deadly avalanche. Of 
course, villainy is afoot that may snuff out Kelly’s and Swanson’s 
young lives. Neither has a personal interest in gold they can’t 
legally possess, but others may. Yet the clever plot suggests a 
dark secret that lies within the bones they find. The two women 
are smart, likable characters, but readers ought not to take their 
survival for granted. Special Agent Pendergast takes a break 
from his own series to make a brief, consequential appearance.

Like other Preston and Child adventures, this is a 
smart, satisfying read.

TAÍNA
Quiñonez, Ernesto
Vintage/Random House (272 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-9848-9748-0  

A lively third installment in a series 
of novels (Chango’s Fire, 2004, etc.) set 
in Spanish Harlem by Ecuadorian-born 
novelist Quiñonez.

Parthenogenesis, Puerto Rican style: 
Her name carries strong hints of the 

original Taino people whom Columbus first encountered on 
arriving in the Caribbean, but Taína Flores would seem to have 
more in common with the supernatural than the historical. The 
15-year-old resident of a busy housing project alongside the East 
River is so carefully watched that, says her no-nonsense mother, 

Inelda, “she was sure that Taína didn’t even masturbate,” but yet 
here she is, pregnant, as if by some visiting angel. Taína sings 
like an angel and curses like a sailor (“Who the fuck you think 
we are, the royal fucking family?”), and young Julio Colmiñares 
is head over heels. He believes she’s a virgin, but at 17, a kind of 
literary cousin of Oscar Wao, he doesn’t know quite as much as 
he thinks he does. It’s up to Taína’s uncle Salvador, el Vejigante, 
a scary giant who comes out only at night and who confesses to 
having been the Capeman way back in the day, to explain the 
ways of the world along with Julio’s lovely parents, immigrants 
with dreams. Julio is a good kid, but it’s all too easy to cross the 
line separating good from evil: “Destiny says to the bum, You’ll 
always be a bum,” a repentant Sal tells him, adding, “The bum 
says, Because you cheat. And Destiny says, Yeah, but I let you 
play.” Other memorable figures shape the story, including a spir-
itualist named Peta Ponce who believes that the dead remain 
on Earth out of sight of God and guide the living—sometimes, 
as Julio learns, into a mess of trouble. Parts of his story seem 
almost afterthoughts, parts a little too reminiscent of García 
Márquez, but Quiñonez brings his imaginative tale to a graceful 
resolution.

An engaging work blending pop culture, magical real-
ism, and spirited writing.

ALL THE WATER IN 
THE WORLD
Raney, Karen
Scribner (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-9821-0869-4  

Sixteen-year-old Maddy Wakefield is 
dying of cancer, and in her last months, 
she has decided to find her biological 
father.

Maddy’s mother, Eve, raised Maddy 
on her own with the support of her parents and, eventually, 
Robin, a loving partner and father figure for Maddy. She always 
told Maddy that her father, Antonio, didn’t want children. (At 
least he didn’t want them with Eve.) Yet as Maddy endures the 
ever harder struggle with leukemia, she decides it’s time to 
contact him, and they quickly begin an email correspondence 
that Maddy decides to keep secret from Eve. While Maddy 
connects with her father, she also discovers first love with a boy 
named Jack Bell as they collaborate on a video project to raise 
awareness about climate change. The project inspires Maddy to 
turn her talents on herself, recording in her sketches the lines 
of her own mourning process, through increasingly emotion-
ally raw self-portraits. After Maddy’s death, Eve discovers her 
correspondence with Antonio, but it is Maddy’s personal final 
edit of the animation project that triggers Eve’s quest to find 
Antonio herself. In this, her debut novel, Raney intimately 
portrays the complex relationship between Maddy and Eve, 
illuminating their secret struggles with cancer and each other. 
With chapters alternating between Maddy’s and Eve’s perspec-
tives, it reads, at times, like two rather different books stitched 

Like other Preston and Child adventures, 
this is a smart, satisfying read.

old bones
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together: Maddy’s chapters put us squarely in her world—full 
of teenage angst, emotions not yet dulled by experience, and 
a focused drive for answers. In contrast, Eve’s chapters trace a 
more mature, grief-stricken journey. And as Eve seeks answers 
from Antonio (or perhaps she seeks a face that will mirror Mad-
dy’s one last time), she may recklessly risk the life she has built 
with Robin.

An exquisite tracing of the tangled lines of mother-
daughter love, loss, and grief.

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

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

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

thing approaching this delightful confection. An aging sales-
man loses his job as a pharmaceutical rep, fired, with regret, 
by his cousin and employer. The old man, who bears the name 
Ismail Smile, Smile itself being an Americanization of Ismail, 
is “a brown man in America longing for a brown woman.” He 
is a dreamer—and not without ambition. Borrowing from both 
opera and dim memories of Cervantes, he decides to call him-
self Quichotte, though fake news, the din of television, and 

“the Age of Anything-Can-Happen” and not dusty medieval 
romances have made him a little dotty. His Dulcinea, Salma 
R, exists on the other side of the TV screen, so off Quichotte 
quests in a well-worn Chevy, having acquired as if by magic a 
patient son named Sancho, who observes that Dad does every-
thing just like it’s done on the tube and in stories: “So if the old 
Cruze is our Pequod then I guess Miss Salma R is the big fish 
and he, ‘Daddy,’ is my Ahab.” By this point, Rushdie has compli-
cated the yarn by attributing it to a hack writer, another Indian 
immigrant, named Sam DuChamp (read Sam the Sham), who 
has mixed into the Quixote story lashings of Moby-Dick, Ismail 
for Ishmael, and the Pinocchio of both Collodi and Disney 
(“You can call me Jiminy if you want,” says an Italian-speaking 
cricket to Sancho along the way), to say nothing of the America 
of Fentanyl, hypercapitalism, and pop culture and the yearning 
for fame. It’s a splendid mess that, in the end, becomes a medi-
tation on storytelling, memory, truth, and other hallmarks of a 
disappearing civilization: “What vanishes when everything van-
ishes,” Rushdie writes, achingly, “not only everything, but the 
memory of everything.”

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

THE GRAMMARIANS 
Schine, Cathleen
Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-374-28011-6  

A literary twin experiment: At the 
heart of this comic novel about supers-
mart, language-obsessed sisters are pro-
found questions about how close two 
human beings can be.

“Was there anyone who understood anyone else as well as 
she and Daphne understood each other? There was no need to 
explain or justify wanting to climb linoleum M.C. Escher stairs 
to live in a tenement their grandparents had probably moved out 
of the minute they could, because Daphne already understood. 
Understanding is love, Laurel thought.” The darling redheaded 
twin daughters of Arthur and Sally Wolfe of Larchmont, New 
York, Laurel and Daphne invent their own language while still in 
the crib, then embrace English with a passion that lasts the rest 
of their lives. “Fugacious…oxters…promptuary….They played 
with the words as if they were toys...involving them in intrigues 
of love and friendship and bitter enmity.” Elegant chapters, 
each headed with a classic definition from Samuel Johnson’s 
dictionary, follow the identical pair through childhood to that 
post-collegiate tenement apartment where the first rumblings 
of what will come to be known as the Rift are heard. By the time 
of their double wedding, Laurel and Daphne are more aware of 
their differences than their similarities. As 17-minutes-younger 
Daphne becomes a famous language columnist and 17-minutes-
older Laurel becomes a kindergarten teacher, then a mom, the 
power between them shifts dangerously—then real hostilities 
are launched during a disagreement about the relative impor-
tance of Fowler’s Modern English Usage and The Chicago Manual 
of Style. As we’ve come to expect in 10 previous novels, Schine’s 
(They May Not Mean To, but They Do, 2016, etc.) warmth and wis-
dom about how families work and don’t work are as reliable as 
her wry humor, and we often get both together: “Michael sus-
pected Larry was as smart as anyone, just not paying attention. 
Like a Galapagos tortoise, he had no need to pay attention. He 
had no predators. He was protected by an expansive carapace of 
good nature, money, and family status.”

This impossibly endearing and clever novel sets off a 
depth charge of emotion and meaning.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   3 7

TABOO
Scott, Kim
Small Beer Press (304 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61873-169-2  

A teenage girl and her extended fam-
ily return to the site of a centuries-old 
massacre of Aboriginal people.

Kepalup is a small town in Western 
Australia with a dark history. In the 19th 
century, a white man was killed by an 

Aboriginal man, and his family retaliated by murdering scores 
of Aboriginal people. Recently widowed Dan Horton still lives 
on the land where his ancestor was killed; now, he’s invited the 
descendants of the Aboriginal people who died at the site to 
visit even though their culture labels the place as taboo. To 
Dan’s surprise, one of the people among the group who’s 
accepted the invitation is Tilly Smith, who was briefly his fos-
ter child until she was returned to her birth mother. That’s 
the only parent Tilly has known until she was summoned out 
of the blue by an inmate in a nearby prison, who happens to 
be her real father. An Aboriginal person of Noongar ancestry, 
Tilly’s father has turned over a new leaf from his former vio-
lence and drug addiction and is teaching fellow inmates the 
old language and customs. But along with meeting her dad and 
being introduced to a new culture and extended family, Tilly 
is introduced to some of his unsavory associates. When Tilly 
shows up in Kepalup with her relatives, she bears a number of 
dark secrets that threaten to collide with the largest darkness 
of all: the loss and generational trauma borne by her people. 
Scott (That Deadman Dance, 2010, etc.) has created a shadowy 
and elliptical story, but it is not as hopeless as it sometimes 
feels: Tilly is a survivor, and though her Aboriginal culture is 
not a perfect salvation, it nevertheless provides her with a 
touchstone in the chaos.

A demanding, sometimes muddled, novel that shines 
light on an often overlooked people and place.

THE LAST WIDOW
Slaughter, Karin
Morrow/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-06-285808-5  

Pediatrician/medical examiner Sara 
Linton’s path to marrying Will Trent, of 
the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, 
runs into apocalyptic obstacles only 
Slaughter could devise.

To begin with, Sara’s mother objects 
so strenuously to Will that she won’t even utter his name. But 
her opposition can’t compete with the carnage that erupts when 
Sara and Will (The Kept Woman, 2016, etc.), hearing the sounds of 
a bomb near Emory University, rush to the scene and encounter 
along the way the aftermath of a three-car collision. Stopping 

to help, they soon smell something amiss, but not soon enough 
to prevent them from being overpowered and separated by the 
supposed victims. Will is beaten to the ground; Sara is whisked 
off in a car whose occupants include Michelle Spivey, a scientist 
with the Centers for Disease Control who was abducted from 
under her young daughter’s nose a month ago. Arriving at the 
mountain encampment of the Invisible Patriot Army, a para-
military cadre determined to make America white again, Sara is 
first forced to treat the wounds of the men who kidnapped her 
and then asked by IPA leader Dash to remain so that she can 
treat an outbreak of measles that’s swept through the children 
in the camp, including Dash’s daughter, whose mother is Gwen 
Novak, the daughter of Martin Novak, whose history of anti-
government bank robberies has made him a high-value federal 
prisoner. As Will schemes to infiltrate the camp disguised as a 
new recruit, Sara is dismayed to find that no matter what she 
does, the children she’s tending keep getting sicker and sicker. 
Even the most ardent fans of Slaughter’s white-hot thrillers 
(Pieces of Her, 2018, etc.) will be shocked and horror-stricken by 
the outrage Dash has planned.

All the emotional intensity Slaughter’s readers expect, 
now focused on a diabolical domestic terrorist. Don’t say 
you weren’t warned.

RUBY & ROLAND
Sullivan, Faith
Milkweed (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-57131-132-0  

The sudden death of her parents in 
1910 sends a teenager on a journey from 
heartbreak to self-discovery through the 
American Midwest.

Ruby Drake, named for the red 
birthmark on her chest, would be too 

sweet to be believed if not for her terrible secret—she’s 
in love with a married man. After being shuttled from her 
cold great-aunt’s home in Beardsley, Illinois, to the farm of 
a kindly German couple, the orphaned Ruby lands in Har-
vester, Minnesota, to work for Emma Schoonover, whose 
own children have died. There, farming becomes an “endless 
source of wonderment” for Ruby, and Sullivan’s (Good Night, 
Mr. Wodehouse, 2015, etc.) rapturous depiction of farm life 
makes it ring true. Ruby’s parents, who appear in memories 
and the small mementos Ruby carries with her from house to 
house, seem to watch over her from above. When she meets 
Roland Allen, his beautiful wife, Dora, is suicidal after the 
death of their firstborn daughter. Emma encourages Ruby 
to help Dora run the farm even though she never approved 
of Dora as Roland’s wife. Somehow, the two young women 
strike up a friendship, leaving Ruby in the difficult position 
of following her heart or doing what’s right. Barrett Crom-
well, a family friend, would be a more suitable husband for 
Ruby, but will she trade love for stability? Though her droll 
observations root her in her time and place—“Is anyone ever 
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their own boss?”—Ruby manages to build a life for herself 
with and without Roland. Whether her ending is happy or 
sad is a question to sit with and think about.

The joyful sense of community within this love story 
offers a charming and refreshing escape from the modern 
world.

BLACK CARD
Terry, Chris L.
Catapult (272 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-948226-26-4  

A satire of American race relations 
and the performance of identity.

Terry (Zero Fade, 2013) tells the story 
of a nameless punk musician struggling 
with his own racial identity. After grow-
ing up in the mostly white suburbs of 

Washington, D.C., with his white mom and black father, the 
narrator moves with his family to a black community in Rich-
mond, Virginia. The narrator’s love of skateboarding, rock 
music, and his white mother make him feel like an outsider 
among black people. “I felt excluded from blackness,” he recalls, 

“and like it was my fault that I couldn’t fix it.” His insecurities 
manifest in Lucius, a psychic projection of his self-conscious-
ness that takes the form of a street-wise black man who takes 
it upon himself to teach our narrator how to be black. He gives 
the narrator his Black Card, which “entitles the brotha or sista 
who bears it to all black privileges, including but not limited to: 
Use of the n-word...and, most important, a healthy skepticism 
of white folks.” It’s proof that the narrator is really black—but 
it requires that the holder’s authenticity be evaluated periodi-
cally. When a white friend’s dad uses the n-word and the narra-
tor says nothing in response, Lucius confiscates his Black Card 
for dereliction of duty. Our punk performs a series of stunts—
like performing Run DMC to a roomful of white country music 
fans who are a bit too enthusiastic—to reclaim his blackness. 
Meanwhile, he develops a crush on his black co-worker Mona, 
with whom he can have less rigid conversations about blackness 
than those he has with Lucius. “There isn’t one way to be black,” 
she advises our narrator. But when he becomes implicated in 
a sexual assault, the narrator’s freedom is threatened, and he 
confronts what it really means to be black in America. This is a 
funny novel with sharp insights into the constructed nature of 
racial identity. However, the plot is thin, the characters largely 
uninteresting, and the prose workmanlike. All that’s left are the 
novel’s ideas, which Terry repeats so often that they come to 
seem rather ham-fisted.

This is a funny novel whose insights are unfortunately 
too one-note to be illuminating.

THE SWEETEST FRUITS
Truong, Monique
Viking (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7352-2101-7  

The author of Bitter in the Mouth 
(2010) and The Book of Salt (2003) imag-
ines the extraordinary lives of three 
women who loved an extraordinary man.

Lafcadio Hearn is best remembered 
offering Anglophone readers some of 

their first glimpses of Japan after that country opened to West-
ern travelers. But his life began in 1850 on an island that would 
later become part of Greece, and he had a sojourn in the United 
States before he journeyed to Japan. Hearn is the central figure 
in Truong’s latest novel, but he is present as an absence. To the 
extent that this is the story of his life, it is that story as witnessed 
by his mother and his two wives. Rosa, his mother, is sharing her 
tale after her son has been taken in by his father’s Anglo Irish 
family. It is her hope that he will one day want to know about 
her. Alethea is his first wife. Formerly enslaved, she meets Hearn 
while cooking in a Cincinnati boardinghouse where he is staying. 
Truong creates distinct, engaging voices for these women. Rosa’s 
story is permeated with a sense of loss, but she also shares some 
rather tart wisdom with the young woman who is writing down 
her words. Alethea’s tone is matter-of-fact and occasionally con-
frontational. The racial barriers that made her marriage to Hearn 
a scandal also circumscribe the dynamic between her and the 
journalist asking for information about her husband. Setsu is the 
daughter of a samurai, Hearn’s second wife, and the mother of his 
children. Like Alethea, she is telling her story after Hearn’s death. 
Truong gives Setsu her own style, too, one that is spare, ellipti-
cal, and personal without being obviously intimate. This creates 
a distance between novel and reader that is widened by the fact 
that Setsu is speaking not to a scribe unfamiliar with her story but 
rather to her dead husband. In order to impart important details 
to the reader, Truong has to force Setsu to tell Hearn things he 
already knows. Some readers will be unperturbed. Others may 
find their willingness to suspend disbelief tested.

Bold, original, and uneven.

THE LINES 
Varallo, Anthony
Univ. of Iowa (230 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-60938-665-8  

Against the backdrop of the 1970s 
gasoline crisis, members of a mid-Atlan-
tic family identified only as the father, 
the mother, the boy, and the girl struggle 
with separation and its attendant fears in 
this debut novel.

“When things separate, they double,” the kids discover after 
their distant father moves into his own apartment and, soon 
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enough, begins sharing it with a waitress from a local restaurant. 
Suddenly, the boy and girl have two homes, two mother figures, 
and two beds. (The boy, exceptionally bright for a 7-year-old, 
thinks he dreams differently in the full-size than in the twin.) 
When their overwhelmed mother becomes involved with a 
drab man named Cliff, the boy and his nearly 10-year-old sister 
have Marcus, Cliff ’s spouting-off adolescent son, to contend 
with. Quietly unsettling details accrue: The sleepless girl hears 
repetitions of “how? how? how?” in her brother’s oscillating 
room fan; the boy hears car crashes outside his bedroom win-
dow a year after two teens in the area died in an accident; the 
children’s margarita-drinking Florida grandmother tosses off 
casually hurtful remarks. A master of narrative control, Varallo 
(Everyone Was There, 2017, etc.) creates the kind of page-turning 
suspense you don’t expect in a book like this. Potential dangers 
abound: the creepy guy on the bicycle the girl keeps spotting; 
the gas-powered mower the boy teaches himself to use, on his 
own; Marcus’ fondness for setting things on fire. The resilient 
children will emerge wiser and stronger from their ordeals. That 
likely won’t be the case with their misguided parents, who don’t 
know how to stop running on empty.

A darkly cutting investigation of dysfunction in which 
the kids, more often than not, are way sharper than the 
parents.

TO THE LIONS
Watt, Holly 
Dutton (400 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5247-4545-5  

The scoop of a lifetime sends an 
investigative reporter into the stark 
North African desert in Watt’s debut 
thriller.

London Post star journo Casey Bene-
dict goes where others won’t to get her 

story. When she overhears a conversation in a nightclub about 
a game hunt of a very different kind, she’s shocked. Lots of dig-
ging leads to a disturbing admission by an American business-
man and stories of strange injuries in North African refugee 
camps as well as a man’s apparent suicide after a fateful trip to 
Morocco. There’s no stamp in his passport for Morocco, but 
there is one for Libya, which Casey and her partner in crime, 
Miranda Darcey, suspect may be the site for the hunt, but 
they’ve got to get there to prove it. Well aware they may be 
walking into a death trap, Miranda and Casey set out for Libya 
with Ed Fitzwilliam, a former Marine suffering from PTSD 
who has history with Casey and has seen more than his share 
of horrors. Gaining the trust of the man in charge won’t be easy, 
but a bit of blackmail, some sleight of hand, and a whole lot of 
nerve is all in a day’s work for Casey Benedict. Readers will be 
on tenterhooks as Casey, Miranda, and Ed make their way to 
their destination in the company of stone-cold killers, where 
Casey will face an impossible choice. Watt thoroughly mines 
her journalism creds, bringing the hectic, often dangerous job 

of an investigative reporter to vivid life, throwing readers right 
into the middle of the manic inner workings of a bustling broad-
sheet before setting them loose in a lawless desert wasteland 
where human life is cheap. The crime at the heart of this tale is 
nothing short of horrific, and Watt’s narrative sparks and crack-
les with dread, leading brave readers on a harrowing exploration 
of unthinkable evil and what it means to bear witness.

A terrifying and unforgettable journey.

THE BODY OF THE BEASTS
Wilhelmy, Audrée 
Trans. by Ouriou, Susan
Arachnide/House of Anansi Press 
(200 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-4870-0610-5  

A family in a remote lighthouse comes 
under the spell of an unusual woman and 
her even more unusual daughter.

The Borya brothers are young when 
the five of them, and their impoverished parents, move from 
their shack near a fishing village to take over an isolated light-
house. Eventually, Osip, a middle brother, becomes the light-
house keeper; Sevastian-Benedikt, the oldest, hunts and traps 
to keep them alive. As time passes and a tragedy reduces their 
number, Sevastian takes up with Noé, a strange woman who 
lives in a small cabin apart from the rest of the family. Though 
Noé is Sevastian’s woman and bears him a number of children 
who run wild through the rugged landscape where they live, 
Osip is nevertheless obsessed with her, and the two begin sleep-
ing together. Noé rarely speaks, and she has little to do with 
the children she births. She knows the land and the animals 
intimately: She can skin whales, handle jellyfish. Noé and Sev-
astian’s daughter, Mie, has a similar talent, able to cast her mind 
into the bodies of other creatures (and sometimes inanimate 
objects) to fuse her consciousness with animals and explore the 
world. At 12, Mie now wants to understand humans better and 
turns her attention toward what seems most natural: sex. This 
is Wilhelmy’s third novel, though the first to be translated into 
English, and she is a meticulous recorder of the dramatic wil-
derness of what seems to be coastal Quebec. But her desire to 
show readers how, left to their own devices, humans will behave 
in the amoral ways that nature produces in the animal kingdom 
seems to betray a deep cynicism. And Wilhelmy’s detached look 
at incest and child sexuality may leave many readers cold.

Lovely writing wrapped around an often unpalatable 
core.

A terrifying and unforgettable journey.
to the lions
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THE HISTORY OF 
LIVING FOREVER 
Wolff, Jake
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-374-17066-0  

A gay teenager with a traumatic past 
takes up his dead lover’s quest for the 
elixir of life.

Conrad, the on-and-off narrator of 
Wolff ’s debut novel, lost his mother to 

a fire at age 10, and soon afterward his father descended into 
alcoholism, liver disease, and furious gloom. When the novel 
opens, he’s a high school senior living with his aunt, having an 
affair with his chemistry teacher, and working on a science proj-
ect about electroshock and memory in rats. When the teacher, 
Sammy Tampari, is found dead—from suicide? a drug overdose? 
an experiment gone wrong?—Conrad is pulled ever deeper into 
an alchemical plot he had not known he was part of, seeking a 
medical treatment that will save his father by vanquishing death 
itself. The novel straddles a few decades surrounding the pres-
ent, ducking back to Sammy’s youth as a depressed gay teenager 
himself and forward into Conrad’s future as a scientist wor-
ried about his husband’s brain-cancer diagnosis. The narration 
shifts around between first person and third, the point of view 
alternates between Conrad and Sammy, and the settings include 
Maine, New York City, Romania, and Easter Island as strong-
men, drug dealers, and pharmaceutical researchers join the hunt 
for a panacea that can cross the blood-brain barrier. More than 
just a briskly plotted thriller, the book is a meditation on love 
and loss. The characters’ obsession with the elixir brings home 
the parallels between eternal life and death: Both are a kind of 
certainty. The best part is the author’s figurative descriptions, 
which teeter between quips and revelations. Conrad describes 
his aunt’s concern for him: “I knew that…the way she treated 
me, was called ‘love,’ even though it made me feel small and dif-
ferent and as if I would never be loved by anyone the way I was 
meant to be (like someone who deserved love and didn’t simply 
need it, like a blood transfusion).” When his lover apologizes, “I 
had steeled myself to stay angry, but his voice was a snake-bite. 
Happiness filled me like venom.” Sammy contemplates his own 
mental state: “The real torture of mental illness is this lingering 
sensation that normalcy is a thought away, that if only you were 
strong enough, you could think your way out of it.”

This beautifully written, carefully plotted, intelligent 
debut is a melancholy pleasure.

NOTHING VENTURED 
Archer, Jeffrey
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-20076-1  

His Clifton Chronicles (This Was a 
Man, 2017, etc.) complete, the indefati-
gable Archer launches a new series that 
follows a well-born police officer from 
his first assignment to (spoiler alert) his 
appointment as commissioner of the 

Metropolitan Police some volumes down the road.
William Warwick may have been born with a silver spoon 

in his mouth, but he’s done everything he can to declare his 
independence from his father, Sir Julian Warwick QC. When 
William, fresh out of King’s College with a degree in art history, 
announces his intention to enroll in Hendon Police College, his 
father realizes that he’ll have to count on William’s older sister, 
Grace, to carry on the family’s tradition in Her Majesty’s courts. 
Instead, guileless William patrols the streets of Lambeth until 
a chance remark lands him on DCI Bruce Lamont’s Art and 
Antiques unit under the watchful eye of Cmdr. Jack Hawksby. 
No fewer than four cases await his attention: the forger who 
signs first editions with the names of their famous authors; a 
series of even more accomplished forgeries of old masters 
paintings; a well-organized series of thefts of artworks by a 
gang whose leader prefers selling them back to the companies 
who’ve insured them and often don’t even report the thefts to 
the police; and a mysterious series of purchases of century-old 
silver by one Kevin Carter. His investigations take William 
across the path, and then into the bed, of Beth Rainsford, a 
research assistant at the Fitzmolean gallery, still reeling seven 
years after a priceless Rembrandt was stolen from its collection, 
most likely by landowner and self-styled farmer Miles Faulkner. 
As if to prevent William from getting even a moment’s sleep 
in between rounds of detection and decorous coupling, Beth 
unwillingly drags William into a fifth case, a 2-year-old murder 
whose verdict she has every reason to doubt. One of these cases 
will bring William up against Grace, whose withering cross-
examination of him on the witness stand is a special highlight.

An expert juggling act that ends with not one but two 
intercut trials. More, please.
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THE TOWER OF SONGS 
Barrett, Casey
Kensington (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-0974-5  

Unlicensed and unlicensable inves-
tigator Duck Darley goes looking for 
a missing billionaire and finds endless 
troubles along the way.

Layla Soto is convinced that her 
father has been kidnapped, and you can 

see why: A video sent to Nicole Soto, her pill-head mother, 
shows her father, obviously drugged and sitting in a wheel-
chair, as he’s carted past one of his state-of-the-art apartment 
building’s security cameras by a pair of female ninjas. “Report 
to no one and there will be no problems,” the abductors warn 
Nicole, so naturally she tells her 17-year-old daughter, and natu-
rally Layla tells Duck, whom she knows she can trust because 
his ex is the mother of a schoolmate. Readers who can swallow 
this improbable setup will be invited to swallow more. Shortly 
after Layla hands Duck a bag containing $60,000 cash to cover 
his fee and expenses, Richard Gross, the Soto family’s secu-
rity chief, pulls a gun on Duck and threatens to blow him away. 
Not to be outdone, Duck talks Gross into going around the 
corner to join him in a cup of coffee and then runs out on him 
when he high-tails it to the men’s room. If he’d stuck around, 
he would have seen big, strong Gross dying of poison. As it is, 
Duck makes it as far as a meeting with Cassandra Kimball, the 
dominatrix he partnered with informally in his last case (Against 
Nature, 2018), to discuss a more formal business relationship 
when he’s felled by a dose of the same nasty stuff but manages 
to pull through. Awakening in a hospital bed, he finds a pair of 
government agents standing over him, warning him to keep far 
away from a case no one’s supposed to know he’s taken, for the 
sake of national security.

Less a mystery than an adventure that manages to be 
both replete with incident and somehow uneventful.

DEATH IN THE COVENANT
Bartley, D.A.
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-64385-119-8  

A late-night phone call forces a Utah 
detective into conflict with the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Abish Taylor, the daughter of a deeply 
religious LDS family, has lost her faith. 
As the only police detective in Pleasant 

View (Blessed Be the Wicked, 2018), she’s called to the scene of a 
car accident that turns out to be murder. The only witness is 
Bryce Strong, a pot-smoking climber whose description of a 
white car on the wrong side of the road and the big, casually 
dressed man who calls to him that all is well rings true. Abbie 

is dismayed to learn that the dead man is President Heber 
Bentsen, a longtime family friend high in the church hierarchy, 
whose surviving members spring into action to shut down the 
investigation. Abbie’s father, a professor at Brigham Young, had 
recently talked to Bentsen about Brittany Thompson, a student 
headed for doctoral studies at Yale who had suddenly dropped 
out. It turns out that she was not the only woman who’d quit 
school, a fact that Bentsen found deeply disturbing but refused 
to discuss. Abbie tracks the missing students to an LDS com-
pound in Mexico and discovers they’re part of a secret plot to 
restore polygamy. Brittany has taken her two children and fled 
back to Utah, with Abbie in pursuit. Finding her own home 
under surveillance, Abbie goes to Flynn, a family friend and 
maybe much more, to shelter her and, later, the heavily preg-
nant Brittany, who wants to live with the father of her children. 
All possible pressure is applied to stop Abbie’s investigation, 
including killing off witnesses. Her lifelong relationship with 
the church elders helps her understand their twisted motives, 
but she still has to run for her life.

A plausible exploration of obsession, immorality, and 
illegality willfully ignored.

WHEN HELL STRUCK TWELVE 
Benn, James R.
Soho Crime (360 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61695-963-0  

A World War II supersleuth slips into 
Paris to find a murderous French traitor.

August, 1944. Though Gen. Pat-
ton’s troops are driving the Nazis out of 
France, Germany is responding with des-
perate violence. In the thick of combat 

in northern France, Capt. Billy Boyle (Solemn Graves, 2018, etc.) 
wants to get back to Paris, still occupied by the Nazis. News of 
the recent Warsaw Ghetto Uprising has his sidekick, Lt. Piotr 

“Kaz” Kazimierz, worried sick about his family back in Poland. 
The pair learn of a Resistance leader known only by the code 
name “Atlantik” who’s been betraying his French comrades to 
the Germans. Deducing his identity and finding him falls to 
Boyle, who narrates in a forceful first-person. The murder of 
Lt. Sean McKuras, an American who worked closely with the 
Resistance, gives the search even more urgency and pathos for 
the American duo. After the area surrounding the murder scene 
is secured, suspicion falls on Lucien Fassier, known as the Fal-
con, who’s disappeared. Scenes of battle alternate with episodes 
in the hunt and cameo appearances by real wartime personages 
like Ernest Hemingway and Gen. Eisenhower, whom Boyle 
calls Uncle Ike because of his years of working in the general’s 
office. At length the trail takes them to Paris, where their pur-
suit hits a pothole with the murder of Fassier. If he’s not the 
traitor, then who is?

As usual, Benn packs this installment with historical 
detail and writes with authority and punch.

A World War II supersleuth slips into
Paris to find a murderous French traitor.

when hell struck twelve
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PRIMARY TARGET 
Billheimer, John
The Mystery Company/Crum 
Creek (344 pp.) 
$28.00  |  $18.00 paper  |  Sep. 2, 2019
978-1-932325-59-1
978-1-932325-57-7 paper  

Accident analyst Owen Allison (Stone-
wall Jackson’s Elbow, 2006, etc.) tangles 
with an old foe while trying to ensure 
election integrity.

Sheriff Thad Reader recognizes West Virginia’s checkered 
history of election fraud. But as the presidential primary draws 
near, he swears that no votes will be bought or sold in his county, 
even deputizing his friend Owen Allison to keep watch over 
the absentee ballots, which are especially vulnerable to fraud. 
Allison isn’t exactly a neutral party, since the race pits Missouri 
Gov. Sam Halstead against California Sen. Jason Davison, son 
of the man who caused Tranalytics, Owen’s consulting busi-
ness, to go belly up 10 years ago. The closer the election gets, 
the more partisan Owen becomes, especially when he hears of 
the suicide of Dan Thornton, one of his old Tranalytics partners. 
Dan’s death seems fishy to Owen, the disappearance of Dan’s 
files seems fishier still, and soon he knows he’s running with a 
pack of sharks who will stop at nothing to get their man onto 
the national ballot. Even Owen’s mother, Ruth, gets into the 
swim, taking a group of local seniors to the polling place only to 
find that their votes have already been tallied. Billheimer blends 
fast-paced action with vivid local color as his hero fights to keep 
the Davisons from taking not only his livelihood, but his life.

Payback’s a bitch. Billheimer makes sure it’s entertain-
ing, too.

BURIED IN THE STACKS
Brook, Allison
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-64385-138-9  

At a ghost’s direction, a librarian 
solves a colleague’s murder.

No one much likes Dorothy Hawkins, 
reference librarian at the Clover Ridge 
public library. She’s snappy with patrons 
and malicious toward co-workers, even 

kind and gentle Carrie Singleton (Read and Gone, 2018, etc.), 
director of programs and events. But when Dorothy slips on 
the ice, it’s Carrie (recently elevated to the post of Sunshine 
Delegate for the library) who visits her in the hospital, where 
Dorothy confides that she thinks her husband is trying to kill 
her. So naturally, when Dorothy does die in a car crash, it’s Car-
rie who investigates, to the dismay of both the local police chief 
and her boyfriend, Dylan , who’s on assignment in Atlanta and 
can’t actually look after Carrie. What seals the deal for Carrie 
is the insistence of Evelyn Havers, the library’s resident ghost, 

that Dorothy’s death really was murder and that the same per-
son who killed Dorothy may have killed Evelyn years ago. Once 
she’s on the case, Carrie risks it all, even the life of Smoky Joe, 
her pet cat who serves as the library’s mascot, to solve the mur-
der of a woman everyone insists is better off dead. Brook hits all 
the marks: cat, ghost, damsel in distress, and boyfriend edging 
ever closer to matrimony but still enticingly out of reach.

A cavalcade of coziness.

AND THEN THEY 
WERE DOOMED
Buzzelli, Elizabeth Kane
Crooked Lane (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-64385-000-9  

A macabre celebration gives a suc-
cessful author time to deal with her fam-
ily’s mysterious past.

Growing up in Detroit, Zoe Zola, a 
little person, endured a lifetime’s worth 

of ridicule, but when her mother died, she moved to Bear Falls 
in Michigan’s Lower Peninsula, where she’s made friends and 
gained a reputation as a sleuth whose cases (In Want of a Knife, 
2018, etc.) all involve the works of famous authors. For many 
years, her mother, Evelyn, received black-edged envelopes in 
the mail, one of which may have precipitated her death. Evelyn’s 
family, the Jokelas, rejected both her and Zoe, who was born out 
of wedlock. Now Zoe’s received an envelope of her own from 
the Northern Michigan Agatha Christie Society, inviting her to 
a seminar at a lodge in the Upper Peninsula. Luckily, her friend 
Jenny is willing to take her along while she visits her sister, Lisa, 
who’s filming a documentary on a group of Finnish women liv-
ing in the area. Zoe’s invitation is signed by Emily Brent, a char-
acter in And Then There Were None, and despite a suspicion that 
the whole event has been arranged just for her, Zoe agrees to 
go. After a long ride over partially flooded roads, they arrive at 
Netherworld Lodge, where Jenny leaves Zoe to her fate. The 
lodge has seen better days, but the food is excellent. Not so the 
other participants—college professors, editors, graduate stu-
dents—all of whom seem a bit odd. Each of them is presenting 
his or her take on Agatha Christie and her works in a webinar, 
and each one is aware Christie is the subject of Zoe’s planned 
book. As some of them begin to disappear overnight, just as in 
Christie’s famous novel, Zoe becomes both fearful and deter-
mined to unravel the puzzle in a bid to understand why her fam-
ily’s shunned her.

A dark, creepy, character-driven thriller with a partic-
ularly devious plot.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   4 3

FATAL CAJUN FESTIVAL
Byron, Ellen
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-64385-129-7  

A Cajun music festival provides an 
invitation to both laissez les bon temps 
rouler and murder.

Maggie Crozat, of the Crozat Plan-
tation B&B, has had her hands full ever 
since her grand-mere came up with the 

idea of Cajun Country Live!, a music festival featuring Tammy 
Barker, a hometown girl who made it big. Maggie’s wedding to 
police detective Bo Durand (Mardi Gras Murder, 2018, etc.) is 
shifted to the back burner as she helps her parents, who are 
housing part of Tammy’s entourage, each of whom has distinct 
and quirky food demands, and making pralines to sell at Cro-
zat’s festival booth. Though Maggie’s friend Gaynell Bourgeois 
is even more talented than Tammy, she hasn’t had her big break 
yet. So Maggie is furious when Tammy steals a song Gaynell 
wrote and disses her at every opportunity, even after setting up 
a meeting for Gaynell with her manager, the famous Pony Pick-
ner. When Maggie meets the group Pickner has hired to back 
up Tammy, she realizes they’ve all taken the job short-term and 
for cut-rate prices because they’re all dealing with more or less 
acute problems. Pickner’s attempt to fix Tammy’s mic after a set 
including the stolen song sends sparks flying and Pickner to the 
morgue. Even the police realize this was no accident. Tammy 
accuses Gaynell, whose meeting with Pickner didn’t go well, of 
killing him. Maggie and Bo, certain of Gaynell’s innocence, even 
pretend to break up so that Maggie can hang around and flirt 
with the band members, all of whom are staying at nearby Bella 
Vista. When someone attacks Bokie, the band’s nicest member, 
backup singer Valeria Aguilar gives Maggie a copy of the book 
she’s writing that dishes the dirt on famous musicians, leaving 
Maggie to wonder if something in the book inspired murder.

Down-home Cajun charm, a climactic surprise, and 
praline recipes: How sweet it is.

THE OTHER END OF THE LINE 
Camilleri, Andrea
Trans. by Sartarelli, Stephen
Penguin (304 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-14-313377-3  

Who could have murdered the lovely 
tailor without an enemy in the world?

Livia, the pampered longtime love 
of rumpled Sicilian Inspector Montal-
bano (The Overnight Kidnapper, 2019, 

etc.), insists that he trade his closetful of “corpse” suits for a 
new one more appropriate for the marriage renewal ceremony 
they’ve been invited to attend. All of Montalbano’s predictable 
objections are quelled when he meets the lovely blonde tailor 

Elena, who utterly charms him. Meanwhile, a boatload of immi-
grants, some injured, and an unidentified floating body occupy 
Montalbano and his laid-back squad room. Could the two cases 
be related? When Leena, one of the migrants, reports having 
been raped on the journey, Montalbano does his best to inter-
rogate the perp, who doesn’t speak Italian but communicates 
through a translator. Protesting his innocence, he claims that 
he witnessed the crime and was threatened by the rapists. The 
deplorable problems of the migrants overwhelm Montalbano, 
and the unexpected news of Elena’s murder sends him over the 
edge. The seamstress was stabbed multiple times with a pair of 
scissors. Montalbano also finds a piece of fabric stretched taut 
and covered in blood, but he doesn’t find her cellphone. The 
first suspect he questions is her boyfriend, the publisher Trupia, 
who reveals that Elena recently rejected his proposal of mar-
riage. Her confession that she’d been unhappily married before 
surprised Trupia and puts Montalbano on the winding path to 
the mystery’s solution.

Fans should especially enjoy the expanded role of the 
detective’s lover in his droll, clever 24th outing.

THE LONG CALL 
Cleeves, Ann
Minotaur (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-20444-8  

A clever police officer in Devon, Eng-
land, confronts anger and sorrow from 
his early life.

DI Matthew Venn was brought up by 
parents who were members of the Barum 
Brethren, a small religious sect. When he 

renounced his religion, he was shunned by his parents and the 
sect members, became a police officer, and married the love of 
his life, Jonathan Church, a sunny optimist who manages the 
Woodyard Centre, a restored factory that’s home to a covey of 
counseling services, artists, and charitable organizations. Venn 
is called from his father’s funeral by PC Ross May to investigate 
a corpse on the beach near Venn’s home. It’s been stripped of all 
ID but an envelope bearing an address in a nearby town. DS Jen 
Rafferty and May find a house owned by Caroline, daughter of 
Woodyard trustee Christopher Preece, who shares it with Gaby 
Henry and a short-time lodger whom Gaby identifies as Simon 
Walden, the body on the beach. Caroline, who works for her 
father’s mental health charity, felt sorry for Walden, who was 
living with crushing guilt from a drunken driving accident that 
killed a young girl, and offered him a place to stay. To Venn’s dis-
may, many of the suspects are involved with the Woodyard Cen-
tre. Caroline, Gaby, and Walden all worked there, Caroline’s 
father’s charity is housed there, and her boyfriend, Edward, is a 
curate who sometimes helps out. Whenever Walden rode on a 
bus, he always sat next to Lucy Braddick, a woman with Down 
syndrome who attended classes at the Centre. Walden had 
plenty of money, even if they can’t find it, so why was he scrimp-
ing on lodgings and transportation? A call from Venn’s mother 

Who could have murdered the lovely
tailor without an enemy in the world?

the other end of the line
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returns him to the orbit of the Brethren after another member’s 
daughter with Down syndrome vanishes from the home of sect 
leader Dennis Salter. The search continues even as Venn pon-
ders recusing himself from a case that hits so close to home.

Fans missing detective Jimmy Perez (Wild Fire, 2018, 
etc.) will find a worthy successor in the equally complex 
Venn, who presides over an excellent mystery in this series 
kickoff.

ROBERT B. PARKER’S THE 
BITTEREST PILL 
Coleman, Reed Farrel
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-399-57497-9  

The new generation of drugs comes 
to Paradise.

Until the day Heather Mackey took 
a lethal overdose of what turns out to be 
Fentanyl-enhanced heroin, everybody 

would have sworn the 17-year-old cheerleader was a logical 
candidate for Miss Massachusetts. Now her father, Paradise 
Selectman Steve Mackey, is uncharacteristically distraught; her 
mother, Patti Mackey, is beside herself; and even Chris Grimm, 
the fellow Paradise High student who sold her the fatal dose, is 
inconsolable. Not that anybody’s looking to console him. Soon 
after Police Chief Jesse Stone (Robert B. Parker’s Colorblind, 2018, 
etc.) notices the kid moping outside Heather’s viewing, Chris 
is whisked away by his supplier, Arakel Sarkassian, who ends up 
executing him to save him from more of the torture adminis-
tered by Arakel’s sadistic underlings, who start their work con-
vinced Chris has important information to share and end up not 
caring one way or the other. Jesse, who’s drifted into a casual but 
sweet affair with the local painter Maryglenn McCombs, fol-
lows his generally infallible instincts, which lead him to Heath-
er’s friends and the staff of Paradise High, from new principal 
Virginia Wester on down. Not surprisingly, though, the scourge 
of opioids reaches far outside the schoolyard, and most of the 
victims of the bloodbath that ensues haven’t set foot in a class-
room for quite a while. The most notable exception is a teacher 
who recruits new dealers from among the student body by 
seducing them—a teacher whose identity is the only big secret 
left for the climactic reveal, a disappointingly weightless one.

Another highly professional canter around a familiar 
track that’s less mysterious than just plain sad.

DEATH COMES TO DARTMOOR
Conroy, Vivian 
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-64385-009-2  

Plucky Victorian zoologist Miss 
Merula Merriweather thinks a trip to 
Dartmoor with Lord Raven Royston 
will be the relaxation she needs but 
finds instead danger, murder, and—sea 
monsters?

Merula’s love for butterflies had earlier involved her and 
her uncle in all sorts of trouble (The Butterfly Conspiracy, 2018). 
So when Royston invites her to go with him to meet his friend 
Charles Oaks and view his collection of global animal specimens, 
she, along with her maid, Lamb, and Royston’s valet, Bowsprit, 
head for Dartmoor. But there they meet strange and hostile vil-
lagers and a distraught, unwell Oaks. It seems his maid, Tillie, is 
missing—and a young girl has been found murdered, strangled 
not by human hands but by something that left puckered marks 
on her neck. The villagers are sure it was the work of a sea mon-
ster, a kraken. More and more complications arise, forcing Mer-
ula and Royston to again work as a team to solve the mysteries. 
The author keeps a light hand on the often silly plot, although 
she does include a few nice touches: Upon hearing about local 
Dartmoor legends, Raven remarks, “Something to put into a 
detective story, then. Strange killings, a murderous hound on 
the loose. I think that if someone with a talent for words put his 
hand to it, it could become quite a good tale.”

Sherlock Holmes might have approved of the heroine’s 
love of facts, but one doubts he would consider this tale 
more than the slightest diversion.

LAST PEN STANDING 
Conroy, Vivian 
Poisoned Pen (288 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4926-8403-9  

Adultery! Blackmail! Murder! Paper 
crafting!

Delta Douglas’ dream comes true 
when her grandmother makes her a pre-
inheritance gift that allows her to quit 
her job, move to Tundish, Montana, and 
go into business with her longtime friend 

Hazel Bray. Hazel’s stationery shop, Wanted, is located in an old 
sheriff ’s office, complete with hitching post, and aims to keep 
up the traditions of a former gold-mining town. Delta joins 
Hazel in the Glitter Galore workshop at the Lodge, a high-end 
inn that’s been in the Taylor family for generations. Although 
Hazel, Delta, and their Paper Posse are supposed to keep out 
of sight of the elegantly attired guests at the annual gold-miner 
party, Delta strays far enough from the workshop to overhear 
a heated conversation between tipsy Vera White and her more 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   4 5

sedate sister-in-law, two guests. When Vera’s found dead in the 
Lodge’s bar, both Hazel and her brother, Finn, are in trouble: 
Finn because he’s allegedly had an affair with Vera, and Hazel 
because she tries to cover for him. Finn, who works for the Tay-
lors, is engaged to their younger daughter, though their elder, 
who manages the Lodge, disapproves. Their brother is a failed 
football star who’s come back to the family business. With the 
help of the Paper Posse, Delta uses paper products to create 
charts of possible suspects and motives and to try to figure out 
what Vera was doing in the bar, what she was hiding in a safe-
deposit box, what bearing the tangled Taylor family dynamics 
have on Vera’s murder, and who has the goods on whom. An old-
fashioned anonymous letter warning Delta off the case—and 
the help and support of a wildlife photographer/ex-cop and his 
retired K-9 partner—make her even more determined to clear 
Finn’s name and save Wanted in this series launch from Conroy 
(The Butterfly Conspiracy, 2018, etc.).

An undemanding cozy with a colorful setting, pleasant 
characters, a promise of romance, and some forgivable plot 
contrivances.

CRYPT SUZETTE 
Corrigan, Maya
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-2242-3  

Halloween offers a caterer a plethora 
of jobs along with the obligatory murder.

Val Deniston has adjusted to her move 
from a high-powered New York City job 
to her position as a cook/caterer while 
she lives with her grandfather Don Myer 
on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. Grandad 

is a hoot to live with, and his jobs as a food reviewer and part-
time detective provide endless possibilities for fun and murder 
(S’more Murders, 2018, etc.). When his friend Dorothy Muir plans 
to open a bookstore, she asks Val to cater a party for a grand 
opening and costume contest. Although Bram, Dorothy’s techie 
son, isn’t nearly as stoked, the party goes well, especially for the 
contestants for the costume prize, most of them members of the 
Fictionistas, a creative writing group started by Grandad’s lodger, 
Suzette Cripps. Suzette takes the prize with her clever Moan-
ing Myrtle costume. As a poor college student, she’s thrilled to 
receive a gift certificate for books. But the next morning Suzette 
is found dead, the victim of a hit-and-run. Although the police 
think it’s an accident, Val has her doubts. Suzette had quit a good 
job to work at a hotel, and she was secretive about her past. Both 
Val and Grandad go into detective mode, investigating both 
Suzette’s past and her present job, which seems somehow ques-
tionable. Suzette’s squabbling fellow Fictionistas are all suspects 
for various reasons. With some help from Bram, who turns out to 
be a lot nicer and better-looking than Val first thought, she win-
nows down the suspects in time for the denouement.

The heroine’s charms are just charming enough to keep 
this run-of-the-mill mystery interesting.

FAKE
DeDakis, John
Strategic (350 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-939521-76-7  

A reporter’s life is trashed when she 
becomes a victim of fake news.

Now that former President Don-
ald Trump has unleashed accusations 
of “fake news” to attack the credibility 
of news outlets whose stories have dis-

pleased him and many people have fallen for the actually fake 
news planted on the internet, reporters everywhere are under 
siege. White House correspondent Lark Chadwick, who’s 
developed a warm relationship with first lady Rose Gannon 
while interviewing her for a book, is keeping Rose’s pancreatic 
cancer secret. When Rose collapses and dies while Lark is inter-
viewing her at the White House, Lark adds her death to the 
catalog of tragedies in her own life, which includes the death 
of her boyfriend, Doug Mitchell, only weeks before (Bullet in 
the Chamber, 2016). After a tough TV interview, Lark receives 
an invitation to brunch with Francine Noyce from INN news. 
But she’s also attacked by Media Bash, a website willing to print 
anything, no matter how scurrilous. Noyce flies Lark to brunch 
in Montreal on INN’s private plane and makes her a job offer 
with strings attached. When Lark asks for more time to decide, 
Noyce sexually assaults her. Lark slaps her hard and is wise 
enough to have the plane’s steward confirm her story, which 
she emails to her boss and several friends. Suddenly a story that 
the first lady was murdered breaks on Media Bash, and Lark, 
who’s only just discovered she is pregnant with Mitchell’s child, 
is accused of having an affair with President Will Gannon, who 
allegedly murdered his wife to cover it up. Facing suspension, 
she quits her job. As Lark receives advice about her alternatives 
from her mentor, Lionel Stone, who’s just moved to D.C., Gan-
non deals with nuclear threats from an unstable Russian leader. 
An amusing story Rose once told Lark holds the key to over-
coming the tsunami of lies.

A gripping, topical tale about the difficulties of discern-
ing the truth in the new world of fake news.

REMEMBERING THE DEAD
Duncan, Elizabeth J.
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-64385-113-6  

Panic ensues when a national trea-
sure is stolen.

Canadian-born Penny Brannigan is 
long resident in Wales, where she runs 
a spa with her business partner, Victoria, 
paints, and solves mysteries (The Marma-

lade Murders, 2018, etc.). The latest concerns a special carved 
chair awarded posthumously in 1917 to the poet Hedd Wyn. 

Halloween offers a caterer a plethora of 
jobs along with the obligatory murder.

crypt suzette
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Known as the black chair, it has been restored and is returning 
to the poet’s family farmhouse, soon to be a national historic 
site. Local squire Emyr Gruffydd asks Penny to help plan a for-
mal dinner for Remembrance Day, when the black chair will 
be on display. All goes well on the big day until Penny’s young 
friend Lane Hardwick falls with a tray of dishes and glassware 
and a waiter goes missing. When the guests arrive in the library 
to admire the black chair, it’s vanished and been replaced with 
a substitute. While she awaits the police, Penny searches for 
Lane, who hasn’t been seen in quite a while, and finds the miss-
ing waiter, Rhodri Phillips, near death after a spell outdoors in 
the cold rain; he dies before the ambulance can arrive. Once 
the autopsy shows Rhodri was smashed in the head by a rough 
object, the pressure intensifies to find the chair and the killer. 
Penny’s friend Inspector Bethan Morgan agrees that the theft 
must be an inside job. The thieves needed to know a great deal 
about the house and the party plans, and with the possible 
exception of Emyr’s new girlfriend, Penny can’t imagine any of 
the guests being involved. When Penny finally finds Lane, who’s 
been in hiding, he’s too afraid to tell her much except that he’s 
been threatened. A former thief who’s a friend of Penny’s sug-
gests that an item like the chair must have been stolen for a pri-
vate collector—a proposition that puts her on a tortuous road 
to the truth.

A soupçon of history and a whiff of lost romance com-
bine for an unpredictable mystery.

BODY BROKER
Ford, Daniel M. 
Santa Fe Writers Project (260 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-939650-99-3  

A private eye’s search for a missing 
high schooler leads him into a foreign 
world of wealth and the secrecy it affords.

Hardscrabble Jack Dixon is some-
thing of a type: a tough loner living on 
his Maryland houseboat, Belle of Joppa, 

and using his know-how and experience as a cop as the basis 
for his work as an investigator for the Dent-Clark firm. When 
he’s hired to find Susan Kennelly’s kid, Gabriel, Jack is forced 
to take a long, hard look into the world of what money can buy. 
Gabriel’s dad is the boss of ADI Holdings, a big-time com-
pany in Wilmington, Delaware, where his position evidently 
makes him too busy to return either Susan’s or Jack’s calls about 
Gabriel. A trip to ADI does not go well for Jack. Or maybe it 
goes better than it could have when Jack’s forcibly ejected by 
some of ADIs more, um, informal associates, who make it clear 
the boss is not to be disturbed. Good thing Jack’s a tough nut 
to crack. His welcome at Gabriel’s boarding school, Farrington 
Academy, is barely warmer, but at least the faculty merely stone-
wall without physical threats. Well, at first. Stuck with few 
leads and numerous threats to his well-being, Jack trusts his gut, 
which leads him to the rabbit holes of a complicated drug ring 
and a secret society that spell potential danger in all directions. 

Given these two leads, Jack tries to break the case while not 
breaking himself.

Ford’s mystery debut has heart but reads like an early 
draft, alternating between attention to detail and broad 
strokes on some big plot points.

DEAD AT FIRST SIGHT 
James, Peter
Macmillan (400 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5098-1639-2  

Detective Superintendent Roy Grace’s 
15th outing focuses on the dark side of 
internet dating, which is darker than you 
can imagine.

Dieter Haas, Munich divorcée Lena 
Welch’s online beau; Richie Griffiths, 

widowed Lynda Merrill’s digital suitor; Norbert Petersen, Suzy 
Driver’s dishy crush; and Evelyne Desota, retired NYPD detec-
tive Matthew Sorokin’s would-be mate, all have two things in 
common. They’ve extracted thousands from the lovers who’ve 
never met them, and they don’t exist. The scam romances have 
been expertly coordinated by Jules de Copeland, ne Tunde 
Oganjimi, and his cousin Kofi Okonjo, aka Dunstan Ogwang, 
a pair of Ghanaians convinced that their actions are morally 
justified by the West’s centuries of imperialism and alarmingly 
willing to cover their tracks by whatever violent means neces-
sary. Even though most of their victims are left too shocked, too 
ashamed, or too dead to say anything, Grace and the Surrey and 
Sussex Major Crime Team soon get on the scamsters’ trails. So 
do Jack Roberts, owner/operator of Global Investigations; Mat-
thew Sorokin, who doesn’t take his humiliating swindle lying 
down; and Tooth, a hired killer who’s already racked up a history 
with the Major Crime Team. As Jules de Copeland closes in on 
Lynda Merrill and the 450,000 pounds she’s promised Richie 
Griffiths, Roberts, Sorokin, and Tooth, working very much at 
odds with each other, all compete with the police for the prize 
of grabbing and neutralizing him without endangering his woe-
fully credulous target. It’s no wonder that the fade-out finds 
Grace (Dead If You Don’t, 2018, etc.) contemplating pastures new 
that promise big changes in the next installment.

A full-throated exposé with perhaps too many enforc-
ers and avengers for comfort.
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MOLTEN MUD MURDER 
Johnson, Sara E. 
Poisoned Pen (300 pp.) 
$26.95  |  $15.95 paper  |   $23.95 lg. prt.
Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4642-1121-8
978-1-4642-1123-2 paper
978-1-4642-1122-5 lg. prt.  

Cultures collide as a headstrong 
forensic odontologist from North Caro-
lina investigates dental remains hidden 

on Maori land in New Zealand.
Even though she’s only visiting the little town of Rotorua 

to pay her respects at the funeral of a friend, Alexa Glock (“like 
the gun”) can’t help but stop by the Waiariki Thermal Land of 
Enchantment to check out the body she hears was found in the 
mud there. Venturing behind the police line doesn’t endear her 
to the small-town investigators on the scene, but Alexa knows 
she brings something special to the case. Her field is forensic 
odontology, and her expertise in teeth may enable her to iden-
tify the remains—at least, that’s the case she makes to the ini-
tially standoffish DI Bruce Horne. Reluctant to hire a stranger 
who’s essentially assigned herself to the case, Bruce agrees to 
let Alexa join the investigation already underway in his small 
department because he has no other good options. But Alexa 
isn’t satisfied with taking orders. Not only does she constantly 
direct suspicion and critique toward her new colleagues; she 
does whatever she feels might help, whether or not she runs it 
by the brass first. In a town like Rotorua, whose largely Maori 
population shares a culture a tad different from hers, Alexa’s 
headstrong tactics are more successful in endangering the team 
than in getting answers. When lab tech Jenny, the team member 
most sympathetic to Alexa’s strategies, is attacked in the police 
station, Alexa feels even more justified in poking around among 
the Maori people and their artifacts, to the consternation of 
Bruce, who’d evidently hoped he could develop at least a friend-
ship with Alexa, and maybe more.

Johnson’s debut heroine is as hard as the bones she 
investigates to get a sense of. Her unsatisfying backstory, 
coupled with a potential romance that fades in and out, 
makes her hard to root for.

THE COLD WAY HOME
Keller, Julia
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-250-19122-9  

Three detectives whose lives have 
been badly damaged hunt for the truth 
about family murders generations apart.

Bell Elkins has seen the law from 
both sides (Bone On Bone, 2018, etc.). She’s 
served as a West Virginia prosecuter and 

served a prison term for killing her abusive father when she was 

a child, a crime she is unable to remember. While she’s waiting 
to reapply for her law license, Bell has joined two old friends—
retired sheriff Nick Fogelsong, whose wife has filed for divorce, 
and Jake Oakes, a wheelchair-bound former cop shot in the line 
of duty—to form a detective agency that often helps the present 
district attorney, who’s chronically short of money in a county 
whose citizens are frequently drug-addicted and desperately 
poor. Their latest case is to find Maggie Folsom’s missing daugh-
ter, Dixie Sue. While looking for her, Bell goes to Briney Hollow, 
a place that awakens unwelcome childhood memories. Deep in 
the woods are the ruins of Wellwood, a state mental institution 
that burned down. The body Bell finds there is not that of Dixie 
Sue but Darla Gilley’s, whose dying brother, Joe, was Nick’s best 
friend in high school. Darla had parted ways with her alcoholic 
husband and was living in the attic of her family home, upstairs 
from Joe and his wife, Brenda. The estranged husband has an 
alibi, but he admits that Darla had recently found a book in 
the attic that had badly upset her. Bell’s research and the fam-
ily diary Darla mailed Nick before her death reveal horrifying 
information about the myriad lobotomies performed at Well-
wood and the unsolved murder of the ancestor who wrote the 
diary. Bell is cheered by a new puppy, Nick is immersed in an 
affair, and Jake attempts to deal with his girlfriend’s desire to 
have a baby of her own. But all are determined to put aside their 
own misfortunes to find Darla’s killer.

A gritty tale of despair, family pride, hope, and second 
chances.

A NIGHT’S TAIL 
Kelly, Sofie
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-440-00113-3  

Determined to clear a friend in a 
businessman’s murder, a Minnesota 
librarian gets invaluable help from her 
two magical cats, who are there for her 
as long as the sardines don’t run out.

Kathleen Paulson is psyched when 
her brother, Ethan, and his band, the Flaming Gerbils, come 
to stay with her in Mayville Heights, her adopted hometown. 
Ethan’s excited not only to spend some quality time with his 
sister, but also to get to know her closest friend, Maggie, who 
seems as if she could be more than a friend to him. Good vibes 
abound until Ethan’s newest band mate, temporary lead gui-
tarist Derek Hanson, gets into a tussle with a man at a bar the 
whole crew is visiting. Though Kathleen doesn’t condone vio-
lence, the man in question, businessman Lewis Wallace, seems 
to have had it coming to him after kicking a veteran’s service 
dog. Kathleen doesn’t know much about Wallace, and what she 
hears isn’t good, but rumors that follow the skirmish suggest 
he’s come to town to turn over a new leaf. After the incident 
with Derek, Kathleen, a born animal lover, doesn’t find Wallace 
sympathetic until she stumbles on his dead body. Kathleen’s 
boyfriend, town detective Marcus Gordon, is fairly certain that 

A gritty tale of despair, family pride, hope, and second chances.
the cold way home
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Wallace has been murdered, but it’s hard to know who had a 
motive besides Derek. In an effort to clear the guitarist, Kath-
leen tries to figure out who else had reason to do Wallace harm. 
Variously supported by her two magical cats, Owen and Hercu-
les (The Cats Came Back, 2018, etc.), Kathleen uses her research 
skills and social networks to suss out the truth.

Kelly’s cats are magical, but not magical enough to dis-
tinguish them from a clowder of kitty cozies.

WORD TO THE WISE 
McKinlay, Jenn
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-593-10003-5  

A librarian and her friends must solve 
a murder to ensure that she’ll live long 
enough to get married.

Lindsey Norris and her fiance, Capt. 
Mike Sullivan, are planning a small wed-
ding on one of the Thumb Islands near 

the town of Briar Creek, Connecticut, where Lindsey is the 
library director and Sully runs a charter boat business (Hitting 
the Books, 2018, etc.). All Lindsey’s plans are jeopardized by an 
innocuous middle-aged man who turns up at the library seeking 
information on roses. New to the area, Aaron Grady fears that 
his rose garden won’t survive the drought that’s searing the area. 
In response to Lindsey’s assistance, Grady sends her a thank-you 
note. Then he turns up with a bunch of roses, waiting two hours 
and quizzing the staff, who all agree that he seems unnaturally 
fixated on her. When Grady turns up at her house with more 
roses, she firmly tells him their relationship is limited to that of 
a librarian and a library patron. Apparently shocked, he leaves 
her, her friend Beth, and Beth’s husband, Aidan, whom she 
called before opening the door, to explain to an annoyed Sully 
what’s been going on. Grady continues to stalk Lindsey, even 
watching her try on wedding dresses. Sully and Robbie Vine, an 
actor who knows a thing or two about stalkers, teach the library 
staff some self-defense moves, and Robbie’s girlfriend, police 
chief Emma Plewicki, adds a few tips, but nobody can stop 
Grady from making Lindsey’s life hell. The stalking ends only 
when Grady turns up dead outside the library, leaving Lindsey 
and Sully prime suspects. Grady’s wife, Sylvia, accuses Lindsey 
of trying to steal her husband and Sully of murdering him. It will 
take all the research skills of Lindsey and her staff to uncover 
the real motive for the murder.

A fast-paced mystery that provides a chilling look at 
how difficult it is to get rid of a stalker.

LACANDON DREAMS
Medhat, Katayoun
Leapfrog (314 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-948585-04-0  

San Matteo County cop Franz Kafka, 
known as “K,” investigates a missing girl, 
unprepared for what he might find or 
how.

It’s no hardship for K (The Quality 
of Mercy, 2017) to visit the XOX Energy 

Corporation’s headquarters in hopes of rattling Lucky Easton. 
After all, what kind of cop would K be if he weren’t also a 
defender of nature, including fighting the guys who run the oil 
company that’s destroying Quorum Valley’s ecosystem? And 
Easton has been violating the terms of a DWI that K got him 
for, notably earning the label “motherfracker” in the process. 
K thinks nothing of the woman who’s in Easton’s office at the 
time until she shows up to report that her 15-year-old sister is 
missing. Luisa is two hours and twenty minutes late getting 
home from school, so K isn’t too worried, but Maribel stresses 
that Luisa is a good girl who has no reason to disappear. After 
looking into it just a bit, K learns that however good Luisa 
is, she seems to have some sort of dark streak, evidenced by 
a very not-good-girl web presence. But all may not be what 
it seems. It’s hard to know if Maribel wants to portray Luisa 
as good because of the reputation a Latinx might have with 
her fellow white high schoolers, like Easton’s twin daughters. 
Though sometime collaborator Redwater Navajo Tribal Police 
Officer Robbie Begay is recovering from a gunshot wound, 
he’s game to help K, who especially welcomes his insight into 
the serenity Luisa’s grandmother has about the girl’s disap-
pearance. From the pueblo, Luisa’s grandmother has a dream 
that tells her all is well. If K and Begay can only interpret the 
dream successfully, they may be able to find Luisa.

Medhat’s second novel, torn between solving myster-
ies and delving into Southwestern cultural details, is more 
successful in the latter.

DEATH BY JACK-O’-LANTERN 
Morgan, Alexis
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4967-1954-6  

A surly farmer meets a grisly end in a 
corn maze.

Abby McCree (Death by Committee, 
2019) still hasn’t figured out what she 
wants to do with her life after her mar-
riage goes bust, but while she’s waiting, 
Connie Pohler, assistant to the mayor of 

Snowberry Creek, has plenty of ideas about how Abby should 
be spending her time. First, Connie suckered 30-something 
Abby into heading up Mayor McKay’s Committee on Senior 
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Affairs. Now she’s got Abby involved in planning the town’s 
annual Halloween Festival. Abby doesn’t mind stringing stream-
ers or thinking up fundraisers, but she hates the idea of driving 
out to Ronald Minter’s ramshackle place to pick up a load of 
pumpkins for the festival. Minter is well known at City Hall for 
complaining about everything from the route of the homecom-
ing parade to the speed limit on the road past his farm. When 
she gets to his place, Minter’s uncharacteristically quiet, mainly 
because someone’s stabbed him in the back with an Army 
knife. Chief of police Gage Logan suspects Kevin Montgomery, 
a homeless retired Army sergeant, but, unable to track down 
the vagabond vet, he throws Abby’s tenant, Tripp Blackston, in 
the pokey for refusing to disclose Montgomery’s whereabouts. 
Unlike nearly every other cozy heroine determined to clear the 
name of someone she cares about, Abby doesn’t quiz poten-
tial suspects or scout out the crime scene; she simply waits 
patiently with her ear to the ground and lets the typical village 
buzz reveal the secret to her.

Less is more here—just a little bit slower.

THE WHITE FEATHER KILLER
Morris, R.N.
Severn House (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8885-3  

A discredited detective must solve 
a baffling homefront murder in 1914 to 
reclaim his reputation.

When war is declared, England 
explodes in a fever of nationalistic fervor. 
Sensitive Felix Simpkins, who’s perhaps 

too close to his domineering mother, struggles with his aver-
sion to enlistment and his shame that the motivation for his 
reluctance might be cowardice. Morris weaves Felix’s anxiety 
together with that of DI Silas Quinn, who’s returning to Scot-
land Yard after a harrowing period in an asylum (The Red Hand of 
Fury, 2018). His Special Crimes Division is disbanded, and he’s 
reassigned as a detective hunting for German spies. Colleagues 
at the Yard sneer openly and malign him behind his back. Mean-
while, in order to feel less vulnerable, Felix purchases a gun. Pas-
tor Clement Cardew delivers impassioned sermons that stir up 
the jingoism of his congregation. All this passion has caused a 
rift with his wife, Esme, because it means that their son, Adam, 
will be going off to war. Felix attends Cardew’s popular speeches 
because of his long-standing infatuation with Cardew’s daugh-
ter, Eve. When Eve sends him a loving letter, they arrange to 
meet. She brazenly gives him a white feather, the symbol of 
cowardice in this era of war. Shortly after this, a murdered body 
is discovered with a single white feather nearby, and the case 
falls to Quinn. A soldier’s attempted shooting of one of Quinn’s 
men further complicates the investigation, and a second murder 
ramps up public anxiety. Quinn is driven to solve the murders as 
much in order to salvage his own reputation as to fulfill his duty.

Morris builds tension slowly but effectively in this 
character-driven fifth franchise installment.

VENDETTA IN DEATH
Robb, J.D.
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-20717-3  

Lt. Eve Dallas’s 49th case pits her 
against the vigilante who’s determined to 
improve April 2061 over previous springs 
by declaring open season on men who 
behave badly.

Executive headhunter Nigel B. McEn-
roy is so “scrupulous, exacting, ethical, and diligent” in running 
Perfect Placement that you’d never suspect what a pig he was to 
the women he drugged, raped, shamed, and degraded—unless 
you were his lawyer, his top lieutenant, or one of those many, 
many women. So it’s only fitting that an avenger would treat him 
to a taste of his own medicine, slipping him a drug, bundling 
him into a car, chaining him up in a secure location, torturing, 
castrating, and killing him before marking the scene with some 
self-righteous doggerel signed Lady Justice. The same blow-
by-blow treatment awaits Thaddeus Pettigrew, the longtime 
patron of the high-end escort service Discretion, who cheated 
his wife out of most of the business she’d built, divorced her, 
and shacked up with his mistress. Even without the catch-me-
if-you-can signature, it would be obvious to Eve (Connections in 
Death, 2019, etc.) and her partner, Detective Delia Peabody, that 
the two murders are the work of a single hand and equally obvi-
ous that there are likely to be more. But where to look for Lady 
Justice in a world in which every woman who knew about the 
victims’ sins would have cheered their passing? Ex-wife Darla 
Pettigrew’s links to the activist/social work circle Women For 
Women seems to promise a smaller roster of more likely sus-
pects. Now if only the WFW founder, licensed therapist Nata-
lia Zula, hadn’t insisted on confidentiality for all its participants 
and restricted her own notes to using first names, none of which 
happen to be Lady.

A rousing futuristic hunt for a serial killer of victims no 
one will mourn.

BENEATH THE SURFACE
Spain, Jo
Crooked Lane (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-64385-184-6  

It’s open season on Ireland’s govern-
ment, with some intimates marked for 
violent death literally in the corridors of 
power and others slated for takedown by 
more insidious means.

DI Tom Reynolds, the head of the 
Dublin Garda’s murder squad, is called to Leinster House, seat 
of the Irish parliament, in response to a grisly discovery. Ryan 
Finnegan, the political adviser to Aidan Blake, Minister for State 
Resources and Energy Efficiency, has been found shot to death 
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in the arms of a statue inside an underground tunnel that con-
nects the two houses of parliament. It’s not clear which scandal 
is worse—the murder of a well-connected political hand inside 
the most heavily guarded building in the country or the discov-
ery of a lurid photograph beneath Finnegan’s body. Despite the 
apparently secure location, suspects are everywhere, from Carl 
Madsen, the powerful executive of the Danish energy company 
Udforske, who’s been secretly working to shape a crucial piece 
of energy legislation Blake is shepherding, to Darragh McNally, 
chair of the majority Reform Party, whose elderly mother’s 
death leaves him utterly alone despite the formidable politi-
cal power he’s amassed. But Reynolds (With Our Blessing, 2019, 
etc.) and the team of investigators he’s assembled keep coming 
back to Blake, whom they catch in one lie after another. His 
meeting with Madsen on the night of the murder never hap-
pened. He’s a member of a secret men’s club devoted to discreet 
sexual encounters. He’s one of the men pictured in the photo-
graph police found at the murder scene. And he’s been black-
mailed to change that far-reaching energy plan. As the evidence 
against Blake mounts and his explanations become increasingly 
baroque, Spain keeps up the pressure on the other suspects 
and ends up indicting an entire generation of Irish politicians, 
whether or not they get arrested for murder.

Honest detection, layers upon layers of deception, and 
juicy revelations about high-flying pols. What’s not to like?

THE BONE FIRE
Sykes, S.D.
Pegasus Crime (320 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64313-197-9  

Which is worse: the plague raging 
outside the isolated castle or the killer 
lurking inside?

After a turbulent adventure in Venice 
(City of Masks, 2017), the year 1361 finds 
Oswald de Lacy, Lord Somershill, back 

in England, where the plague still rages. He and his desper-
ate family find refuge in Castle Eden, situated on an isolated 
isle. It’s the home of Godfrey, an old family friend whom they 
encounter outside the castle supervising the burning of a plague 
house, with the corpses of the disease-stricken residents still 
inside—not the most auspicious introduction. Oswald works 
hard to quell the fears of the rest of his party—his mother; his 
wife, Filomena; son Hugh; and Sandro, his young valet—but the 
level of collective angst is high. The fact that Godfrey has pre-
pared a coffin for each of his guests gives Oswald pause. Even 
odder is Godfrey’s determination to leave the castle at will on 
personal business. Oswald is unable to dissuade him from this 
foolhardy plan. The next morning, Godfrey’s devoted servant, 
Alice Cross, reports that the clockmakers have found her mas-
ter dead in their wooden chest. Oswald, who has some experi-
ence in these matters, steps up to investigate. Godfrey’s brother, 
Edwin, volunteers to assist him, but his intermittent drunken-
ness makes him of little help. The colorful array of suspects 

includes an imperious lord, a nervous doctor, a light-fingered 
young Dutchman, and the castle fool.

Sykes’ fourth is anchored in a grimly evocative first-
person narrative reminiscent of Poe, and there’s a who-
dunit to boot.

A DANGEROUS ENGAGEMENT 
Weaver, Ashley
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-15977-9  

An English couple resolves to enjoy 
their holiday in New York despite Prohi-
bition and murder.

Although Milo Ames thinks their 
trip may be dull for both him and his wife, 
Amory, he’s soon proven wrong. Amory 

is to be a bridesmaid in her friend Tabitha Alden’s wedding, and 
although Tabitha’s father, Benjamin, has been rumored to be 
in financial difficulties, both his posh car and his grand house 
indicate otherwise. Once settled in, they meet Tabitha’s fiance, 
Thomas Smith; the other bridesmaid, Jemma Petrie; and adver-
tising man Rudolph Elliot, a friend of Tom’s. Late for dinner is 
groomsman Grant Palmer, tall, dark, and handsome but with 
something not quite right about him. While Amory goes about 
her business as a bridesmaid, Milo discovers that the law against 
alcohol is widely ignored and samples speak-easies and gam-
bling dens with Tom. Tabitha worries about her father’s strange 
behavior, and Amory’s shocked when Milo says he’s investing 
in Mr. Alden’s shipping business. When Palmer is shot dead on 
the steps of the Alden home, Amory, no slouch when it comes 
to solving murders (An Act of Villainy, 2018, etc.), immediately 
realizes that detectives Andrews and Bailey will give her noth-
ing like the leeway that Scotland Yard’s offered her. Although 
Milo tries to talk her out of nosing around, she feels she must 
help Tabitha, who’s sick with worry over her father and horri-
fied by the murder. So she goes to visit Leon De Lora, a well-
known gangster who owns night clubs and may have a hand in 
far less reputable businesses. Affecting an American accent, she 
pretends to be a reporter hoping for a story and finds De Lora 
magnetic, charming, and intimidating. Milo, who’s not best 
pleased when he finds out, is conducting his own investigation 
to protect his interests. They dig up enough dirt to put them 
both in danger as their always dicey marital relationship keeps 
them pondering the future.

Though Weaver supplies plenty of suspects, this isn’t 
one of her best, as it lacks the usual sexual tension.
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THE HIVE 
Card, Orson Scott & Johnston, Aaron
Tor (400 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-7653-7564-3  

Earth is getting clobbered by giant 
ants from space in this second part of 
the second prequel trilogy to the child-
warrior Ender’s Game series (The Swarm, 
2016, etc.).

There’s a self-inflicted element, how-
ever, in the damage caused by the Formic invaders. The Inter-
national Fleet’s officer corps is riddled with useless careerists, 
lackeys, cronies, and favored offspring. The IF high command 
refuses to share vital intelligence and grows ever more paranoid 
and ineffectual. It fails to grasp the Formics’ Hive Queen’s vast 
intelligence and tactical brilliance, instead sending an official 
denial that she even exists. Terrorist pirates operate freely in 
the solar system’s outer reaches. And politically there’s a bid to 
oust the relentless and capable Ukko Jukes as Hegemon. It’s not 
all gloom and doom, though. Clever, ruthless, well-connected 
Col. Li details Special Forces’ Mazer Rackham, along with Chi-
nese child-warrior Bingwen and his Rat Army, with identifying 
the incompetent officers, which Li will then find subtle ways 
to eliminate. The Rat Army also notices certain asteroids that 
move mysteriously or vanish and deduces that the Hive Queen 
has some deep unknown purpose—including, it seems, taking 
human captives. Almost without exception, the characters are 
familiar from the previous installments and engaged in similar 
hair-raising tasks. Since we know from chronologically later 
installments of the grand architecture that Earth will, somehow, 
win, the main source of tension lies in exactly how the authors 
are going to pull these particular chestnuts from the fire. And 
a case can be made for the story as commentary on the current 
climate of militaristic nationalism.

Churns agreeably, if with minimal forward momentum.

MEET ME IN THE FUTURE
Hurley, Kameron
Tachyon (352 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-61696-296-8  

The reader who takes up the invi-
tation implied by the title may not be 
entirely cheered by what they find there.

The various fantastic milieus 
depicted by the short stories in this 

collection are fairly bleak. Humans make it to the stars only 
to despoil and fight over what they find there. Biological war-
fare has caused illness, deformity, mutation, and death. The 
conquered gradually knuckle under, join the conquerors, or 
adapt the brutal techniques of their conquerors in order to 
resist. Characters face heartbreak and betrayal in what might 
be a futile battle against endemic corruption. Hurley makes 
poetry out of grim detail, shining a light on both the best and 
worst of humanity and squeezing what hope she can out of the 
whole mess. A weary, body-switching mercenary is forced into 
new bloody deeds but finds comfort in his pets. An abandoned 
child grown into a lonely and disregarded mechanic develops 
a relationship with a sentient warship who longs for freedom. 
A young man who discovers that the technology-filled past 
was not as distant as he was led to believe commits the sin of 
embracing truth. A woman left both disabled and cynical by 
plague digs deep into her uttermost resources in a desperate 
attempt to save a distant settlement. And a woman’s bravery in 
the face of impossible odds inspires generations. Fans are sure 
to find interest in a prequel story to The Stars Are Legion (2017) as 
well as the original story which Hurley expanded into The Light 
Brigade (2019). Unfortunately, putting all of these stories in one 
place emphasizes the frequent reuse of the author’s motifs and 
character types, partially undercutting their strength.

Somewhat much of a muchness but very high quality.

THE NOBODY PEOPLE
Proehl, Bob
Del Rey (496 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5247-9895-6  

Proehl (A Hundred Thousand Worlds, 
2016, etc.) returns with a literary science 
fiction novel.

Someone really needs to introduce 
Proehl to the concept of fan fiction, as 
all his books to date fall firmly into that 

realm. His first novel was RPF—real person fiction—about the 
two stars of TV’s The X-Files. Names and details were changed, 
but virtually any reader could see that the premise was “What 
if Gillian Anderson and David Duchovny got married and had a 
baby?” This second novel, is, well, an X-Men AU—or alternate 
universe fanfic—which asks: What if the X-Men was literary 
fiction? Names and details are altered again, but the story is 
one most readers will know—and one that Proehl must already 
know himself. Avi realizes his daughter, Emmeline, is more 
than just precocious—she has abilities beyond his understand-
ing. She attracts the attention of other superpowered people, 
and soon she’s taken to a special school where she will learn to 
control what she can do. They call themselves Resonants, and 
eventually they reveal themselves to the world, but the pub-
lic quickly fears and despises them for what they are. (There’s 
also one Resonant who uses his powers for evil and destruction, 
because of course there is.) The government soon turns against 
the Resonants, one particularly odious senator pushes to create 

Earth is getting clobbered by giant ants from space.
the hive
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r o m a n c ea registry, and some Resonants are put into government camps. 
At nearly 500 pages in length, the story suffocates any action 
with burdensome, put-on prose, culminating in a not-very-
satisfying climax and ending. Indeed, at times the entire book 
feels as if it’s been run through a writing residency algorithm: 

“He looks up at her, face cherubic with subcutaneous fat and 
an acceptance of oncoming death.” Or when Fahima, a queer 
Muslim woman who can effortlessly comprehend mechanical 
objects and even control them with her mind, can also sense the 
feelings of appliances: “The aging fridge understood that there 
was no rest coming for it and wanted only to die.” You and me 
both, fridge.

Readers should seek out less pretentious and more orig-
inal X-Men fanfic online instead.

BOUNDLESS
Salvatore, R.A.
Harper Voyager (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-268863-7  

Second entry in Salvatore’s latest fan-
tasy trilogy (Timeless, 2018, etc.) set in the 
Forgotten Realms and featuring Drizzt 
Do’Urden, his iconic dark elf.

Centuries ago, in this matriarchal, 
demon-infested world, Zaknafein, cham-

pion of House Simfray in the Underdark city Menzoberranzan, 
fatefully encountered houseless reprobate Jarlaxle, founder of 
the mercenary company Bregan D’aerthe. Later, Zaknafein 
sired Drizzt and subsequently died saving him. This thread 
forms a backstory to the entire Drizzt saga. Meanwhile, in the 
present, Zaknafein lives again, but revived by whom, and why? 
Zaknafein brought with him a whole raft of prejudices, shared 
by the unenlightened matriarchs of the city, that Drizzt, with 
his dwarf and elf friends and human wife, finds difficult to deal 
with. Still, along with Jarlaxle, they’ll make common cause 
against said machinating matriarchs, an invasion of demons, 
and the intrigues of Lolth, the monstrous Demon Queen of Spi-
ders. The ending will raise eyebrows high. Some books in the 
series, like this one, resemble novelized episodes in the Dun-
geons & Dragons fantasy role-playing game, where the setting 
originated and to which the series owes a large part of its appeal. 
And most contain large chunks of the Theater of the Absurd. 
For instance, characters in the most desperate straits—such 
as being surrounded by invading hordes of ravening demons, 
about which the unsuspecting folks back home must be warned 
at all costs—will find time to stop and politely bicker over who’s 
going to do what, when, and who goes first; the demons, mean-
while, obligingly turn on each other. For susceptible readers, 
these aspects of the narrative form a prominent part of Salva-
tore’s otherwise bemusing charm.

Drizzt Industries ticking over nicely.

SOMEONE TO HONOR 
Balogh, Mary
Berkley (400 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-9848-0237-8  

Two wronged souls join their lives in 
a marriage of convenience in Regency 
England.

Balogh (Someone To Trust, 2018, etc.) 
pairs the youngest daughter of the 
Westcott family with Lt. Col. Gilbert 
Bennington, a stoic war hero whose 

traumas are more personal than combat-related thanks to 
the trifecta of illegitimacy, childhood poverty, and a ruined 
attempt to establish a family. While he initially finds Abigail 
Westcott to be no different from others who have treated him 
with condescension, he slowly comes to trust her. Following 
her brother’s prompting, the two decide to marry to help Gil 
win a custody battle—his late wife’s parents have laid claim 
to his child—but also because they want each other. That the 
two are sexually compatible despite different upbringings 
and class status is to be expected in a Balogh novel, as is the 
support of her extended clan. The assortment of babies and 
adopted and biological children that come with this group, as 
well as Gil’s Disney-ish dog, lends some charm to the other-
wise anxiety-ridden plot, though their inclusion feels calcu-
latedly mawkish. Most adult characters get a similar positive 
treatment, with one glaring absence: Gil’s dead wife, who is 
a throwback to the misogynistic representations of women 
rivals once common in romance. Not only is she spoken of 
as a thoughtless privileged girl who fled motherhood, she is 
described in kink-phobic terms, striking an odd note in the 
increasingly sex-positive climate of the genre. A comic court 
scene toward the climax provides a nice break from the dra-
matic events and adds some vinegar to the pat sweet ending.

A familiarly comforting addition to the Westcott series 
that will hold no surprises for Balogh fans.

HOW TO LOVE A DUKE 
IN TEN DAYS  
Byrne, Kerrigan
St. Martin’s Press (464 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-250-31884-8  

In late Victorian England, a sexual 
assault survivor and a scarred nobleman 
nicknamed the Terror of Torcliff marry 
for practical reasons but become enam-
ored with each other—within 10 days, as 
the title promises.
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Dr. Alexandra Lane is a successful archaeologist, but she is 
haunted by her own history of having been raped by her board-
ing school headmaster when she was 17. Though Cecelia and 
Francesca, her two best friends, have been supportive, Alex-
andra has kept something from them since then, and now, 10 
years later, her secret is at risk of exposure. When she meets 
Francesca’s almost-fiance, Piers, at his ancestral estate on the 
Devonshire moors, she proposes to him, which will help her 
keep her secret (and because she knows Francesca doesn’t want 
to marry him). Piers is an angry man, especially furious with his 
promiscuous mother and an unfaithful former lover. But Alex-
andra, with her scholarly bent, fearful demeanor, and sporadic 
acts of courage, catches his interest. Byrne (The Duke With the 
Dragon Tattoo, 2018, etc.) begins her Devil You Know series with 
an absorbing mix of old-school gothic romance with a woman in 
peril and the #MeToo era, celebrating the strength of survivors 
(as she writes in the book’s dedication). After initially misunder-
standing his wife’s past, Piers transforms from a self-centered 
duke with a marked sense of entitlement to a supportive spouse 
once he learns of her trauma. Whether a change like this is 
wishful thinking or a realistic depiction of the allies that some 
women might have had under pre-feminist patriarchy, it makes 
for a heartwarming romance. Even more empowering is the 
friendship among the three women, who model female solidar-
ity and whose personas (and nicknames: Alexander, Cecil, and 
Frank) reject restrictive gender roles. The story’s overt politics 
sit in somewhat awkward proximity to the melodramatic end 
of the gothic plotline, but even that conclusion is enjoyable in 
its own way.

An un-put-down-able story that combines sensual-
ity, tenderness, slightly far-fetched dramatic scenes, and 
memorable characters.

BRINGING DOWN 
THE DUKE  
Dunmore, Evie
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-9848-0568-3  

When an intelligent but impover-
ished woman is accepted into Oxford’s 
first class of female students, she must 
juggle a spectrum of challenges, but 
nothing prepares her for the attractive 

and intimidating Duke of Montgomery.
“Of all the types of men she had learned to manage, the 

‘ignorant yet self-important’ type was not exactly the most 
challenging. Then again, when her very fate lay in the hands 
of such a man, it added insult to injury.” When Annabelle 
Archer wins a scholarship to Oxford from the National Soci-
ety for Women’s Suffrage, she first must convince her dullard, 
self-righteous cousin to allow her to go. She lets him believe 
the stipend came from the school, since he’d never agree if 
he knew the real source: “It was a safe guess that on the list 
of moral outrages, votes for women would rank only marginally 

below scandals of passion in Gilbert’s book.” After reaching the 
school, beautiful, overeducated Annabelle is asked to help 
the Society convince gentlemen of influence to overthrow 
The Married Women’s Property Act. The first man Anna-
belle approaches is the Duke of Montgomery, arguably the 
most influential man in England, who is at the beginning of 
what everyone expects will be an illustrious political career. 
The two notice each other, and as their paths cross again 
and again, their stories become more and more entwined, 
tightened by their attraction and shared experiences, yet 
thwarted by their respective places in society as well as con-
flicting goals. Dunmore’s beautifully written debut perfectly 
balances history, sexual tension, romantic yearning, and the 
constant struggle smart women have in finding and main-
taining their places and voices in life and love, with the added 
message that finding the right person brings true happiness 
and being with them is worth any price.

A brilliant debut.

THE DUCHESS IN HIS BED
Heath, Lorraine
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-06-267606-1  

An aristocratic widow in need of 
a baby propositions an infamous club 
owner in the fourth Sins for All Seasons 
novel.

Aiden Trewlove, one of the many 
illegitimate children of an unethical 
earl, never intends to risk pregnancy 

with any woman. So when Selena, the Duchess of Lushing, 
arrives incognito at his Elysium gambling club, he feels an 
electric attraction but only imagines a brief affair. Her bold 
request to sleep with him, however, conceals a plan that will 
test his strongest principle. While her motive elicits sympathy 
for her and the financial vulnerability of women, particularly 
Victorian ones, her targeting of Aiden is discomfiting, as it is 
based on self-serving assumptions similar to ones associated 
with sex workers. Their insta-lust, which is meant to make 
more palatable her rush to get him into bed, does not improve 
the plot. When she confesses her true intentions out of guilt, 
Aiden agrees to join in her scheme for reasons boiling down 
to low self-esteem. Though secret baby plots are fairly com-
mon, this novel isn’t sold on its own premise, and the com-
pressed duration of the relationship makes it hard to believe 
in the romance even by the genre’s flexible standards of real-
ism. Heath (Scoundrel in Her Bed, 2018, etc.) tries to counter 
this with long passages of each protagonist’s point of view and 
the couple’s sexual encounters, but this only pads out an idea 
that might have been better suited to a novella. Selena’s sib-
lings, who drive her actions, seem like outlines, as do Aiden’s 
(though the latter are familiar figures in the series). Aiden’s 
biological parents fare no better even though they have distin-
guishing traits, serving mainly as plot devices to prolong the 

A brilliant debut.
bringing down the duke
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suspense of how the couple will conquer the alleged hurdle 
to their happiness. The epilogue only makes the barrier look 
even more of a straw man in hindsight.

A story of marrying status to wealth to consolidate 
one’s immediate family’s advantages.

THE ROGUE TO RUIN 
Lorret, Vivienne
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-06-268552-0  

The last thing matchmaker Ainsley 
Bourne wants is marriage, especially to 
the owner of the local gaming hell, no 
matter how handsome, intriguing, or 
protective he is.

The day the aristocratic Bourne 
sisters (Ten Kisses to Scandal, 2018, etc.) 

moved into the town house across the street and opened their 
matchmaking agency, gaming hell owner Reed Sterling was 
amused and annoyed by—and secretly attracted to—the eldest 
Bourne, Ainsley. His plans to keep his distance—and his secret—
take a turn when the two meet one day, and a sudden movement 
by Reed causes Ainsley to flinch. At first, Reed is angry that she 
thinks he would ever hit her, but he soon realizes it’s a sign that 
someone else once threatened, if not abused, her. Ainsley, feel-
ing even more vulnerable, reacts by declaring war on his gaming 
hell, determined to drive him out of the neighborhood to save 
her business even though London Society is mostly wary of the 
Bournes because their first major clients married the younger 
Bourne sisters. Ainsley isn’t worried that will happen to her. 
She’s already had enough of men after a former engagement 
went awry. However, the incident brings out a protective side 
of Reed, and Ainsley can’t help but question her true feelings 
toward the handsome club owner. Their relationship is already 
evolving when the war Ainsley waged against Reed has unex-
pected consequences, and the couple will have to work together 
to save both businesses, then confront their fear and pride and 
be honest about their feelings toward each other even as past 
enemies are determined to ruin them both. The third Misad-
ventures in Matchmaking series title is just as delightful as the 
first two, with a slightly darker subtext that only makes its effer-
vescence more uplifting.

Another clever, charming historical romance from 
Lorret.

ROGUE MOST WANTED 
MacGregor, Janna
St. Martin’s (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-250-29599-6  

An earl’s daughter raised in the wilds 
of Northumberland must fight for her 
title and home with the help of a dashing 
lord who has sworn off love.

When dementia afflicted her beloved 
grandfather, the Duke of Ferr-Colby, 
Countess Theodora Worth stepped 

in. They retreated to his remote Ladykyrk Estate in Scotland 
for privacy, where she cared for him and managed his estates 
until his death. The new duke, Garrett Fairfax, hopes to take 
Ladykyrk for its mineral stores, but Scottish law allows Thea, a 
woman, to inherit. A London gossip rag has twisted Thea’s hard 
work and sacrifice into a malicious story of greed and murder, 
and the new duke plans to press his claim in the House of Lords. 
Thea, having lived a secluded and informal existence, seeks help 
from her kind neighbor, Lady Stella Payne. Lady Payne takes 
Thea to London to prepare for her interview with the Commit-
tee for Privileges and, perhaps, to find a husband to strengthen 
her claim to the earldom. Lady Payne’s great-nephew, Lord 
William Cavensham, has sworn off romance since he was jilted 
years prior. Will makes a big show of being cynical and with-
drawn, yet he instantly responds to Thea’s great beauty, brav-
ery, and intelligence and agrees to help her. As their friendship 
grows, so does their attraction, making for several explicit sex 
scenes that clash with both Thea’s naïve, sheltered personality 
and with MacGregor’s (The Good, the Bad, and the Duke, 2018, 
etc.) otherwise authentic depiction of Regency law, etiquette, 
and mores. The threat to Thea’s title drags on until it is solved 
by a simple search that could have been conducted in the first 
chapter, while she and Will throw up unconvincing reasons that 
they cannot marry.

This installment of The Cavensham Heiresses ranks 
well below its predecessors thanks to a slow pace, inconsis-
tent characterization, and implausible motivations.

THE DECEPTION 
Martin, Kat
Harlequin HQN (384 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-335-00769-8  

A successful businesswoman hires a 
smooth-talking bounty hunter to find a 
lead on her sister’s murder. 

Kate Gallagher was the only one 
available to identify her younger sister 
Chrissy’s body after she was found dead, 

having run away from home two years earlier. Since Chrissy suc-
cumbed to drugs and turned to sex work to survive, her murder 
isn’t taken seriously by the local homicide department. Kate is 
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filled with grief and regret at not having been there for her sis-
ter, and she’s determined to find her killer as a kind of penance. 
Jason Maddox is the charming man Kate almost hooked up with 
at a local bar. He also happens to be on the payroll of the most 
successful investigation company in Dallas. He’s all too eager to 
help Kate out and spend more time getting to know the blonde 
he danced with at the Sagebrush Saloon. At first, Kate and Jason 
vow to keep things professional until the case is solved; there’s 
obvious attraction that they’re willing to pursue at a later date. 
But the increasing sense of danger mixed with Kate and Jason’s 
close proximity proves to be too heady of a combination. The 
tension never lets up as the pair visit seedy bars and interrogate 
unsavory characters. With a steamy romance and undeniably 
hot chemistry, the main characters are well matched. They’re 
both driven, slightly stubborn, and enjoy the adrenaline rush of 
catching criminals. Martin (The Conspiracy, 2019, etc.) doesn’t 
skimp on graphic, violent details as Chrissy’s murder leads her 
couple to something much bigger: human trafficking. Though 
not for the faint of heart given its weighty material, this is an un-
put-down-able page-turner that’s sure to satisfy fans of romance 
and thrillers alike.

A romantic suspense that skillfully balances both 
elements.

HIGHLAND CAPTIVE  
McLayne, Alyson
Sourcebooks Casablanca 
(448 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-4926-5459-9  

A broken and angry Highland warrior 
must deal with the woman who raised his 
stolen son.

When she was 15, Deirdre MacIntyre’s 
heartless family married her off to a man 
whose benign neglect left her feeling 

unwanted, insecure, and lonely. When he gave her a beautiful 
baby, saying the boy was his son, she found her life’s purpose 
in loving and raising little Ewan. A rare excursion to the spring 
gathering of the western Highland clans brings Deirdre face to 
face with Ewan’s furious widower father: Laird Gavin MacKin-
non, a tough warrior from a prosperous, powerful clan. Gavin 
searched tirelessly for Ewan after he went missing, and as the 
days dragged into weeks and years, “he’d changed, become 
hardened and cruel, imbibed too much and raged at the world.” 
When he finally finds Ewan with Deirdre, he takes them cap-
tive, intending to send her away as soon as they are safely back 
at his castle. Little does Gavin anticipate the unbreakable bond 
between mother and adopted son. An abundance of the words 

“doona” and “lassie” aside, the tone is very modern, but the 
importance of kinship to 15th-century Scottish identity shines 
through in the warmth, humor, and occasional tough love 
among Gavin’s kin. In the background of Deirdre and Gavin’s 
slow-burn romance are the political consequences of Ewan’s 
kidnapping and the mystery of Deirdre’s missing husband. 

McLayne (Highland Betrayal, 2018, etc.) perfectly balances the 
raw emotions and pent-up desire at the heart of the romance 
with the thrilling swordplay and castle intrigue readers expect 
from their Scottish historical romances.

Deeply touching love story between a fierce leader and 
the timid woman who finds her own strength by standing 
up to him.

IMMORTAL BORN
Sands, Lynsay
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-06-285521-3  

A young woman who’s taken respon-
sibility for an immortal child finds safety, 
friendship, and love when the Argeneau 
clan realizes she’s in danger and takes her 
under their wing.

When Allie Chambers befriended 
her neighbor Stella, she never expected 

that the woman would be a vampire and wind up dead or that 
Allie would take de facto custody of Stella’s infant son. Four 
years later, Allie is practically dying trying to keep Liam alive, 
since he’s a vampire too and she’s giving him her own blood. 
She’s also been running from the vampires who were hunting 
Stella, who find her wherever she goes. In desperation, she 
tries to rob a blood bank, but she faints and is arrested, then is 
tracked both by her usual pursuers and by the Argeneau family, 
who track rogue immortals. They quickly realize how little she 
knows about her son’s legacy and how vulnerable she is. Taking 
Allie and Liam into their protection opens the door for Magnus, 
a 1,000-year-old immortal, to explain the truth of immortals 
and woo her as his life mate even as the Argeneau rogue hunt-
ers realize that the person who’s tracking Allie is a villainous 
enemy they’ve been seeking for centuries and that he wants 
Liam. Sands’ latest is typical Argeneau fare, with a slight twist 
in a human foster mother. Magnus is ultrasexy, and Allie is smart 
and spunky. But it’s disappointing when so much plot depends 
on ostensibly intelligent people doing dimwitted things—Allie 
never figures out that she actually has a tracker on her; the Arge-
neaus are on lockdown but fail to check people coming to the 
door, etc. Also, Liam is 4 but talks like an 8-year-old.

A paranormal romance that asks readers to suspend 
disbelief a tad too much.
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nonfiction
THE GHOSTS OF EDEN PARK
The Bootleg King, the Women 
Who Pursued Him, and the 
Murder That Shocked Jazz-
Age America
Abbott, Karen
Crown (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-451-49862-5  

Crimes and misdemeanors animate a 
spirited history.

Attracted once again to sin and subversion, Abbott (Liar, 
Temptress, Soldier, Spy: Four Women Undercover in the Civil War, 2014, 
etc.) sets her lively new tale during Prohibition, when George 
Remus, a teetotaling lawyer–turned-bootlegger, amassed an 
empire so large that even he could not keep count of the distill-
eries and drug companies—liquor could be sold legally with a 
doctor’s prescription—that yielded his fortune. Deposits to his 
savings accounts “averaged $50,000 a day, in an era when the 
average salary was $1,400 a year,” Abbott reveals. “The money 
came in so fast that Remus couldn’t deposit it all, forcing him 
to carry as much as $100,000 in his pockets at any given time.” 
He indulged in real estate, automobiles, and antiques, and his 
attractive young wife shopped with abandon, buying items such 
as solid gold service plates, diamonds, and furs. The family’s 
mansion was decorated with Persian rugs, European oil paint-
ings, and, in the parlor, a solid gold piano. Their parties were 
notoriously extravagant: One New Year’s Eve, guests received 
diamonds and gold as party favors. With politicians, legisla-
tors, city police, and Prohibition officers taking bribes of cash 
and liquor, Remus felt confidently above the law. However, he 
did not account for the dogged perseverance of Mabel Walker 
Willebrandt, an ambitious Department of Justice prosecutor 
determined to enforce the 18th Amendment. With the help of 
a team of agents known as Mabelmen, she succeeded, landing 
Remus in jail, where, at one point, he had a maid to cook and 
serve meals for him, fellow prisoners, and select visitors. Remus 
would be a colorful subject just on the basis of his flagrant boot-
legging, but his malfeasance came to include something much 
more serious: murder. Drawing on government files, archives, 
newspaper articles, and trial transcripts—one of which was 
more than 5,000 pages long—Abbott recounts in tense, vivid 
detail Remus’ entanglement in intrigue, betrayal, madness, and 
violence.

An entertaining tale ripped from the headlines of Jazz 
Age America. (4 b/w photos)

THE UNDYING by Anne Boyer ............................................................58

DEAD BLONDES AND BAD MOTHERS by Sady Doyle .................. 64

COUNTRY MUSIC by Dayton Duncan & Ken Burns ....................... 64

BIG WONDERFUL THING by Stephen Harrigan...............................70

GODS OF THE UPPER AIR by Charles King ..................................... 71

SONTAG by Benjamin Moser ..............................................................76

BREATHE by Imani Perry .................................................................. 80

SYRIA’S SECRET LIBRARY by Mike Thomson ................................. 84

THE IRONY OF MODERN CATHOLIC HISTORY  
by George Weigel ..................................................................................85

FENTANYL, INC. by Ben Westhoff .................................................... 86

COLD WARRIORS by Duncan White ............................................... 86

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

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

Altman, Elissa
Ballantine (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-399-18158-0  

An acclaimed food writer and mem-
oirist’s account of the codependent 
relationship she had with her charm-
ing and outrageous—but also very 

difficult—mother.
Altman (Treyf: My Life as an Unorthodox Outlaw, 2016, 

etc.) was raised by a beautiful Manhattan singer named Rita. 
Obsessed with makeup, clothes, and her youthful brush with 
fame, Rita was both narcissistic and overwhelming. Rather 
than accept her daughter as a girl who loved to wear suits 
and had no interest in the world of celebrity, Rita attempted 
to remake her in her own glamorous image, with results that 
were as humorous as they were painful. Indeed, the only time 
Rita would show her daughter the approval for which she hun-
gered was when Altman dressed fashionably and flaunted her 
body. Deeply attached to each other but prone to endless fight-
ing, Altman and her mother became each other’s “intoxicant of 
choice” until the author finally moved from New York to New 
England to live with and then marry a woman named Susan. 
Over the next two decades, the author built a quiet, indepen-
dent life apart from her mother, allowing her the space to forge 
her own identity. Yet she still connected with Rita daily by tele-
phone and watched her spend money—which Altman quietly 
replaced—on the expensive makeup her girlish heart desired 
rather than the health care her aging body required. Then 
Rita suffered a debilitating fall that left her unable to “use the 
bathroom, organize her pills, or navigate her space in a wheel-
chair.” Altman suddenly realized that, like it or not, the mother 
from whom she had struggled to break free and who she once 
thought was “unbreakable [and] unstoppable” was now totally 
dependent on her. Funny, raw, and tender, Altman’s book exam-
ines the inevitable role reversals that occur in parent-child rela-
tionships while laying bare a mother-daughter relationship that 
is both entertaining and excruciating.

An eloquent, poignant memoir.

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

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

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

Not without flaws but unquestionably inspiring.

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

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

That’s partly because the apparent simplicity of Charles 
Schulz’s creation was often deceptive: Ivan Brunetti is one of 
a handful of cartoonists here who note that Schulz rendered a 
variety of expressions with inimitable ease. “He made comics 
into a broader language of emotion,” concurs Chris Ware. The 
emotion most contributors gravitate to is melancholy, which 
is to say that Charlie Brown gets much of the attention. He 
embodies a “daily tragedy” (Umberto Eco); an “introduction to 
adult problems” (Chuck Klosterman); and a “gospel” of “disil-
lusionment” (Jonathan Franzen). Even free-wheeling Snoopy 
is often seen as an existential figure: As Sarah Boxer writes, he 
is “shallow in his way, but he’s also deep, and in the end deeply 

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

the peanuts papers
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alone, as deeply alone as Charlie Brown is.” Tales of Brown-ian 
embarrassments and insecurities abound, though often in a 
spirit of gratitude toward Schulz for ferrying the authors into 
adulthood. Among the most powerful contributions are Hil-
ary Fitzgerald Campbell’s “Happiness Is Fleeting,” about her 
insecurity as a young artist, and Jennifer Finley Boylan’s “You’re 
Weird Sir,” about her identification with Peppermint Patty 
while growing up “a closeted transgender child.” The bulk of 
the pieces are personal essays, which can feel tonally repetitive, 
and there are too few actual comics. However, there’s plenty of 
entertaining counterprogramming. Jonathan Lethem’s “Grief ” 
is a winning mashup of “Peanuts” quotes and Allen Ginsberg’s 

“Howl”; Peter Kramer considers Lucy’s 5-cent psychiatry booth 
from the perspective of professional psychiatry; and Elissa 
Schappell stands up for Charlie’s kid sister, Sally, an iconoclast 
too often dismissed as the strip’s dim bulb. “Sally isn’t innocent, 
she’s cynical,” Schappell insists; if there’s a running theme to 
this book, it’s that Schulz masterfully imagined a world filled 
with children that is also bereft of innocence. Other notable 
contributors include George Saunders, David Hajdu, Ann 
Patchett, and Maxine Hong Kingston.

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

THE UNDYING 
Pain, Vulnerability, 
Mortality, Medicine, 
Art, Time, Dreams, Data, 
Exhaustion, Cancer, 
and Care
Boyer, Anne
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-374-27934-9  

A passionate and eloquent memoir 
about one woman’s battle with breast cancer.

Award-winning poet and essayist Boyer (Creative Writing/
Kansas City Art Institute; A Handbook of Disappointed Fate, 2018, 
etc.), a single mother living on a tight budget, was diagnosed 
with highly aggressive breast cancer when she was 41. Her doc-
tor (who she later replaced) said her tumor was “necrotic, which 
meant that it was growing so quickly it failed to build infra-
structure for itself.” He recommended chemotherapy right 
away. Her treatment with Neulasta cost $7,000 per shot. As the 
author writes, “someone once said that choosing chemotherapy 
is like choosing to jump off a building when someone is hold-
ing a gun to your head.” Boyer looked for guidance and inspira-
tion from other women artists who suffered from the disease, 
including Susan Sontag, Alice James, Rachel Carson, Audre 
Lorde, Fanny Burney, Kathy Acker, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. 
Boyer kept a journal, a “minor form of reparative magic,” which 
she abandoned hundreds of times. John Donne’s “sickbed 
masterpiece,” Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions, written when 
he thought he was dying, casts an influential shadow over her 
book. Both have complex structures and are highly meditative, 

Never in my life has George Or-
well been more relevant. With the 
rises of Donald Trump, Vladimir 
Putin, Rodrigo Duterte, and other 
autocratic leaders all over the world, 
his writing feels fresher than ever. 
Consider our 1949 review of Nine-
teen Eighty-Four: “Composed, logi-
cally derived, this grim forecasting 
blueprints the means and methods 

of mass control, the techniques of maintaining power, 
the fundamentals of political duplicity, and offers as 
arousing a picture as the author’s previous Animal Farm. 
Certain to create interest, comment, and consider-
ation.” That review could have been written today.

While he is best known for Animal Farm and 
Nineteen Eighty-Four, most of his writing derived 
from his tireless work as a journalist, and thanks to 
David Godine’s welcome reissue of The Collected Es-
says, Journalism, and Letters of 
George Orwell (June 6), which 
has been out of print for a de-
cade, readers can find it all in 
one place. All of the author’s 
insightful, hard-hitting essays 
and journalistic pieces are here, 
but there are also charming 
personal pieces about his many 
other interests outside of poli-
tics, including travel and, of 
course, literature (he was quite 
a formidable book critic and even reviewed Hitler’s 
Mein Kampf). Indeed, Orwell seems equally at home 
indicting the death penalty, calling out injustices of 
all kinds, bantering with his contemporaries on any 
number of timely topics, or describing how to make 
the perfect cup of tea.

The four volumes, edited by Orwell’s wife, So-
nia, run chronologically from 1920 to 1950, giving 
readers a firm sense of the arc of his career and pro-
viding the most complete picture of the writer and 
man possible. —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

orwell looms 
again

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



but Boyer’s “exercise in lamentation” is secular where Donne’s 
was religious. She takes us on a deeply personal journey into “my 
body in pain,” “eviscerating sadness,” and profound loss—eye-
lashes, eyebrows, toenails, nerves, brain cells, her hair. “I like 
wigs,” she writes. “I wear wigs. People I like wear wigs. Dolly 
Parton wears wigs….Medusa wore a wig made of snakes.” Even-
tually, Boyer had a double mastectomy. “In the capitalist medi-
cal universe in which all bodies must orbit around profit at all 
times,” she writes, “even a double mastectomy is considered 
an outpatient procedure.” She learned that everyone lies, from 
pharmaceutical companies to doctors and researchers and the 
internet. “Now that I am undying,” she writes, “the world is full 
of possibility.”

Told with brutal clarity, this is a haunting testimony 
about death that is filled with life.

THE WILL OF THE PEOPLE
The Revolutionary Birth of 
America
Breen, T.H.
Belknap/Harvard Univ. (240 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-674-97179-0  

An examination of the effects of 
the American Revolution on ordinary 
people, with some anxious glances at our 
political divisions today.

In the latest from esteemed historian Breen (Law and Gov-
ernance/Library of Congress; George Washington’s Journey: The 
President Forges a New Nation, 2016, etc.), the celebrated names 
of the Founding Fathers appear only rarely. Instead, the author 
pursues quieter, somewhat neglected stories that begin to 
answer the question: How did everyday people deal with the 
stress and contention of the war? Breen digs into a wide vari-
ety of documentary evidence, including journals, letters, news-
papers, and published sermons. In his assiduous research, he 
discovered some remarkable things, perhaps most notably the 
restraint that those who supported the Revolution employed 
when dealing with the Loyalists. Yes, he notes throughout, 
there were countless instances of violence and loss of life, and 
there were those who retained a deep bitterness for the rest of 
their days, but the overwhelming response was a faith in the law 
and a belief in liberty. Local committees examined individual 
cases, settled disputes, and issued punishments, which, in many 
cases, they would suspend if the violators pledged allegiance to 
the new country. Breen also looks at the Loyalists themselves—
their own actions and fears—and helps us to understand their 
motivations. By exploring numerous sermons from the day, he 
shows how religious leaders encouraged the Revolution, espe-
cially by emphasizing Old Testament analogies. The author 
does not ignore the intractable issue of race. He shows us that 
the Northern revolutionaries, especially, were quite aware of 
the hypocrisy of bellowing about freedom while countless peo-
ple were hopelessly enslaved. In several places—and at the very 
end—Breen wonders if, in our current era, we will be able to 

employ the essential lessons about unity that he has extracted 
from the past.

Enlightening, revolutionary thinking.

MAKE, THINK, IMAGINE
Engineering the Future of 
Civilization
Browne, John
Pegasus (416 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64313-212-9  

The future is almost here, and it won’t 
be that bad, according to this mostly 
optimistic forecast from an engineer.

Since the primitive stone hand ax 
from 40,000 years ago, technical innovation—i.e., engineer-
ing—has driven progress, writes Browne (The Glass Closet: Why 
Coming Out Is Good Business, 2014, etc.), the former CEO of BP, 
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president of the Royal Academy of Engineering, and chair-
man of the Tate Gallery. Throughout the centuries, he empha-
sizes, each new innovation has been controversial in some way. 
Socrates denounced writing as a destroyer of memory. Observ-
ers warned that the printing press would overwhelm the world 
with nonsense, a critique also applied to the internet. Both crit-
icisms have merit, Browne points out, but there are advantages. 

“The way people choose to use an innovation will determine its 
impact on society,” he writes. “But every engineered product 
will also generate its own set of consequences, both intentional 
and unintentional, as well as constructive and destructive….
Progress is not delivered with an instruction manual spelling 
out the safe and responsible use of new inventions.” Unlike the 
usual overview of innovation, the author skims the Egyptians, 
Romans, Renaissance, and Industrial Revolution, stopping in 
the mid-20th century when digital technology caught every-
one’s attention. Few deny that computers are transforming our 
lives, and critics claim this will produce mass unemployment. 
However, Browne points out that this has been the doomsayer’s 
mantra since the 1960s, and so far, automation has created many 
jobs and eliminated far fewer. DNA manipulation, big data, and 
high-tech imaging will make us smarter, healthier, and longer 
lived, although not yet. Despite the spread of nuclear weapons, 
the world is becoming less violent; mutual assured destruction 
is being replaced by mutual assured disruption through cyber-
warfare and terrorism.

A thoughtful analysis of today’s unprecedented pace of 
change and what the future may hold.

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

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

One doesn’t often think of New York 
City as a place where geology matters, buried as it is under all 
that concrete and steel. Yet, as Campanella (Urban Studies and 
City Planning/Cornell Univ.; The Concrete Dragon: China’s Urban 
Revolution and What it Means for the World, 2008, etc.) observes, 
it’s worth remembering that in Walt Whitman’s day, Brooklyn 
was a place of “ample hills.” Even today, the settlement patterns 
of the borough speak to the glacial past, with the creative class 
concentrated north of the ancient line of moraines and the till 
below the “dominion of immigrant strivers and working-class 
stiffs,” sans hip boutiques and coffee shops. There was a time 
when Coney Island was once an island, a time before Robert 
Moses carved into the western confines of Long Island a new 
geology of roadbeds and tall bridges. Campanella delights in 
overturning received wisdom as he moves from place to place: 
George Washington made a “strategic error” in trying to defend 

New York “against Britannia’s mighty clenched fist” when, after 
all, New York was a seaport and Britain the world’s chief naval 
power, and when Brooklyn was loyalist—all good reasons, he 
suggests, for the disastrous Battle of Brooklyn to be one of those 
things not often mentioned in polite company, to say nothing of 
textbooks. Those who try to navigate the traffic from Brook-
lyn to anywhere nearby won’t necessarily be cheered to know 
that people were complaining about “bridge crush” 120 years 
ago (“Brooklynites needed no trolleys to get to hell—they’d go 
a faster way”). Of particular interest are Campanella’s conclud-
ing remarks on the nature of the gentrification now affecting so 
much of Brooklyn, which involves a stifling lust for authentic-
ity: “Gentification kills the real McCoy,” he writes, memorably, 

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

of urban history.

THE BELL OF TREASON
The 1938 Munich Agreement 
in Czechoslovakia
Caquet, P.E.
Other Press (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-59051-050-6  

An account of Britain and France’s 
betrayal of Czechoslovakia to Hitler.

A Cambridge graduate and Czech 
scholar, Caquet (The Orient, the Liberal 

Movement, and the Eastern Crisis of 1839-41, 2016)—who speaks 
Czech, Slovak, French, and German—writes that Czechoslo-
vakia, formed after the 1918 breakup of Austria-Hungary, was a 
vibrant, prosperous democracy. It contained several non-Czech 
ethnic groups, including German-speakers (Sudetens), about 
20 percent of the population. Though never part of Germany 
proper, Sudetens participated in the government and were not 
persecuted. When Hitler came to power, he proclaimed that all 
Germans yearned to join the Reich. With Nazi backing, a Sude-
ten quasi-Nazi party formed, and its violent tactics soon made 
it the dominant political force. With Nazi media full of purely 
fictional accounts of atrocities against Sudetens and Hitler 
demanding self-determination, Britain and France realized that 
there was a “Sudeten problem” and offered to negotiate a solu-
tion. No one at the time knew that Hitler had ordered Sude-
ten leaders to make impossible demands. In September 1938, 
British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain flew for his first 
meeting with Hitler, coming away full of praise for his states-
manship. Returning after dragooning the reluctant French and 
even more reluctant Czechs to agree to cede lands with more 
than 50 percent German-speakers, he was flabbergasted when 
Hitler refused. War seemed imminent, which, Caquet empha-
sizes, might have been a good thing. The Czechs had a fortified 
frontier and a formidable army, Germany’s generals believed the 
Wermacht was not prepared, and the Soviet Union declared its 
support for the Czechs (it became a German ally a year later). 
Sadly, Chamberlain was indefatigable, warning French leaders 

Teeming with information, this is a 
must-read for fans of urban history.

brooklyn



that Britain would not support them in any war. Eagerly accept-
ing Mussolini’s offer to help, he returned a few days later and 
gave Hitler everything he wanted. With access to new material, 
the author delivers what is likely the definitive history of a dis-
graceful event.

A book both insightful and painful to read.

SOMETHING DEEPLY HIDDEN
Quantum Worlds and the 
Emergence of Spacetime
Carroll, Sean
Dutton (400 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5247-4301-7  

The latest attempt to describe the 
“holy grail of modern physics.”

Although in theory it works bril-
liantly, no one fully understands quantum 

mechanics. However, Carroll (Theoretical Physics/Caltech; The 
Big Picture: On the Origins of Life, Meaning, and the Universe Itself, 
2016, etc.) works hard—and somewhat successfully—to deliver 
an accessible explanation. “Quantum mechanics,” he writes, “is 
unique among physical theories in drawing an apparent distinc-
tion between what we see and what really is….If we free our minds 
from certain old-fashioned and intuitive ways of thinking, we 
find that quantum mechanics isn’t hopelessly mystical or inex-
plicable. It’s just physics.” This doesn’t bother most physicists, 
who belong to the shut-up-and-calculate school, and searching 
for a deep meaning is unfashionable. Carroll swims against the 
tide, explaining several theories that attempt to describe what 
is happening, with an emphasis on his favorite, the many-worlds 
theory. He begins by pointing out that in our everyday world, 
the world of classical mechanics, every object has two features: 
a location and a velocity. Everything is transparent; whatever 
happens to that object is explained by classical laws of phys-
ics—essentially Newton’s. In contrast, every quantum object 
has one feature: a wave function defined by Schrödinger’s 1926 
equation, which explains what happens when one measures 
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it. Although true for objects of any size, quantum mechanics 
becomes essential at the atomic and subatomic levels. Some 
popular writers proclaim that this demonstrates our ignorance 
or perhaps a mysterious spiritual element in the universe. The 
author disagrees but admits that, as a description of how real-
ity works, it makes no sense. Eschewing mathematics, Carroll 
labors mightily to reveal the meaning behind quantum mechan-
ics with a major detour into general relativity, both of which 
might benefit from at least a little math.

Readers who remember freshman college physics will 
be intrigued; others will struggle.

ABOUT US
Essays From the New York 
Times’ Disability Series
Ed. by Catapano, Peter &
Garland-Thomson, Rosemarie 
Liveright/Norton (304 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-63149-585-4  

Disabled essayists reflect on love, joy, 
justice, community, and navigating daily 
challenges.

For three years, the New York Times has hosted “Disability,” 
a weekly series of essays by and about people with disabilities. 
The newspaper’s opinion editor Catapano (co-editor: Modern 
Ethics in 77 Arguments: A Stone Reader, 2016, etc.) and disabilities 
scholar Garland-Thomson (English and Bioethics/Emory Univ.; 
Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American Cul-
ture and Literature, 1997, etc.) have selected some 60 pieces from 
the series, amply fulfilling their aim of representing the diversity 
and richness of human experience. Although the contributors 
all have access to language, therefore representing only a partial 
demographic of the disabled, they discuss common issues, such 
as the desire for independence balanced with the need for inti-
macy and caring. As psychologist Andrew Solomon (who was 
diagnosed with depression) writes in the introduction, the book 

“is really in many ways about how we seek meaning in who we are 
rather than in who we might have wished to be.” The essayists 
convey with uncommon candor how they live with disabilities 
that include blindness, deafness, panic attacks, anxiety, depres-
sion, cerebral palsy, stuttering, paralysis, and Tourette’s. As Gar-
land-Thomson notes, disability can affect anyone, suddenly and 
randomly: “An oncoming car in the wrong direction can trans-
form the person we think we are today to a different one tomor-
row. No other social identity category is so porous and unstable.” 
Several writers found themselves disabled after an accident or 
injury; others were born with anomalies. Garland-Thomson, for 
example, has a rare genetic condition that resulted in her having 
disproportionate arm lengths and only six fingers. Living in a 
world built for “the fully fingered,” she proved to be resourceful 
in “developing practical workarounds for the life demands my 
body did not meet.” Many writers praise the Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990, which helped individuals meet their 
needs by requiring such adaptions as ramps, Braille materials, 

hearing assistance equipment, elevators, special parking places, 
and pedestrian curb cuts. Although several writers resist being 
called inspiring, their eloquent essays are nothing less.

A rich, moving collection.

HOMESICK
Croft, Jennifer
Unnamed Press (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-944700-94-2  

A Man Booker International Prize–
winning translator’s photo-illustrated 
memoir about how growing up meant 
growing away from the younger sister 
she loved.

Changing “names, identifying details, 
and places,” Croft tells the story of two sisters, Amy and Zoe, 
that draws on events from her own life. Elder sister Amy was in 
second grade when Zoe had the first of several seizures. Doc-
tors concluded the episode stemmed from a mild concussion, 
but after another, more violent episode, scans revealed a tumor 
in Zoe’s brain. The girls’ parents home-schooled both girls, 
who developed a rivalry over Olympic ice skaters: Amy favored 
those from Russia and Zoe those from the Ukraine. When their 
father hired a Ukrainian-born tutor named Sasha to teach them 
the language of each girl’s respective favorite country, the girls 
suddenly found themselves vying for his attention. But as Amy 
uncovered her linguistic gifts, she also found herself falling in 
love with Sasha, who later killed himself. She began college 
shortly afterward at age 15, where she indulged her passion for 
both languages and photography. In the meantime, Zoe, now 
homebound, was diagnosed with systemic lupus erythemato-
sus. Consumed by guilt for the misfortunes of both her sister 
and Sasha, Amy fixated on and then attempted suicide. After 
she graduated at 18, she left Oklahoma for Berlin, hoping to 
leave behind her troubled home and become “a whole new 
person.” Her travels, which she recorded in idiosyncratic pho-
tographs, took her all over Europe, where she experienced the 
epiphany at the heart of this book. Despite the apparent ease 
with which she moved between countries and languages, Amy’s 
truest desire was to “fix forever the presence of her sister [and] 
never let her go” in every photo she shot. Haunting and visually 
poetic, Croft’s book explores the interplay between words and 
images and the complexity of sisterly bonds with intelligence, 
grace, and sensitivity.

Poignant, creative, and unique.

A rich, moving collection.
about us



THE FORCE
The Legendary Special Ops 
Unit and WWII’s Mission 
Impossible
David, Saul
Hachette (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-316-41453-1  

The story of an elite Canadian-Amer-
ican commando force and its assault on 
a critical German stronghold in World 

War II.
David (Military History/Univ. of Buckingham; Operation 

Thunderbolt: Flight 139 and the Raid on Entebbe Airport, the Most 
Audacious Hostage Rescue Mission in History, 2015, etc.) brings 
together primary sources to create a vivid account of the First 
Special Service Force from its formation in July 1942. The 
author begins with a visit by President Franklin Roosevelt and 
his key advisers to Britain in 1942, where Gen. George Marshall 

heard a plan to invade Nazi-held Norway using armored snow-
mobiles. Because Britain lacked terrain and weather suitable to 
developing and testing the experimental vehicles, it would be 
necessary for the U.S. or Canada to adopt the program. Back 
in Washington, D.C., Marshall assigned the idea to 35-year-old 
Lt. Col. Robert Frederick, who was given carte blanche to cre-
ate a force capable of putting the plan into action. Within a 
couple of months, American and Canadian soldiers began arriv-
ing at a camp near Helena, Montana. David follows a number 
of soldiers through the training regime, which dragged on past 
expectations as the idea for a Norway invasion took a back seat 
to more urgent operations—with a predictable effect on disci-
pline. At last, the force was shipped to Italy, where the moun-
tainous terrain seemed to fit its mission. Their first assignment 
was to secure a foothold on Monte la Difensa, a stronghold on 
the German Winter Line defending the approaches to Rome. 
The author follows the battle in close detail, with a focus on 
the memories of individual soldiers as well as the larger unit 
actions. David effectively captures the turmoil and chaos of 
the offensive as well as the incredible skill and determination 
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of the force’s assault on a target many more-experienced units 
had attacked unsuccessfully. The pace of the story in the early 
chapters is sometimes slow and overly detailed, but the payoff 
is a real page-turner.

A solid account of a remarkable military unit whose 
story ought to be better known.

OUTGROWING GOD
A Beginner’s Guide to 
Atheism
Dawkins, Richard
Random House (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-984853-91-2  

Atheist proselyte and biologist 
Dawkins (Science in the Soul: Selected 
Writings of a Passionate Rationalist, 2017, 
etc.) sounds well-tested themes against 

the existence of supreme beings.
In the author’s view, religion is a species of “pigeon-like 

superstition,” something that parents tell children because 
their parents told them things were how they were because—
well, because some god or gods made them so. In times past, we 
might have believed in pixies, sprites, or Olympian gods; now 
monotheistic strains of religion are the order of the day. Once 
a person learns about natural selection, writes Dawkins, things 
change. When it becomes clear that human DNA is, among 
other things, “a set of instructions for how to build a baby,” then 
some of the old mystery wears off and the thinking adult finds 
no need for belief in invisible deities. Dawkins scores some 
good points, observing, for instance, monotheism as practiced 
by Christianity and Islam is “rather suspect,” since its belief in 
an almost equal but opposite devil is ipso facto polytheistic, and 
the whole trinity thing of Christianity “sounds like a formula 
for squeezing polytheism into monotheism.” The author’s dis-
missal of religion, to say nothing of religious impulses, may well 
strike some readers as cavalier. And in some ways, his reason-
ing has not evolved substantially since he, as a former Church 
of England lad, decided that if he had been born to Vikings, he 
would be worshipping Odin, and if to Jewish parents, he would 
still be awaiting the messiah. In the end, Dawkins character-
izes religion as fake news, the kind of thing that the internet 
proves daily—namely, that “people simply make stuff up.” A 
little Dawkins-ian snark—believers believe because “they aren’t 
well educated in science”—goes a long way, but there’s plenty of 
food for thought here.

Dawkins sings to the choir, though like-minded unbe-
lievers will find ample support for their beliefs—or lack 
thereof.

DEAD BLONDES AND 
BAD MOTHERS 
Monstrosity, Patriarchy, 
and the Fear of Female 
Power
Doyle, Sady
Melville House  (272 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-61219-792-0  

A deep dive into misogyny in popular 
culture, from timeless myth to contem-

porary horror flicks.
The second book by feminist commentator Doyle (Train-

wreck: The Women We Love To Hate, Mock, and Fear…and Why, 
2016) is wide-ranging but operates from a simple premise: 
Western culture tends to perceive women as unruly monsters 
who can’t be trusted as girls, wives, or mothers. In exorcisms—
and, by extension, the horror classic The Exorcist—Doyle 
observes a cultural urge to barricade girls from puberty and 
sexual independence. She draws a throughline from Celtic 
myth to Romantic poets to true-crime touchstones like the 
Laci Peterson case, showing how each represents a fear of 
women and urge to bring them to heel. In the case of serial 
killer Ed Gein (the inspiration for a host of horror tales, Psycho 
and The Silence of the Lambs most famously), Doyle notes how 
the blame for his actions often shifts to his mother, routinely 
portrayed as “fanatically religious, permanently enraged, a 
castrating, sexless, son-warping harpy.” The author sometimes 
approaches her source material, particularly movies, with 
wit and humor: She revels in rooting for the momma T. Rex 
in Jurassic Park and roasts Ben Kingsley’s turn in the terrible 
sci-fi film Species, as he “visibly chokes down every line of dia-
logue with a barely contained rage that says ‘I played Gandhi, 
damn it.’ ” But Doyle recognizes how much of our misogynis-
tic, transphobic cultural id is revealed in our trashiest cultural 
products, and she never loses sight of how the social norms 
they promote have led to feelings of fear and entrapment at 
best and countless deaths at worst. The author’s account-
ing of the death of Anneliese Michel, the inspiration for The 
Exorcist, is especially chilling. A lengthy appendix serves as 
both a casebook of her sources and a recommendation list for 
further research both high (Julia Kristeva) and low (The Texas 
Chainsaw Massacre).

Unflinching, hard-charging feminist criticism.

COUNTRY MUSIC 
An Illustrated History
Duncan, Dayton & Burns, Ken
Knopf (560 pp.) 
$55.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-525-52054-2  

Lucid, jam-packed, richly illustrated 
companion to the Ken Burns documen-
tary series.

Unflinching, hard-charging feminist criticism.
dead blondes and bad mothers
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Was Earl Scruggs the Eddie Van Halen of his day? Quot-
ing John McEuen of the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band, Duncan (Seed 
of the Future: Yosemite and the Evolution of the National Park Idea, 
2013, etc.) makes the connection between the banjo master and 
the guitar shredder: “It was so fast. It was what excited people.” 
In the same way, Hank Williams was a punk rocker in his time, 
while Willie Nelson—well, Willie is unmistakably himself. As 
Rhiannon Giddens, of the Carolina Chocolate Drops, has 
lately been demonstrating, country music is the music of rural 
blacks, whites, and Native people, a style, writes the author, 
that “was not invented; it emerged.” Rising from the bottom 
up and drawing, like the blues, on black gospel, country music 
was popularized by the new medium of radio, becoming a sta-
ple through “hillbilly” variety shows throughout the South. As a 
mix of ethnic forms, it ironically slipped through Henry Ford’s 
racist denunciation of jazz, gaining in popularity at the same 
time. Some country stars came to prominence accidentally: 
Roy Acuff might have been a baseball star had it not been for a 
case of sunstroke, and had he not been abused as a child, Hank 
Snow might not have run away from home. And then there are 
the working-class strivers: the ill-fated Williams, Wanda Jack-
son, Elvis Presley, Patsy Cline. Duncan has broad tastes and an 
appreciation for the many strains that feed into the musical 
form, so that Dwight Yoakam, the Judds, Gram Parsons, and 
Guy Clark get as much play as Tammy Wynette, Johnny Cash, 
and George Jones. He also tracks the rising and waning com-
mercial fortunes of country, which found plenty of room for the 
likes of Garth Brooks and new pop-y stars while freezing out 
old-timers like Nelson and Cash.

Country music is America’s music—which is to say, 
music from every culture and ethnicity. An essential guide. 
(1,000 illustrations in color and b/w. First printing of 300,000)

FABER & FABER
The Untold Story
Faber, Toby
Faber & Faber (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-5713-3904-4  

A namesake and descendant delivers 
a richly detailed biography of the distin-
guished British publishing house.

After World War I, returning veteran 
Geoffrey Faber found himself relieved 

from a job for which he didn’t have much talent, running a brew-
ery, and talked his way into a medical publishing house, setting 
about diversifying the list with a literary magazine, works of fic-
tion, and “legal cram books.” While the last never came about, 
writes Faber (Faberge’s Eggs: The Extraordinary Story of the Master-
pieces That Outlived an Empire, 2008, etc.), Geoffrey eventually 
shaped a list dominated by literature, publishing many of the 
greats. As he wrote to a friend, the company’s new premises on 
Russell Square provided an incentive “to build up as fine a pub-
lishing business as we can to inhabit it!” As the author writes 
in this documentary biography of the company, Geoffrey was 

fortunate in taking on the American poet T.S. Eliot, so much an 
Anglophile as to be more English than the English, as an early 
editor. Eliot often rejected submissions, but he also encouraged 
work by poets such as W.H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood, 
helping make Faber a major presence in the literary world from 
the 1930s on. At the same time, other editors and directors 
brought in notable writers such as William Golding, who deliv-
ered a manuscript that he called A Cry of Children, soon to be 
superseded by a Faber editor’s much more memorable Lord of 
the Flies. The author isn’t shy about sharing the fiscal details of 
publishing, opening with the old adage that the way to make a 
small fortune in the business is to start with a large one. He also 
provides insight into the publishing work of rock legend Pete 
Townshend, who, despairing of the future of his band, came 
to work for Faber & Faber in 1983, writing what one colleague 
called “good old-fashioned publishing reports, very serious, 
very diligent reports on the books we’re considering.”

Students of modernist literature and publishing his-
tory will find this a pleasure. (75 photos and cover designs)
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WE ARE THE WEATHER
Saving the Planet Begins at 
Breakfast
Foer, Jonathan Safran
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-374-28000-0  

Extending an argument that began 
with Eating Animals (2009), novelist Foer 
(Here I Am, 2016, etc.) traces climate 
change squarely to human deeds and 

misdeeds.
Our species, suggests the author, just isn’t very smart when 

it comes to thinking ahead and doing something about errant 
behavior. “We are good at things like calculating the path of a 
hurricane,” he writes, “and bad at things like deciding to get out 
of its way.” It behooves us to get better at the latter, since ever 
more intense hurricanes—and blizzards, droughts, and all the 
other portents of a drastically changing climate—are in the off-
ing for the near-term future. There are things we can do to ame-
liorate the situation: For one thing, we “need to use cars far less,” 
but we also need to pat ourselves on the back a bit less when we 
do something virtuous of the sort, since there’s so much else to 
do. One critically important thing, writes Foer, is to eat lower 
on the food chain. A prominent driver of climate change is 
deforestation, and a prominent engine of deforestation is clear-
ing ground for animal agriculture. As he notes, “sixty percent of 
all mammals on Earth are animals raised for food,” so lessening 
the number of animals slated to be eaten will decrease the rate 
and scale of deforestation. “It will be impossible to defuse the 
ticking time bomb without reducing our consumption of ani-
mal products,” reads a chapter title that scarcely needs support-
ing text. That’s a big, even revolutionary demand, but it’s not an 
impossible one by Foer’s estimation. After all, all of us humans 
got together and, at least for a time, cured polio because we 
took our vaccine, and even if we don’t want to hear it, the tick-
ing is getting louder and louder.

Foer is not likely to sway climate-change skeptics, but 
his lucid, patient, and refreshingly short treatise is as good 
a place to start as any.

A DREAM ABOUT 
LIGHTNING BUGS
A Life of Music and 
Cheap Lessons
Folds, Ben
Ballantine (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-984817-27-3  

A memoir of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ 
roll that’s long on wry humor and short 
on—well, sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll.

North Carolina–raised Folds describes himself, with a kind 
of literary crooked smile, as the sort of person who’s likely to 

be seen pacing around in his boxer shorts in his front yard, cof-
fee cup in hand, working out the lyrics or melody to one of his 
songs. A master of the short story in song—see “Army” on the 
1999 album The Unauthorized Biography of Reinhold Messner—
Folds writes of growing up obsessed by music and bursting with 
creativity, which landed him in a psychologist’s office in a blue-
collar South in which “ ‘artsy’ things would normally have been 
written off as being ‘for queers.’ ” A fierce advocate and ally was 
his mother, who, with his father, indulged him “as I terrorized 
the household with painfully long sessions of repeated phrases 
at the piano or snare drum.” Clearly gifted, he enrolled in an 
alternative high school with patient music teachers. Later in 
the book, the author encourages his fellow musicians to take 
up the cause of music teachers “unless you really believe you 
learned nothing from them,” in which case, he gamely ventures, 
they should take up the cause of reforming anti-marijuana laws. 
There are nice notes throughout the text, including an early 
pledge to himself not to perform anyone’s songs but his own 
and the excitement of releasing his first album, which, he writes, 
might not be a masterpiece but still found his band, Ben Folds 
Five, giving their all: “From then on we would only do exactly 
what felt right.” What felt right led him to a kind of cult-clas-
sic status, to say nothing of friendships with the likes of Neil 
Gaiman and William Shatner, the latter of whom provides some 
entertaining anecdotes. Ultimately, Folds delivers an amiable 
and low-key memoir without the tawdry pyrotechnics of most 
rock biographies.

A pleasure for fans and encouragement for novices to 
tune in. (b/w photos throughout)

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

Schoolchildren learn that the Consti-
tution did not solve the slavery question. 
That required the Civil War and the 13th, 

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

Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Foner (Emeritus, History/
Columbia Univ.; Battle for Freedom: The Use and Abuse of American 
History, 2017, etc.) reminds readers that the Emancipation Proc-
lamation freed some slaves, and the 1865 surrender of Confeder-
ate armies freed none. Abolition required the 13th Amendment. 
Abraham Lincoln stayed neutral as the 1864 Congress debated it. 
He was in a tight presidential race, and supporting black rights 
was not a vote-getter. Initially, the amendment failed, with 
most Northern Democrats opposed, warning that it would lead 
to black voting and interracial marriage. After the election, in 
which Republicans increased their majority, it passed. Soon, it 

Foer is not likely to sway climate-change skeptics, 
but his lucid, patient, and refreshingly short treatise 

is as good a place to start as any.
we are the weather



became apparent that Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, a 
vehement racist, was encouraging white supremacists to form 
governments in former Confederate states. In December 1865, 
Congress refused to admit their representatives and proposed 
what became the 14th and 15th amendments. The 14th, the lon-
gest in the Constitution, was meant to “establish the rights of 
the freed people and all Americans; create a uniform definition 
of citizenship; outline a way back into the union for seceded 
states; limit the political influence of leading Confederates; 
contribute to the nation-building process catalyzed by the Civil 
War; and serve as a political platform that would enable the 
Republican Party to retain its hold on power.” The 15th, which 
prohibited denying voting rights based on race, was controver-
sial even in the North. No congressional Democrat voted for it, 
and post-Reconstruction Southern governments had no trou-
ble disenfranchising blacks. Foner emphasizes that these revo-
lutionary amendments were poorly drawn, difficult to enforce, 
and not widely popular among whites. Nearly a century passed 
before the protection of due process, individual rights, and 
racial equality won over the courts and many, if not all, whites.

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

TRAVEL LIGHT, MOVE FAST
Fuller, Alexandra
Penguin Press (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-59420-674-0  

A memoirist reflects on the lessons 
of her father, a man with an insatiable 
lust for life.

“ ‘Travel light,’ my father always said. 
‘Move fast,’ ” writes Fuller (Quiet Until 
the Thaw, 2017, etc.). “He followed that 
advice, practiced what he preached, like 

it was a key tenet of his personal religion.” The author’s anec-
dotal tribute to her late father brims with snippets and snatches 
of Tim Fuller’s whirlwind lifestyle. The first part of the narra-
tive covers their time in Budapest, where she and her mother 
watched as Tim, stricken with pneumonia, died in a hospital 
bed. As the text progresses, Fuller peels back layer after layer 
of the character of her father, a highly textured world traveler 
who navigated life using his own compass. Leaving his native 
Britain behind, he set out to fight in the Rhodesian Bush War. 
After meeting his true love and having two daughters, they set-
tled in Zambia, where Tim acquired a banana plantation along 
the Zambezi River. The author ably chronicles this tumultu-
ous transition era, with its constantly changing governments 
and economic instability. But at its heart, the book is an inti-
mate character study of a spontaneity-loving wild man who, 
in his younger years, amused himself swerving his car toward 
the “do-gooder” foreign aid workers and clearing life’s hurdles 
with a good smoke and a whiskey double. “For him, everything 
was about time,” she writes, “burning through it the way he 
did.” Over the decades, the wily expat continued etching his 

colorful legend into Zambezi Valley lore as the author made off 
for America, now a traveler in her own right. Tasked to come to 
terms with his physical absence, she sifted through a lifetime 
of memories in order to pen this celebration of the man whose 
profound influence helped shape her own worldview. Fuller 
writes gracefully about embracing grief as an indelible part of 
the human experience.

Another elegant memoir from a talented storyteller.

THE PURSUIT OF ART
Travels, Encounters and 
Revelations
Gayford, Martin
Thames & Hudson (192 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-500-09411-2  

A passionate globe-trot through the 
history of art and art appreciation.

Spectator art critic Gayford (Modernists 
and Mavericks: Bacon, Freud, Hockney and 
the London Painters, 2018, etc.) believes in 

the power of being present; when it comes to viewing art, “there 
is no substitute for being there.” “The deepest and richest expe-
riences are not virtual but physical,” he writes. “They involve 
looking at real things and talking to real people.” The author 
chronicles his travels from the mountains of China to Marfa, 
Texas, all in search of a genuine art experience. As a travel writer, 
Gayford is an exceptional guide: His visit to Târgu Jiu in Roma-
nia to see Constantin Brancusi’s masterwork Endless Column is 
an inspirational pilgrimage, while his hunt for Lorenzo Lotto’s 
oeuvre in Northern Italy is a riveting study in unstable itiner-
aries, expectations, and adaptation. Some journeys are simply 
interviews with contemporary artists like Gerhard Richter and 
Jenny Saville; while often captivating, they lack the sense of 
adventure that makes other sections of the collection so trans-
portive. The author’s account of his trip to Beijing to cover the 
British artists Gilbert & George is a standout, as it simultane-
ously functions as a travelogue and an artist profile. While Gay-
ford’s passion is contagious and will conjure in readers dreams 
of travel, he also unintentionally narrows the landscape of art 
appreciation. “To understand Tintoretto,” he writes, “you’ve 
really got to go to Venice.” While he may be correct, he also 
effectively pushes a gate closed on casual aficionados who may 
never make it to Italy. A private visit to Anselm Kiefer’s studio 
organized by the Royal Academy and an exclusive, early viewing 
of Roni Horn’s “Library of Water” in Iceland are rapturous treks 
to read about, but they also feel within reach only to the finan-
cially elite and those with top-tier press credentials.

An art expert’s often enchanting paean to being 
there, however inaccessible that pursuit may be. (50 color 
illustrations)
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NOBODY’S VICTIM
Fighting Psychos, Stalkers, 
Pervs, and Trolls
Goldberg, Carrie with Amber, Jeannine 
Plume (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-525-53377-1  

Often shocking tales from a veteran 
litigator courageously battling menacing 
stalkers and online predators.

Brooklyn-based victims’ rights attor-
ney Goldberg profiles hair-raising cases involving extreme stalk-
ing, vengeance-driven retaliation, and rejection-fueled abuse in 
which families, reputations, and livelihoods are systematically 
dismantled by scorned lovers. The author barely survived the 
wrath of a vindictive ex-boyfriend, and she began devoting 
her expertise toward representing clientele who unwittingly 
become the targets of deranged stalkers, a demographic she 
feels is grossly underrepresented. The real-life cases she pres-
ents—some of which have garnered national media attention—
chillingly illustrate the insidious nature of these types of crimes 
and also act as a necessary call to arms regarding the importance 
of victim empowerment. Goldberg notes that these incidents 
are far more common than many of us realize, and the perpetra-
tors are typically male and classic masters of charm and charisma, 
luring unsuspecting women into whirlwind romances with “jiu-
jitsu-level mind games.” In the opening section, the author 
discusses the case of a woman whose boyfriend was discovered 
to be behind a barrage of mysterious online attacks, which 
soon turned nefarious once she terminated their relationship. 
Goldberg attests that many of these assailants are so skillful at 
using anonymizing software to cover their tracks that the time 
it takes to prosecute them can be prohibitively lengthy. Other 
cases feature a high-profile lawsuit involving a gay man viciously 
terrorized by an ex-lover, an arrogant “professional life-ruiner,” 
victims of “revenge porn,” and “sextortionists,” who are “part of 
a vast league of sex predators who use intimidation, threats, and 
trickery to coerce victims into sex acts.” Though the incidents 
became increasingly complex, they further sharpened Gold-
berg’s mastery in dealing with the cases. From bullied teenagers 
to women exploited by revenge porn, Goldberg’s cases usually 
get much worse before any kind of resolution is reached, but 
the author does an important service in bringing these horrific 
exploitations to light.

A significant book that will hopefully spark change.

NICE TRY
Stories of Best Intentions 
and Mixed Results
Gondelman, Josh
Perennial/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-06-285275-5  

A genial memoir by an Emmy- and 
Peabody-winning comedian and writer.

Working against the adage that 
“nice guys finish last,” Gondelman has 

done well for himself. Happily married, he has sustained a 
career onstage, on TV, and in print after spending his earli-
est days following college teaching preschool. Though comedy 
is often considered a cutthroat arena, a survival-of-the-fittest 
challenge where the comedian must either kill or die, the 
author seems to suggest that there are other paths to perse-
verance. Early on, he confesses, “for a comedian, ‘nice’ can 
be shorthand for someone’s work being bland. And on a per-
sonal level, ‘nice’ is about as meaningful as saying someone 

‘has decent breath’ or ‘is usually punctual.’ ” Throughout the 
book, the writing risks blandness, as Gondelman rarely aims 
for comedic punch, settling for gentle taps. In many ways, he 
brings to mind Bob Newhart or Tom Papa, a gentle man with 
a wry sense of humor who makes himself the butt of most of 
his jokes. Gondelman remembers that well into his 20s, he 
was considered not merely nice but “ ‘too nice,’ which is a very 
sweet euphemism meaning ‘simply not a person I am inter-
ested in having sex with in the foreseeable future.’ ” When he 
did meet a woman who was interested in him, it was through 
exchanges on Twitter, where he also received a career boost by 
collaborating on an account titled Modern Seinfeld, offering 
pitches for the series that had ceased to exist, and somehow 
attracted 800,000 followers. He also gained some traction on 
social media with his “Twitter Pep Talks,” offering personal-
ized encouragement to strangers in need. Somewhere between 
grade school and marriage, an expanse that he covers in detail, 
he began performing stand-up and eventually found great 
success writing for Last Week Tonight with John Oliver, Desus & 
Mero, and other programs.

Gondelman describes performing as an opening act for 
more famous comedians, and this book could easily be read 
as a warm-up for a much funnier one to come.

RIP GOP
How the New America Is 
Dooming the Republicans
Greenberg, Stanley B.
Dunne/St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-250-31175-7  

If demography is destiny, then it 
would appear that the Republicans are in 
big trouble.

A significant book that will hopefully spark change.
nobody ’s victim



Democratic pollster Greenberg takes up the argument he 
began to unfold in America Ascendant (2015): The GOP is fighting 
a war, mostly on the cultural front, that it cannot hope to win, its 

“original sin” being the much-in-the-news war on women’s rights 
to control their own bodies. This culture war is being waged by 
a bloc of evangelical states that are ever less important in the 
electoral mix, in large part because millennials, who tend to be 
socially liberal, are moving to the big cities, depopulating the 
countryside, and turning that culture war into an urban-vs.-rural 
battleground that the moribund white majority will eventually 
lose. Try as it might, the Trump administration cannot change 
the fact that the foreign-born population of the U.S. is growing, 
with 12 million foreign-born migrants swelling the populations 
of the nation’s cities and suburbs. Given that “every religious 
denomination is coping with drops in the number of those 
who are religiously observant,” and given that younger people 
generally support gay marriage and multiculturalism, it’s the 
GOP’s world to lose. That said, as Greenberg notes, there’s still 
the business of messaging: The Democrats, he argues, have to 
change their notion that government can be a ladder to lift the 

poor and instead hammer on the more robust point that Ameri-
can workers need a level playing field. “Working people are no 
fools,” writes the author, and they’re now seeing the effects 
on their paychecks and lives of tariffs, cuts in health care and 
social services, and the like. Winning the blue-collar white vote 
won’t be the easiest thing, Greenberg allows, but Trump lost sig-
nificant numbers of those voters between 2016 and 2018—and 
2020 is coming up fast.

Prognostication is always a risky business, but Green-
berg makes a good case for a near-term future in which tea 
partiers and Trumpies will be largely irrelevant. (75 charts)
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OPIUM
How an Ancient Flower 
Shaped and Poisoned Our 
World
Halpern, John & Blistein, David
Hachette (352 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-316-41766-2  

A breezy history of a substance that 
“is reluctant to give up its secrets” and a 
somber account of futile efforts to dis-

courage its abuse.
Psychiatrist Halpern and writer Blistein (David’s Inferno: 

My Journey Through the Dark Wood of Depression, 2013, etc.) begin 
with the bad news. “In 2017,” they write, “47,600 people died of 
opioid-related overdoses—more than gunshots and car crashes 
combined…and almost as many as were killed in the entire 
Vietnam War. The disease is straining our prison system, divid-
ing families, and defying virtually every legislative solution to 
treat it.” Rewinding the clock, the authors explain that no wild 
poppy produces as much opioid-rich sap as Papaver somniferum, 
so it was likely a mutation preserved by prehistoric humans. For 
millennia, physicians and writers praised its effects, and people 
consumed it as liberally as many of us take aspirin. Addiction 
was known and deplored, but opium was legal and cheap, so 
users usually led normal, productive lives. Many Americans 
regarded addiction as a moral failure, which was aggravated 
by the myth that opiate use was a foreign—mainly Chinese—
depravity. America’s first anti-drug law was an 1875 San Fran-
cisco ordinance making it a misdemeanor “to operate or visit an 
opium den.” It didn’t work, but activists persisted. In 1922, Con-
gress first legislated severe penalties for possessing or selling 
illegal narcotics. This was also a failure, but it was not a national 
issue because addiction seemed confined to nonwhite races. 
Matters changed with the 1960s and an explosion of drug use 
among whites. The U.S. has spent more than $1 trillion fighting 
the Richard Nixon–initiated war on drugs. Ironically, the tradi-
tional opiate villain, heroin, is becoming scarce as superpower-
ful, synthetic narcotics—e.g., Fentanyl—are replacing natural 
opiates, leading to the current addiction epidemic. Straining 
for optimism, the authors describe scientific advances and a 
change in our moral disapproval of addiction, which might help 
alleviate this disaster.

A fine account of opium and its misuse, which so far 
seems to be an insoluble problem.

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

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

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

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

IN JERUSALEM
Three Generations of 
an Israeli Family and a 
Palestinian Family
Harris, Lis
Beacon (272 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-8070-2968-8  

A firsthand look at the continuing 
turmoil facing the citizens of Jerusalem.

In interviewing families both Israeli 
and Palestinian, former New Yorker staff writer Harris (Arts and 

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

big wonderful thing
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Writing/Columbia Univ.; Tilting at Mills: Green Dreams, Dirty 
Dealings, and the Corporate Squeeze, 2003, etc.) ably navigates 
between harsh criticism of the way Israel has treated the Pal-
estinians and knee-jerk support. The author acknowledges 
the youthful inspiration she gleaned from summer camps in 
Israel, but over the years, she has also befriended displaced Pal-
estinians affected by the “deep civic unrest engendered by the 
Occupation.” On each side, she traces three generations, look-
ing at the effects of the historical markers of Israel’s creation 
in 1848, the Six-Day War of June 1967, the years after the Oslo 
Accords, and two intifadas of 1987 and 2000. Harris sought out 
the earliest settlers in some of the storied Jerusalem neighbor-
hoods—e.g., a daughter of Zionists who had defied Hitler and 
the concentration camps, and the Abuleils, one of a few hun-
dred Palestinian families still living in the disputed French Hill, 
refugees from the village of Lifta. Throughout the narrative, 
the author clearly portrays the enormous bitterness and fear on 
both sides. The author also weaves in sections of levity, “Trav-
els with Fuad,” in which she chronicles her wanderings with a 
fearless Palestinian driver, Fuad Abu Awwad, who recognized 
no boundaries and knew everyone, allowing her enviable access 
to further interview subjects. Ultimately, while Harris does her 
best to represent the Israelis’ righteous struggle to succeed in 
the country, the stories of the Palestinians’ daily strife to eek 
out a paltry living are some of the most memorable in the book. 

“Violence may haunt the average Israeli and loom large at the 
funerals of its soldiers and terrorist victims,” she writes, “but for 
too many Palestinians its threat is a menacing, day-in, day-out 
presence.”

Fair, evenhanded stories of what life is really like in the 
riven state of Israel.

PASSIONATE SPIRIT
The Life of Alma Mahler
Haste, Cate
Basic (368 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-465-09671-8  

Biography of a woman of “powerful 
allure” who attracted men of genius.

Biographer, historian, and filmmaker 
Haste (Craigie Aitchinson: A Life in Colour, 
2014, etc.) creates a sharp, sympathetic 

portrait of the sexually and emotionally voracious Alma Schindler 
Mahler Gropius Werfel (1879-1964), whose three husbands and 
many lovers brought her both prestige and notoriety. A gifted 
composer, she gave up a career in music to devote herself to her 
first husband, Gustav Mahler, who swept her off her feet while 
at the same time stringently delineating the terms of their mar-
riage: “It’s not so simple to marry a person like me,” he told her. 

“I am free and must be free. I cannot be bound, or tied to one 
spot.” He was 41 and she 22 when they married, and although 
both had doubts, Alma was convinced that she could not live 
without him. “I felt that only he could shape my life,” she 
recalled. “I sensed his true worth and significance, which placed 

him streets ahead of every other man I had met.” There was 
no lack of men—artists, musicians, and other creative types—
in pursuit of the beautiful Alma, and Haste draws largely on 
Alma’s sometimes self-serving diaries and memoirs to recount 
her affairs before, after, and during her several marriages. Life 
with Mahler proved difficult. He was demanding, and without 
her own music to sustain her, Alma felt bored, suffocated, and 
subject to “nervous torments.” After Mahler’s death, “a series 
of suitors” lavished attention on the 32-year-old widow, “a statu-
esque beauty with a magnetic charisma.” As much as she longed 
to return to composing, she longed, even more, to be worshiped. 
She married handsome young architect Walter Gropius, had a 
passionate affair with “the provocative, savage, eccentric artist” 
Oscar Koskoschka, divorced Gropius, and eventually married 
poet Franz Werfel. Haste is cleareyed about Alma’s emotional 
neediness, her “occasional intransigence,” and her “deeply con-
servative, anti-Semitic” political views.

A well-rounded portrait of an imperious woman and 
her eventful life.

GODS OF THE 
UPPER AIR 
How a Circle of 
Renegade Anthropologists 
Reinvented Race, Sex, and 
Gender in the Twentieth 
Century
King, Charles
Doubleday (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-385-54219-7  

The story of cultural anthropologist Franz Boas (1858-1942) 
and “a small band of contrarian researchers” who shaped the 
open-minded way we think now.

In this deeply engaging group biography, King (Govern-
ment and International Affairs; Georgetown Univ.; Midnight at 
the Pera Palace: The Birth of Modern Istanbul, 2014, etc.) recounts 
the lives and work of a handful of American scholars and intel-
lectuals who studied other cultures in the 1920s and ’30s, fight-
ing the “great moral evils: scientific racism, the subjugation 
of women, genocidal fascism, the treatment of gay people as 
willfully deranged.” Led by “Papa” Franz, who taught for four 
decades in Columbia University’s first anthropology depart-
ment, the group of “misfits and dissenters” (as a university presi-
dent called them) included Margaret Mead, whose expeditions 
to Polynesia produced Coming of Age in Samoa (1928); Ruth Bene-
dict, Boas’ assistant, Mead’s lover, and author of Patterns of Cul-
ture (1934); Zora Neale Hurston, the Harlem Renaissance writer 
whose ethnographic studies led to her novel Their Eyes Were 
Watching God (1937); and Ella Cara Deloria, a Native American 
scholar and ethnographer. King offers captivating, exquisitely 
detailed portraits of these remarkable individuals—the first 
cultural relativists—who helped demonstrate that humanity is 

“one undivided thing,” that race is “a social reality, not a biologi-
cal one,” and that things had to be “proven” before they could 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Jack Fairweather

THE VOLUNTEER RECOUNTS THE INSPIRING LIFE OF A FORGOTTEN 
HERO OF THE HOLOCAUST
By Gregory McNamee

For three-quarters of a century, Auschwitz has 
been a byword for the evil that humans can do, for 
the terrors wrought by tyrants against people whose 
only crime is to have been of a certain ethnicity or re-
ligious tradition and in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. During the five years that, night and day, it 
served as a factory of death, it was not a place that 
people entered willingly. Except, that is, in the case 
of one man, a Polish officer and resistance fighter 
named Witold Pilecki, who stepped forward and vol-
unteered to be imprisoned in that hell.

Jack Fairweather first heard of the story of Pilecki 
(pronounced Piletski) in the company of a fellow war 
correspondent at a Long Island dinner party eight 
years ago. So recounts the British journalist in his 
new book, The Volunteer: One Man, an Underground 

Army, and the Secret Mission to Destroy Auschwitz, writ-
ing, “The idea of a few souls standing up to the Na-

zis comforted us both that night.” Having told un-
told stories himself on the front lines in the Middle 
East, he adds, “I was equally struck by how little was 
known about Witold’s mission to warn the West of 
the Nazis’ crimes and create an underground army to 
destroy the camp.”

Auschwitz was really three camps in one. It was a 
prison camp for some military and political prison-
ers, who stood at least some chance of surviving it. It 
was a slave-labor camp for some Jews, captured Rus-
sians, and other unfortunates who could be put to 
work, with conditions ranging from the brutal to, as 
Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List depicts, the rel-
atively (and always tentatively) protected. And, most 
notoriously, it was an extermination camp. It was the 
last guise that set the tone for the entire complex; as 
Fairweather writes, when Pilecki arrived, having con-
vinced his fellow resistance fighters to allow him to 
enter the camp in September 1940, a full year after 
the Nazi invasion of Poland, the German comman-
dant barked, “Your Poland is dead forever, and now 
you are going to pay for your crimes through work.” 
Pointing to the giant smokestack of the death camp’s 
crematorium, he added, “The chimney is your only 
way to freedom.”

It was not. Pilecki kept careful records of all that 
he saw, hiding them, dispatching them to the out-
side world through an astonishingly successful under-
ground railway. The dangers were ever present that 
guards would discover him, that an inmate seeking 
favor might inform on him, that illness and overwork 
would fell him. Yet just a month after Pilecki entered 
Auschwitz, his reports were making their way to War-
saw, and from there to London—a fact that extends 
the story of what the Allies knew when and that com-
plicates their decision not to bomb the railway lines 
into Auschwitz or otherwise interfere in the Nazi 
death machine.

Fairweather entered Witold’s world with the 
knowledge that he had found a little-known story in 
a war that has filled whole libraries. The task before 

 

Jack Fairweather with a man who fought with Witold
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him, he discovered, was immense, and it took as many 
twists and turns as a hand-dug tunnel, involving going 
through thousands of prisoner testimonies, construct-
ing and reconstructing hundreds of grim episodes. “At 
times, I could almost feel as if I were there, moment 
by moment, seeing events through many eyes,” he says 
from his New York home. “More, I came to see the 
camp through Witold’s eyes, which was important in 
helping me understand his role as witness. In time, I 
thought it was an honor to see how those stories and 
events were interwoven, and I came to see my job as a 
kind of literary forensics.”

The stories thus interwoven, forming a vast testi-
monial, weren’t just taken from the prisoners’ points 
of view. Pilecki was careful to recount the role of the 
hated kapos, prisoners who, to curry favor with their 
captors, were sometimes as brutal as the SS guards. 
(One satisfying, if grisly, moment in Fairweather’s 
long narrative is the demise of a particularly hate-
ful collaborator.) He tried to understand the motiva-
tions of the Nazis as well. Pilecki, Fairweather writes, 
early on came to the conclusion that “not everyone 
could be saved, either physically or spiritually.” Some 
prisoners, Pilecki determined, did all they could to 
ingratiate themselves with the kapos and save them-
selves. Others died of typhus or other epidemic dis-
eases or starved; others simply abandoned hope. But 
many resisted in whatever ways they could: a medical 
assistant who falsified hospital records so that long-
term patients wouldn’t be taken off and killed, a kapo 
who warned his charges that they were about to be 
gassed, earning him his own execution.

Fairweather’s groundbreaking book offers a criti-
cal account of events that are still controversial. For 
one thing, there is that question of just how early on 
in the war Winston Churchill and other Allied lead-
ers knew of the existence of the death camps and the 
Final Solution they were meant to effect. “The trac-
ing of Witold’s reports from the camp to Warsaw and 
London has not been done before,” says Fairweather. 

“Indeed, the fact that Pilecki was calling for the camp 
to be bombed as early as October 1940 raises one of 
history’s great what-might-have-beens. It sets back 
the clock on what the Allies knew.”

In a Poland that is deeply sensitive to the behavior 
of its citizens in World War II—a recent law makes it 
illegal merely to suggest that Poland may have played 
even a tiny part in the Holocaust—Pilecki’s story 
is itself divisive. Although some Poles, for instance, 
cheered as the Jews among them were driven from 
their homes and sent to ghettos or camps, most, as 
Fairweather writes, refused to participate or aid the 
Germans. Still, most also remained silent. “There are 
some in Poland today,” Fairweather says, “who would 
like to use Witold Pilecki as an example of their coun-
try’s unblemished resistance and heroism. But in fact, 

even in the resistance there were many anti-Semites, 
and Pilecki had to push back hard against them.”

Pilecki himself despaired, and he engineered a 
daring escape even as one of his resistance colleagues 
was making his way to London with still more exten-
sive reports of the Nazis’ genocidal program. When 
that man arrived in London, as Fairweather notes, he 
discovered that the Allies “had no interest…in sup-
porting rescue measures that might divert resources 
away from the war effort.” Pilecki himself was recap-
tured after the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising and spent 
time as a prisoner in Germany before the Allies liber-
ated him. Returning to Poland, he soon fell afoul of a 
new terror in the form of a Stalinist satellite govern-
ment that condemned him as a traitor.

His story might have died with him, but Fair-
weather’s years of research, interviewing, reading, 
and contemplation have rescued Pilecki, whom he 
calls an otherwise “average man,” from oblivion. The 
Volunteer is a central document in helping readers 
understand the everyday workings of the Nazi war 
against Europe’s Jews. And, as Fairweather quietly 
observes, it “obliges us to confront how we respond 
to evil in our own time.”

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor. The Volunteer 
received a starred review in the May 1, 2019, issue.

THE VOLUNTEER 
One Man, An Underground Army, And the Secret 
Mission To Destroy Auschwitz
Fairweather, Jack
Custom House/Morrow (528 pp.)
$28.99  |  June 25, 2019
978-0-06-256141-1
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shape law, government, and public policy. “When there was 
no evidence for a theory,” Boas argued, “…you had to let it go—
especially if that thing just happened to place people like you 
at the center of the universe.” King’s smoothly readable story 
of the stubborn, impatient Boas and his acolytes emphasizes 
how their pioneering exploration of disparate cultures contra-
dicts the notion that “our ways are the only commonsensical, 
moral ones.” Rich in ideas, the book also abounds in absorbing 
accounts of friendships, animosities, and rivalries among these 
early anthropologists.

This superb narrative of debunking scientists provides 
timely reading for our “great-again” era. (16 pages of photos)

SAVAGE GODS
Kingsnorth, Paul
Two Dollar Radio (142 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-937512-85-9  

Environmentalist and historical nov-
elist Kingsnorth (Confessions of a Recover-
ing Environmentalist and Other Essays, 2017, 
etc.) chronicles his efforts to get back to 
the land.

A few years back, the author “had a plan”: to get out of 
urbanized England, cross a just-big-enough sea to Ireland, and 
return to nature, schooling the kids at home, growing food, 
drawing water from a well—the whole rural ideal as celebrated 
by Yeats and company. The house he found, not far from the 
River Shannon, wasn’t quite the stuff of romantic idyll, more 
a concrete bunker—concrete being the dream of Irish folk 

“escaping just as soon as they could from the tiny, picturesque, 
damp, cramped, whitewash-and-thatch cottages” of the post-
cards. There was no end to the work, but the work was worth 
it if it meant escaping from The Machine—besides, as Kings-
north writes, “art that doesn’t come from pain is just entertain-
ment.” Much pain ensued as the author wrestled with the big 
questions: If the world is coming to an end, is it worth writ-
ing? Why write, anyway? “Am I trying to direct your thoughts 
here, or mine?” he wonders, agonizing about the meaning of it 
all, adding later that he feels unmoored in a world that has no 
culture but plenty of civilization, “and they are not the same 
thing.” A little angst goes a long way, and it doesn’t help when 
Zen koans get mixed into the picture: If you don’t exist, are you 
really writing? In the end, a book that begins with the promise 
of adventure turns into a kind of journal of pondering and medi-
tation, which is not at all a bad thing—think Alan Watts’ Cloud-
Hidden. One wishes for a little of the sinew of Roger Deakins’ 
like-minded book Waterlog, but spiritual seekers with a mind to 
leave the workaday world will find that there’s plenty to think 
about as Kingsnorth works his way through his many questions.

One needs to be in the mood for lyrical lamentation, 
but Kingsnorth’s is a voice worth listening to.

BELIEVERS
Faith in Human Nature
Konner, Melvin
Norton (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-393-65186-7  

An anthropologist mounts a defense 
of the religious impulse as biological and 
cultural imperative.

Think of Konner (Anthropology 
and Neuroscience/Emory Univ.; Women 

After All: Sex, Evolution, and the End of Male Supremacy, 2015, 
etc.) as an anti–Richard Dawkins. Though, as he notes, “the 
most religious countries are the least developed ones” and the 
level of religious belief is declining rapidly among millenni-
als in both Europe and the U.S., there’s something to religion. 
But what is it? Ranging broadly among traditions and talking 
with believers, the author identifies a few of its characteris-
tics. One rabbi tells him, for instance, that it packs a healthy 
sense of awe, an ego-tempering sense that we are not the be-all 
and end-all of the universe, while Konner himself holds that a 
central factor of religion is its power to forge community and 
companionship. As a scientist, the author fully acknowledges 
that religion eludes scientific study and addresses questions 
that science perhaps cannot. The fact that so many of our kind 
have a religious impulse to begin with suggests, as an Indian 
neurologist memorably writes, that “when God made us, he 
put an antenna into our brains so we could find him, and it 
just happens to be in the temporal lobe.” But there’s more to 
religion, as Konner gamely admits, as an instrument of social 
control, of instilling norms of social behavior that open with 
the tenet, “People behave when they think they are watched.” 
Of course, people don’t always behave—it sometimes seems 
that the more overtly religious a person is the more heinous 
their transgressions. Konner doesn’t venture much in the way 
of the definitive, but he urges coexistence and even partner-
ship, noting that the days of religion’s attempting to stamp out 
science are coming to an end, the behavior of fundamental-
ist politicians notwithstanding. “Science and faith,” he writes, 

“are candles in a darkness that is vast compared to the light that 
either sheds.”

A humane, appropriately qualified argument that pro-
vides aid and comfort for believers—and that should also 
interest fair-minded nonbelievers.
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THE KING’S WAR
The Friendship of George 
VI and Lionel Logue During 
World War II
Logue, Mark & Conradi, Peter
Pegasus (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-64313-192-4  

A wartime sequel to Logue and Con-
radi’s The King’s Speech (2010).

Logue, whose father inherited the 
private papers that Australian-born speech therapist Lionel 
Logue kept over the nearly quarter-century of his working 
(and friendly) relationship with King George VI, finally sifted 
through the rich cache just before the film version of The King’s 
Speech was completed. The material that the author found 
would influence the film’s essential detail of the relationship 
between the two. Logue realized how loyal his grandfather 
had been in keeping private the work he and the king were 
doing to perfect the king’s speech, especially during the key 
war years. He also realized how essential Lionel’s assistance 
had been in bolstering the king’s public image, particularly 
after the fresh abdication of his more popular brother, Edward 
VIII, in 1936. As the second son, George (“Bertie”) was never 
meant to be king, and his speech impediment was a source of 
early humiliation and shame. After visiting numerous doctors 
(nine by one count), Bertie arrived for a first visit at Lionel’s 
London office on Harley Street in 1926 and made great strides 
by following the unorthodox breathing techniques of the not-
quite-doctor and fairly untrained Logue (there was no such 
discipline as “speech therapy” at the time), who also recog-
nized the psychological component to stuttering. Logue and 
Conradi swiftly move through the war years, providing fasci-
nating details about how the British coped through the Battle 
of Britain—and the meaning for regular Britons that their roy-
alty suffered along with them. When radio formed their major 
community contact, the speeches by the king—practiced by 
him and Logue, who eliminated difficult words and replaced 
them with deliberate phrasing—proved to be a salve to the 
public and inspired resolve.

A fresh-feeling account of the war years in London and 
the sympathy the public held for their royal family. (8 pages 
of color photos)

KNOW-IT-ALL SOCIETY
Truth and Arrogance in 
Political Culture
Lynch, Michael Patrick
Liveright/Norton (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-63149-361-4  

A philosophy professor tackles our 
society’s increasingly arrogant embrace 
of convictions that are often misguided 
and not reasonably supported.

In this relevant new book, Lynch (Director, Humanities 
Institute/Univ. of Connecticut: The Internet of Us: Knowing More 
and Understanding Less in the Age of Big Data, 2016, etc.) expands 
on the issue he addressed previously: how our reasoning skills 
are being undermined by the vast yet unprocessed amount of 
information found on the internet. He shows how the internet 
and social media are damaging our ability to process facts, par-
ticularly in relation to politics, instilling rigid views that often 
quickly escalate into an unwavering rejection of those who may 
have alternate views. Ultimately, we come to believe we can no 
longer learn from one another. As an example of how social 
media can stir up outrage—rather than reasonable thinking—
Lynch considers Facebook’s response emoticons to news events 
or claims of fact and suggests a more useful commenting struc-
ture: “justified by the evidence,” “not justified by the evidence,” 
and “need more information.” The author readily supports his 
argument by referencing philosophical ideas culled from the 
works of Montaigne, Bertrand Russell, Hannah Arendt, and 
Socrates. Lynch ultimately remains objective in assessing argu-
ments on both sides of the political landscape, asserting that 
the right and left can each learn from the other. His bottom-
line resolution is to accept with humility what we do know. “To 
strive after truth and humility means that we must always be 
ready to consider new evidence and new experiences, and that 
we cannot rest content in our convictions,” he writes. “Part of 
being intellectually humble is treating truth, not just agree-
ment, as a goal of inquiry.” Though the author’s argument is 
cogent, his academic approach, while not overly opaque, may 
miss a wider audience of readers—on all areas of the political 
spectrum—who could most benefit from his message.

Lynch offers an insightful, timely message that may 
be too intellectually articulated to appeal to those it could 
best serve.
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FOR THE LOVE OF MUSIC
A Conductor’s Guide to the 
Art of Listening
Mauceri, John
Knopf (224 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-52065-8  

A warm introduction to the world of 
classical music.

Mauceri (Maestros and Their Music: 
The Art and Alchemy of Conducting, 2017), 

who has won a Grammy, a Tony, and three Emmys, invites us 
into his beloved world of music. Aimed at novices, his book 

“attempts to sum up a lifetime of feelings” about classical 
music, which “contains within its two words an immensely 
varied cache of organized sound.” The author’s joy for music 
is infectious. He wants to share the love of classical music 
he first discovered in 1956 as a 10-year-old listening to the 

“cosmic power” of Beethoven’s Eroica for the first time on a 
TV show. Beethoven’s “nine symphonies,” he writes, “consti-
tute the greatest sequence of symphonies ever composed.” 
Classical music began with the “towering achievements” 
of Bach, the “divinely inspired architect,” and Handel, the 

“great cosmopolitan entertainer,” both born in 1685. More 
talented Germans, including Hayden and Schubert, followed. 
After a concise chronological history of musical instruments, 
from the winds to percussion, bells and cymbals, the key-
board, shaped for the human hand, and the strings, Mauceri 
explores the nature and structure of music as metaphor and 
the process of listening: “The audience is always the ultimate 
translator of music.” Within the subjective territory of music 
and morality, he argues that classical music can “make us bet-
ter.” It’s a “force of good” and “projects optimism.” Kenneth 
Clark had his art and architecture, but Mauceri writes that 
classical music “stands as the pillar of who we are as a civiliza-
tion.” The last chapter confronts diversity in classical music, 
and historically, the author admits, it has come up wanting. 
However, “gender and racial balance within orchestras has 
significantly improved,” and Mauceri notes the number of 
black and non-European conductors who “broke racial bar-
riers” in recent years.

Even those who know classical music well will learn 
something from this lively and enthusiastic primer.

ALEXANDER VON HUMBOLDT
How the Most Famous 
Scientist of the Romantic 
Age Found the Soul of Nature
Meinhardt, Maren
BlueBridge (272 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Sep. 9, 2019
978-1-62919-019-8  

A brief life of the influential scientist 
and explorer, the most renowned of his 
day.

This year marks the 250th anniversary of Alexander von 
Humboldt’s birth, which explains the arrival of Andrea Wulf 
and Lillian Melcher’s entertaining graphic book The Adven-
tures of Alexander von Humboldt (2019), building on Wulf ’s ear-
lier Invention of Nature (2015). This comparatively slender life 
by Times Literary Supplement editor Meinhardt adds only a little 
materially to the facts surrounding the explorer and polymath. 
What it does successfully is place him not so much in the tra-
dition of the ongoing Enlightenment as at the vanguard of the 
romantic movement, blending art and science as an exaltation 
of the human mind. “In each part of the world,” writes the 
author, Humboldt “stressed, nature had its own, distinctive 
character, and the very thing that was singular about it eluded 
the power of comparison.” In other words, the world is made up 
of distinctive entities rather than great forces, individuals act-
ing rather than the grinding of the Hegelian dialectic, all suscep-
tible to sentiment and sensation but hard to describe, requiring 
the poet as much as the practitioner of the dawning scientific 
method. Small wonder that, later in life, Humboldt wrote not 
just of the places he saw as he traveled around the world, but 
also of “the moral disposition of Humanity” as he encountered 
it. Meinhardt also adds a little sizzle to the steak with her sug-
gestion that Humboldt was likely not ascetic in matters corpo-
real, as evidenced by his attachment to a 22-year-old Ecuadorian 
named Carlos Montúfar: “There were rumors that the associa-
tion was not merely scientific,” she writes with nice circumspec-
tion. Wulf ’s is the more comprehensive book, but Meinhardt 
delivers a useful commentary on Humboldt and his age.

A modest yet welcome addition to the literature sur-
rounding the German world traveler and his extraordinary 
accomplishments. (14 illustrations)

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

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

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

papers, and abundant published sources, biographer, essayist, 

Even those who know classical music well will learn
something from this lively and enthusiastic primer.

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

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

A nuanced, authoritative portrait of a legendary artist.

ELEMENTS OF FICTION
Mosley, Walter
Grove (128 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-8021-4763-9  

The prolific creator of Easy Rawlins 
provides guidance and tough-minded 
encouragement to writers at any stage of 
development.

In this follow-up to This Year You 
Write Your Novel (2007), Mosley (Down 

the River Unto the Sea, 2018, etc.) further demystifies fiction 
writing through language as taut and spare as the prose in his 
own novels. Where his first writing guide emphasized matters 
of diligence and discipline, here the author focuses on such 
storytelling basics as character, physical details, and points of 
view (he occasionally suggests that using a first-person narrator 
is harder than it seems). Mosley elaborates on the definition of 
plot he used in This Year, noting that “every story is a mystery 

of one sort or another.” To illustrate this and other rules and 
assertions, the author unspools some narrative premises of his 
own invention. While some may seem too over-the-top to be 
anything more than parody, Mosley’s purpose is to show read-
ers the array of choices a novelist faces in setting up conflicts, 
not least of which is where and when a story might take place. 
He deploys similar story premises to show when and how to 
disclose the emotional lives of characters and how authorial 
improvisation can jar open fresh perspectives and a new set 
of narrative paths to follow. These random premises often feel 
like sneak peeks into Mosley’s notebooks, but their intended 
effect is to make fledgling writers believe they can freely invent 
their own story ideas and carry them to fruition. The author 
is not only an inspiring instructor; he is also a bracingly open-
minded one. He cites the use by some writers of outlines and 
biographies of major characters before getting to their novels, 
but he writes that he prefers meeting his characters “the way 
I encounter people in life—at a place and a situation where I 
have less knowledge than I’d like.” Ultimately, he acknowledges 
that there is “no preordained pathway” to a writer’s “ultimate 
destination.” As with other manuals, this one doesn’t shirk from 
emphasizing the difficulty of writing, but Mosley’s spirited gen-
erosity helps make it less daunting.

A concise work that aspiring writers will find useful.

HOW TO
Absurd Scientific Advice 
for Common Real-World 
Problems
Munroe, Randall
Riverhead (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-525-53709-0  

Former NASA robotics scientist 
Munroe (Thing Explainer: Complicated Stuff in Simple Words, 2015, 
etc.), the genius behind the xkcd stick-figure webcomic, consid-
ers unlikely solutions to common problems.

Say you want to have a pool party. You plan one before real-
izing that, as Munroe writes, “you can’t shake the feeling that 
you’re missing something.” What you’re missing is a sine qua 
non: a pool. So you decide whether to build an in-ground pool 
or an aboveground pool, et voilà—problem solved. But how 
to get water into it? You can use a giant industrial shredder 
to grind up huge piles of plastic water bottles, squeezing out 
enough to fill the pool in a couple of hours but also generating 
a mountain of plastic waste. You can siphon it from an uphill 
neighbor’s pool using Archimedean principles. You can extract 
water from the air, as Matt Damon did in The Martian, maybe 
blowing yourself up in the process. And so forth. Munroe turns 
to a battery of juicy problems, some beyond improbable. How 
to jump really high? You can find a very tall mountain, maybe 
one that’s “upwind from where the Olympics are being held,” 
and catch a thermal updraft with a sailplane rig. How to make a 
friend? Use the principle of physics called the “mean free path,” 
which will instruct you that “if you want to physically run into 
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people, you’ll have better luck in a packed football stadium than 
in the boreal forests of Canada.” Of course, a physical collision 
may earn you an enemy, or someone who avoids you, at any rate. 
Munroe’s madness has its method: His solutions tend to the daft 
and are definitely outside the box, but figuring out for yourself 
how to get something done, whether changing a light bulb or 
powering a house, “can be fun and informative and sometimes 
leads you to surprising places.”

An enjoyable treat for fans of logic puzzles, brain 
hacking, kaizen, mad science, and other forms of mental 
stimulation.

THE COSMOPOLITAN 
TRADITION
A Noble but Flawed Ideal
Nussbaum, Martha C.
Belknap/Harvard Univ. (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-674-05249-9  

An internationally acclaimed philos-
opher considers the moral responsibili-
ties of world citizens.

In a penetrating and salient collec-
tion of essays, Nussbaum (Law, Philosophy/Univ. of Chicago; 
The Monarchy of Fear: A Philosopher Looks at our Political Crisis, 
2018, etc.), the latest recipient of the Berggruen Prize for Phi-
losophy and Culture, examines the cosmopolitan tradition and 
its relationship to the challenges of pluralism and globalism in 
contemporary life. Four pieces trace the history of cosmopoli-
tanism through the work of significant thinkers who grappled 
with questions of ethical behavior, social responsibility, moral 
capacities, and human worth: Cicero; Greek Cynics and Sto-
ics, represented by Marcus Aurelius; 17th-century Dutch legal 
scholar Hugo Grotius; and 18th-century Scottish economist and 
philosopher Adam Smith. The final essays consider thorny con-
temporary moral problems, such as glaring economic inequality, 
migration, the efficacy of foreign aid, and human responsibility 
for the natural world. The cosmopolitan tradition, with roots 
in ancient Greece and Rome, is grounded in the idea of “the 
equal, and unconditional, worth of all human beings” who have 
a basic capacity “for moral learning and choice” and whose 
dignity is not “inherently hierarchical or based on the idea of 
a rank-ordered society.” Although central to political liberalism 
and human rights declarations, cosmopolitanism nevertheless 
presents “intellectual and practical problems” in considering 

“what type of treatment human dignity requires.” Specifically, 
how do material possessions and opportunities, such as access 
to adequate nourishment, clean water, health care, and educa-
tion, affect an individual’s expression of dignity and exercise of 
choice? Providing material support may raise problems: The 

“benevolent paternalism” of foreign aid, for example, may under-
mine community efforts to create “durable and adequate health 
institutions.” Nussbaum makes clear and accessible works and 
ideas that may be unfamiliar to most readers, and she persua-
sively argues for a revision of cosmopolitanism—the Capabilities 

In 13 years of reporting world news for CNN Africa, 
no story impacted Isha Sesay like the abduction in Nige-
ria of the Chibok schoolgirls by Boko Haram.

“When the news emerged in April 2014, I was moved 
by the ways the world galvanized,” says Sesay, a Peabody 
and Gracie award winner for her coverage of the kidnap-
ping and its aftermath, including the global movement 
#BringBackOurGirls. “And I was 
moved in equal measure by [the 
fact that], in what seemed to be the 
blink of an eye, it was gone.”

While the world averted its gaze, 
Sesay remained engaged, maintain-
ing relationships with the families, 
community elders, activists, jour-
nalists, and officials lobbying for 
the girls’ release. In 2016, she raced 
to Nigeria to report that 21 had 
been freed. When those girls returned to Chibok for the 
first time, the following Christmas, she accompanied 
them on their journey.

“I was once a little black African girl, and my life mat-
tered,” says Sesay, who was born in London, raised in Si-
erra Leone, and lives in Los Angeles. “My story mattered. 
And it pained me, the way a valuation was put on their 
lives as ‘not important’—and this is domestically and 

internationally. I wanted to right 
that wrong as best I could.”

Expertly reported and boldly 
told, Beneath the Tamarind Tree: A 
Story of Courage, Family, and the Lost 
Schoolgirls of Boko Haram (July 9) 
adds depth and breadth to a story 
worthy of our sustained attention.

“I hope it inspires readers to see 
black and brown girls, girls of color, 
in a new way—to see them in their 
fullness,” Sesay says. “I hope it in-
spires them to pay more attention 

to what happens beyond U.S. borders. And I hope that it 
inspires them to lending their voices to a call to the Ni-
gerian government to do everything possible to account 
for the 112 who are still missing.” —M.L.

Megan Labrise is the editor at large and co-host of the Fully 
Booked podcast. Beneath the Tamarind Tree received a 
starred review in the May 15, 2019, issue. 

after the media drops 
a story, the real 
reporting begins

Photo courtesy Cathrine W
hite

Isha Sesay



Approach—that emphasizes “the priority of individual entitle-
ments” in promoting human dignity, melding duties of justice 
with duties of material aid, and taking into account “people’s 
substantial freedoms to choose things that they value.”

A timely and insightful analysis of ethical dilemmas.

THE LISTENER
A Holocaust Memoir
Oore, Irene
Univ. of Regina (104 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2019
978-0-88977-653-1  

A Holocaust survivor’s story shared 
through the generations.

Halifax-based Oore (French/Dalhou-
sie Univ.; co-author: Marie-Claire Blais: 
An Annotated Bibliography, 1998) was born 

in Poland to a mother who escaped the fate of so many others 
in the Warsaw ghetto at least in part because she looked Aryan 
and was deemed attractive by those standards, marrying a gen-
tile officer. The horrors that she witnessed could be consid-
ered unspeakable, yet she repeated them often to her daughter, 
beginning when she was 4 years old. “How could this apparently 

‘normal’ woman tell such stories to a child?” the author wonders. 
“Though it seems to me she could not help but tell them. What 
choice did she have? What choice did I have?” None, Oore 
ultimately decided. Though she initially felt incapable of under-
standing the stories and the motive for sharing them, and later 
felt unworthy of sharing the story because the suffering was not 
hers, she believed that she must become the vessel for the story 
and that she would discover the value in sharing it with her own 
children. “She was letting go; the story was now truly in my 
possession,” writes the author. “The understanding was that I 
would tell the story. That was the deal: the story was now mine, 
and I had the moral obligation to tell it.” Oore also delves into 
how her mother’s “deep dislike of Jews, her self-hatred, came as 
an additional ‘fringe benefit’ of the story and has accompanied 
me all my life.” The author is older than her mother was when 
the storytelling began, and in sharing the story with her own 
adult children, she was able to find catharsis. It’s a slim memoir, 
but one that is instructive about the necessity of passing stories 
down to keep them alive.

Oore demonstrates the persistence of memory and the 
pervasiveness of evil.

YALE NEEDS WOMEN
How the First Group of Girls 
Rewrote the Rules of an Ivy 
League Giant
Perkins, Anne Gardiner
Sourcebooks (400 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4926-8774-0  

An educational policy expert exam-
ines the trials, tribulations, and triumphs 
that marked the early years of the Yale 

University experiment in coeducation.
Until 1969, Yale was “a village of men.” But as Perkins, the 

first woman editor-in-chief of the Yale Daily News, shows, Yale 
faced cultural currents from within and without that forced it to 
change. Coeducation had been the norm at Harvard, Yale’s clos-
est Ivy peer, since 1943. By 1968, Yale students were demanding 
an end to the “stifling social environment” that forced them to 
seek female company in women bused in from all-women col-
leges like Vassar. In the end, the students got their wish, but the 
early years of the transition to a coeducational campus were 
tumultuous. Behind-the-scenes administrative power struggles 
emerged between Yale President Kingman Brewster and Elga 
Wasserman, the assistant dean who spearheaded coeducation 
efforts. Kingman favored a slow transition that would still 
leave female students far outnumbered by males. By contrast, 
Wasserman, a perpetually embattled female administrator in a 
system controlled by men, favored greater parity sooner rather 
than later. The “threadbare budget” Yale provided Wasserman 
also proved problematic, especially in her efforts to create a 
safer campus for female undergraduates, who dealt with sexual 
harassment from both their professors and male peers. Perkins’ 
interviews with some of the 575 young women undergraduates 
who came to Yale in 1969 reveal that many felt alienated and 
alone. Despite the challenges they faced—such as housing and 
health care facilities that did not take their needs into account—
the first women students at Yale found strength in the bonds 
they created with each other and through the nascent feminist 
movement, and they went on to open doors to other women in 
all-male domains such as the Yale athletics and marching band 
programs. As it celebrates female achievement, the author’s 
focus on a single university also narrows the readership to schol-
ars of higher education and a Yale-affiliated audience.

Well-researched but with limited appeal.

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



8 0   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

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

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

Carrying on an iconic legacy of public letters from black 
writers—think James Baldwin, Ta-Nehisi Coates, and Kiese 
Laymon, among many others—Perry (African American Stud-
ies/Princeton Univ.; Looking for Lorraine: The Radiant and Radical 
Life of Lorraine Hansberry, 2018, etc.) reflects on her family his-
tory, tying it together with cultural allegories to impress upon 
her sons the precious inheritance found within black social life 
and the pursuit of a livelihood full of “passion, profound human 
intimacy and connection, beauty and excellence.” A multi-
disciplinary and acclaimed researcher, Perry uses references 
throughout the slim volume that range across centuries and the 
global black diaspora, across folklore, music, and visual arts as 
well as the influence of numerous faith traditions. “The people 
with whom you can share the interior illumination,” she writes, 

“that is the sacramental bond.” She breaks down the structures 
of violence and marginalization that black children face while 
uplifting the imaginative and improvisatory space for them 
to focus on their becoming, to not be trapped in misnarrated 
stories or “forced into two dimensions when you are in four.” 
Echoing Baldwin’s distinctive “Letter to My Nephew,” Perry 
emphasizes the critical life discipline of making choices—not 
in the shallow sense of choosing success or achievement but 
rather within the depths of the long, historic freedom struggle 
to answer important questions—e.g., “How will you treat your 
word? How will you hold your heart? How will you hold others?” 
Deeply intergenerational, the book blurs intended audiences to 
call all of us to face up to legacies of injustice while insisting on 
the grace and conviviality necessary to imagine just futures.

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

CONDÉ NAST
The Man and His Empire— 
A Biography
Ronald, Susan
St. Martin’s (448 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-18002-5  

A sympathetic life of the publisher 
of Vanity Fair, Vogue, and other stylish 
magazines.

Ronald, who has published a num-
ber of other biographies (Hitler’s Art Thief: Hildebrand Gurlitt, 

the Nazis, and the Looting of Europe’s Treasures, 2015, etc.), returns 
with the thoroughly researched story of Condé Nast (1873-
1942), following him from birth to death (both in New York) 
and charting his rise in the publishing world, his significant 
financial difficulties during the Depression, his married and 
love lives (not always the same), and his battles with prostate 
cancer and, finally, a weak heart. Throughout, Ronald’s tone is 
deeply admiring as she chronicles Nast’s work ethic, appear-
ance, devotion to his staff members (he “had an anaphylactic 
reaction to firing people”), and his stellar parties. A first mar-
riage did not work out; nor did his second to a woman some 
30 years his junior. The author also tells us—more than once—
that Nast attracted “some of the most stunning women in 
the world,” though he “never used his position or power on 
women.” Later, suffering the aftereffects of prostate cancer 
and its dire treatments, he endured permanent erectile dys-
function. Appearing on Nast’s vast stage were some of the 
most creative characters of the day, including Robert Bench-
ley, Robert Sherwood, Coco Chanel, Truman Capote, Doro-
thy Parker, and Cecil Beaton. (A long list is in the backmatter.) 
Nast got along with most of them (though some were fired), 
and the author praises them, as well. The one exception is 
Clare Brokaw (later Clare Boothe Luce), whom Ronald assails 
more than once for her self-interest and her insatiable sexual 
appetites. Readers interested in business history will enjoy the 
strategies and principles dear to Nast and the accounts of his 
competition with William Randolph Hearst.

A highly flattering biography of an important figure in 
American publishing. (8-page color photo insert; 8-page b/w photo 
insert)

SUDDEN COURAGE
Youth in France Confront the 
Germans, 1940-1945
Rosbottom, Ronald C.
Custom House/Morrow (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-06-247002-7  

An exploration of the reasons so 
many young French citizens stepped up 
to work against Nazi occupiers and the 

“traitorous” Vichy government.
As Rosbottom (French and European Studies/Amherst 

Coll.; When Paris Went Dark: The City of Light Under German 
Occupation, 1940-1944, 2014) shows, World War II interrupted 
their developmental time frame, forcing them into an adult-
hood for which they were little prepared. There are many com-
mon threads in the memoirs the author was able to source—e.g., 
patriotic pride and hatred of the occupiers; strong Jewish 
identity—but a moral certainty of right and wrong was the 
dominant characteristic in all of them. Many practiced soft 
resistance, including art, propaganda, false documents, and 
minor but persistent sabotage. Others used hard resistance: 
intelligence-gathering, assassinations, derailments, etc. By 
far the most organized were the young communists, who had 

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

resistance and resourcefulness.
breathe



funding from Russia and accepted and encouraged girls to join. 
Under Stalin’s orders not to attack their occupiers after the 1939 
treaty with Hitler, the youth concentrated on undermining the 
German-backed Vichy government and the French police who 
worked directly with the Germans. Hitler’s invasion of Russia 
ended that ban. The cultural and social phenomena affecting 
students before the war—film, jazz, dancing, and a new taste of 
freedom—guided them. They were not driven by politics and 
didn’t think of the dangers to themselves or their families. At 
first, their youth, especially for girls, protected them. When the 
SS and Gestapo took over in 1942, everyone was suspect, and 
security tightened considerably. Rosbottom uses impressive 
character studies to drive his narrative—e.g., a 17-year-old who 
was executed as a reprisal; a blind young man who became a nat-
ural leader both in the Resistance and during the many months 
he spent in prison. Early resisters were disorganized, confused, 
and incompetent, but they learned quickly.

A fine history that brings back to light the contribu-
tions of the younger, often forgotten resistance fighters.

LIVES RECLAIMED
A Story of Rescue and 
Resistance in Nazi Germany
Roseman, Mark
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-62779-787-0  

A new history of the Bund, an “ide-
alistic group of Germans who, in a small 
way, did something remarkable.”

After the fall of the Third Reich, 
many Germans zealously asserted that they had never sympa-
thized with the fascist regime; indeed, there were those few who 
truly resisted the scourge and even tried to rescue its victims. 
This history chronicles the significant contributions of one 
group, the Bund. Roseman (Director, Jewish Studies/Indiana 
Univ., The Wannsee Conference and the Final Solution, 2002, etc.), 
an award-winning historian of Nazi Germany, tells of a small 
group of leftist idealists that was established in the days of the 
Weimar Republic to improve humanity with lectures, exercise, 
pamphlets, and dance performances. Called simply the Bund, its 

“inspirational leader” was Artur Jacobs, who possessed “bound-
less optimism and self-confidence.” He was not Jewish, but 
his wife was. After the mob outrages against German Jews on 
Kristallnacht, members of the Bund, even under the watchful 
eyes of the brown-shirted offenders, offered succor and sympa-
thy, fruit and flowers to those eventually headed to the concen-
tration camps. They also supplied lifesaving Bund houses for 
some Jews. Providing help was exceedingly difficult. Relatives 
of some of the group’s adherents were in the Wehrmacht, there 
were constant and devastating air raids in the Ruhr homeland 
of the Bund, and rations were scarce. Not surprisingly, after the 
Allied victory in Europe, when reparations became available to 
proven victims of the Third Reich, Bundists, including Jacobs, 
lined up. Recounting their considerable trials, many, including 

Jacobs, exaggerated their wartime exploits and their suffer-
ing. With meticulous research into personal papers and other 
primary material, Roseman provides a singular footnote to the 
story of life in Hitler’s Germany. Reflecting on the story of the 
Bund, readers may ask again: “What would I have done?”

A welcome addition to the literature of the Holocaust 
and Nazi Germany. (2 photo inserts)

TALK RADIO’S AMERICA
How an Industry Took Over 
a Political Party That Took 
Over the United States
Rosenwald, Brian
Harvard Univ. (368 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-674-18501-2  

How talk radio evolved from infor-
mative discussions of local issues to a 
forum for outrage.

Rosenwald (Senior Fellow/Robert A. Fox Leadership Program, 
Univ. of Pennsylvania), the co-editor-in-chief of “Made by History,” 
the Washington Post’s daily history section, makes his book debut 
with a brisk, well-researched history of the rise and transformation 
of talk radio. Because FM radio, with its stereo signal, carried more 
music, beginning in the 1960s, AM’s share of the listener audience 
plummeted—and with it, ad revenue. Station owners, in finan-
cial straits, saw in the news talk format a way to build popularity. 
Advice shows, interviews, and caller-driven discussions of topics 
relevant to local listeners appealed to Americans yearning for con-
nection and community. In talk shows, listeners found “a virtual 
replacement for the front stoop, through which they could discuss 
current affairs with people like themselves.” Although now iden-
tified with conservative political views, as recently as the 1980s, 
talk radio “was diverse in topics and political orientations.” The 
debut of Rush Limbaugh, in 1988, changed the tenor of talk shows 
dramatically. Like his listeners, Limbaugh was dissatisfied with 
the liberal stance of mainstream media. “I validate what millions 
of Americans already think,” he claimed. Outspoken and hard-
hitting, Limbaugh, along with other hosts, “flaunted opposition 
to political correctness and sneered at the new norms promoted 
by the rights movements that inflamed conservative sensibilities.” 
While the hosts did not limit their guests strictly to Republicans, 
Democrats—Bill Clinton excepted—found talk radio “an awk-
ward fit.” Able to simplify “even complicated, highly technical 
matters into something understandable and ominous,” talk radio 
hosts influenced voters. In the 1994 election, Republican leaders 
credited Limbaugh with the party’s victory. With the advent of Fox 
News, the “content, style, and verve of talk radio” moved to cable, 
creating a forum for “pugnacious,” right-wing personalities who 

“pushed for unfiltered, ideologically extreme candidates and a party 
shaped in their image.”

A vigorous analysis of contemporary politics.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   8 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



8 2   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

A STATE AT ANY COST
The Life of David Ben-Gurion
Segev, Tom
Trans. by Watzman, Haim
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (816 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-374-11264-6  

The eminent Israeli journalist and his-
torian chronicles the life of a driven leader 
who galvanized others to the exhausting, 
relentless pursuit of a state of Israel.

Born in Poland, David Ben-Gurion (1886-1943) was, from 
an early age, laser-focused on the creation of a Jewish state, and 
he was often perceived as heartless, especially—tellingly—by 
those closest to him. Segev (Simon Wiesenthal: The Life and Leg-
ends, 2010, etc.) attributes this quality to the loss of his mother 
after another childbirth when he was 11, a trauma that colored 
all relationships Ben-Gurion had henceforth, especially those 
with women. Yet he also had an educated father who conducted 
legal business with Christians and established an early Zionist 
society in his Polish village which clearly influenced his son. The 
author clearly captures the relentless, rather oblivious quality of 
Ben-Gurion’s personality as well as his quixotic side. He left for 
Warsaw as a teen, before his close group of boyhood friends did, 
and while he was confident he would gain entrance to a tech-
nological school—in order to learn skills to aid the new Jewish 
state—he lacked the essential ambition to complete the work. 
Instead, he immersed himself in the socialist labor alternative to 
Zionism, the Bund, and honed his leadership skills. As a leader, 
he traveled to America and the European capitals, drumming 
up support for the Zionist cause. The rise of Hitler and Nazi 
aggression changed everything, and Ben-Gurion regarded the 
tragedy not in terms of numbers of Jews murdered but rather as 
a setback for gaining settlers for the state. The 1948 declaration 
of the Jewish state signaled a celebration for everyone except 
Ben-Gurion, who knew it meant war and the sacrifice of Jewish 
lives. Essentially, he sanctioned the policy of forcible removal 
of Arab villagers during the war of independence; afterward, he 
noted, “an Arab is first and foremost an Arab.” For him, there 
was no compromise, and the fortress mentality still festers to 
this day.

A fair portrait of a difficult, hard-nosed character who, 
like him or not, had enormous impact on 20th-century 
events. (8 pages of b/w illustrations)

THE GRAVE ON THE WALL
Shimoda, Brandon
City Lights (186 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-0-87286-790-1  

An American poet of Japanese 
descent illuminates the tensions that 
exploded with World War II and the 
aftershocks within his family.

By the time Shimoda (The Desert, 
2018, etc.) came to know his grandfather, 
the latter was suffering from Alzheimer’s, 

and thus it was only after his death that the author began to 
untangle the narrative of his life as a citizen of one country 
living in another. The resonance of the story that he pieces 
together, through pilgrimages back to Japan and across the 
United States, extends well beyond a single family or ethnic-
ity to the soul of his own native country, where “white settlers 
were the original aliens. They sought to diffuse their alienation, 
by claiming the land and controlling the movement and rights 
of the people for whom the land was not alien, but ancestral.” 
Shimoda’s grandfather was conceived in Honolulu and born in 
Japan, and he crossed the ocean to Seattle as a 9-year-old boy, 
without the rest of his family. World War II turned him into an 

“enemy alien,” though, as the author writes, “he was not born an 
enemy alien. He was made into an enemy alien. The first (alien) 
phase was immigration. The third (enemy) phase was the attack 
on Pearl Harbor. The second phase was the transition. Which 
was, for a Japanese man, ineligible for citizenship, compulsory.” 
He was a trained photographer, and by all evidence, a very good 
and sensitive one, but the main offense on which he was initially 
incarcerated was possessing a camera. Shimoda wades through 
memories and dreams; lives and graves that have no names 
documented; unspeakable horrors committed by the country 
where his grandfather lived on the people of his native country; 
and the attempts to memorialize what is too graphically terrible 
to remember. By the end, writes the author, “I was just learning 
how to see.”

A memoir of sorts that blurs the boundary between the 
personal and the universal. (b/w photos)

TOOLS AND WEAPONS
The Promise and the Peril of 
the Digital Age
Smith, Brad & Browne, Carol Ann
Penguin Press (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-984877-71-0  

A survey of the dangers and possibilities 
of the information age, four decades on.

“Companies that create technology 
must accept greater responsibility for 

the future.” So argues Microsoft president Smith, writing with 
communications director Browne, in this overview of some 



of the ways in which their industry has changed the world for 
better or worse. For worse: The computer age is tremendously 
costly in terms of energy. The authors open with a vision of a 
single data center about 150 miles inland from Seattle, with 2 
million square feet of space housing “hundreds of thousands of 
server computers and millions of hard disks,” girded by rows of 
20-foot-tall emergency generators should the nearby hydroelec-
tric plant on the Columbia River fail. More is to come: As the 
authors note, the automobile of a decade hence will be a roll-
ing computer, perhaps autonomously driven, consuming huge 
quantities of data on the cloud. Who benefits? Whether tech 
or automotive, in that instance, corporations benefit—and cor-
porations, suggest the authors, can’t be counted on to regulate 
themselves alone. Smith and Browne consider some of the more 
vexing issues that technology has raised—e.g., facial recogni-
tion software, the gathering of personal data, increasing govern-
mental demands for the release of personal information, the use 
of social engineering and available tools to manipulate popular 
opinion and elections (“one of our biggest challenges was how 
to talk publicly about the threats” since no one wants to tick 
off the Russians—or Donald Trump), and always the specter of 
artificial intelligence becoming so self-directed that the singu-
larity arrives, that long-imagined scenario where machines find 
that there’s no real need for people to gum up the works. The 
authors also discuss the Snowden affair and the need for open 
data, stressing how important it is that “data not become the 
province of a few large companies and countries.”

Though it raises more questions than answers, a book 
for technologists and future-watchers to ponder.

THE ART OF STATISTICS
How To Learn from Data
Spiegelhalter, David
Basic (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5416-1851-0  

An exploration of “why we need sta-
tistics” and how to use them effectively.

The fact that Darrell Huff ’s delightful 
How to Lie With Statistics (1954) remains in 
print should convince readers that politi-

cians, demagogues, and advertisers have never had trouble mis-
leading us with numbers and graphs. Still, the study of statistics 
is widely considered boring, so popular books on the subject 
work hard to be entertaining; this expert primer mostly mea-
sures up. Distinguished British statistician Spiegelhalter (Sta-
tistics/Univ. of Cambridge; Sex by Numbers, 2015, etc.), a former 
president of the Royal Statistical Society, writes that “numbers 
do not speak for themselves; the context, language, and graphic 
design all contribute to the way communication is received. We 
have to acknowledge that we are telling a story.” Some statis-
tics are meaningless—e.g., based on average, a human has one 
testicle. Some are unhelpful: Vegetarians earn more than meat-
eaters, but avoiding meat is unlikely to boost your income. An 
identical statistic can tell a horror story—e.g., a drug increases 

the risk of lung cancer by 14%, or not, if it increases the risk 
from 1 to 1.14 in 1,000. Unlike Huff ’s slim volume, Spiegelhal-
ter goes beyond debunking numerical nonsense to deliver a 
largely mathematics-free but often formidable education on 
the vocabulary and techniques of statistical science. Almost 
everyone will understand how “median” differs from “aver-
age,” and most will grasp the meaning of a bell curve or that 

“deduction” (using the rules of logic to come to a conclusion, à 
la Sherlock Holmes) is the converse of “induction” (using par-
ticular events to draw a general conclusion). Despite careful 
explanations and a plethora of tables and graphs, readers may 
strain to understand concepts such as the Poisson distribution, 
confidence intervals, bootstrapping, or standard deviation, but 
their efforts will be rewarded.

An admirable corrective to fake news and sloppy 
thinking.

FINDING ZSA ZSA
The Gabors Behind the 
Legend
Staggs, Sam
Kensington (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-4967-1959-1  

A colorful history of the glamorous 
pop-culture icons of the previous century.

In this latest biography of the 
Gabors, film historian Staggs (Inventing 

Elsa Maxwell, 2012, etc.) attempts to “set the record straight” in 
portraying their larger-than-life history and the numerous leg-
ends, rumors, and scandals connected to each family member: 
sisters Magda, Zsa Zsa, and Eva, and mother, Jolie. As the title 
indicates, Zsa Zsa takes center stage throughout the narrative. 

“Clichés about this legendary family seem indestructible,” writes 
the author in the preface. “I hope, however, to have punctured 
two of the silliest. The first is that they were famous for being 
famous….The other outlandish notion is that they somehow 
foreshadowed the Kardashians and others of that ilk. This one 
is nourished by those who know nothing of the Gabors and too 
much about the Ks, not one of whom has the sophistication…
of an Eva or a Zsa Zsa.” The Gabors indeed lived jet-setting, 
productive lives and individually achieved a vast array of accom-
plishments in the entertainment and fashion industries. Yet 
perhaps their biggest achievement was one of self-invention. As 
refugees from Hungary landing in the United States, they care-
fully cultivated their mystique of glittering fabulousness and 
spent their lives preserving that image. Though certainly more 
cosmopolitan than the likes of the Kardashians, they frankly 
did foreshadow the glamorous lifestyles of current celebrity 
sensations. Ultimately, the book is an old-fashioned Hollywood 
biography, however respectfully eschewing the malicious Kitty 
Kelly style of dishing. Staggs diligently references sources and 
allows their personalities and escapades to come vividly to life, 
including their numerous love affairs and marriages (more than 
20 among the three sisters) and their many career milestones. 
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Beneath all the glitz, these were business-savvy women, and 
the author misses the opportunity to claim their relevance for 
contemporary readers, leaving them enmeshed within their 
long-reigning “camp” status. Theirs is an interesting, occasion-
ally wayward American success story begging for a revisionist 
approach to the telling.

An entertaining yet predictable portrait of a flamboy-
antly iconic family.

SYRIA’S SECRET 
LIBRARY 
Reading and 
Redemption in a Town 
Under Siege
Thomson, Mike 
PublicAffairs (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5417-6762-1  

A BBC reporter’s portrait of Darayya 
library in Syria, “a secret library filled 

with thousands of books rescued from the rubble of war.”
Telling an extraordinary story with consummate narra-

tive skill, putting readers directly in the thick of the action, 
Thomson grabs our attention from the beginning and doesn’t 
let go. The author relied on Skype and WhatsApp for much 
of his reporting. Though the internet was often down, people 
recorded answers to his questions on their mobiles, ready to 
send when the connection was restored. Surrounded in 2012 
by government forces, Darayya was subjected to bombing, 
chemical attacks, and siege for four long years, which makes 
the survival of a secret library even more remarkable. In 2013, 
amid the devastation of bombed-out buildings, a devoted 
group salvaged books from private libraries, council offices, 
and ruined buildings, at great personal risk. The new library’s 
overseer was Abdul Basit, followed closely by 14-year-old Amjad, 
the “self-declared Chief Librarian.” Other caretakers included 
students of civil engineering and chemistry and a rebel fighter. 
The revolution ended all university work, but the library found 
textbooks to help students continue. Their site was top secret, 
a basement in a side street with destroyed upper floors and no 
sign. Word of mouth was the only way to find it. When they 
did discover it, their joy reflected the deep need for normality 
in a war zone. The appearance of the “Syrian Banksy,” with his 
inspiring graffiti, produced hope for the present, and the library 
gave people hope for the future. Throughout the book, readers 
will be impressed and inspired by the resilience of these people. 
When the siege ended, the citizens of Darayya were evacuated, 
mostly to Idlib, another revolutionary center near the Turkish 
border, and allowed only a suitcase or two—no books. Thom-
son’s reporting is unquestionably thorough and compassionate.

A fantastic, timely story, beautifully told, of a civiliza-
tion’s refusal to die.

AXIOMATIC
Tumarkin, Maria
Transit Books (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-945492-29-7  

A book of extended annotations of 
familiar axioms that challenges readers 
to connect a lot of dots.

Born and raised in Ukraine when 
it was then part of the Soviet Union, 
Tumarkin (Otherland: A Journey With 

My Daughter, 2010, etc.) immigrated to Australia as a teenager 
and has continued to live and work there as a cultural histo-
rian and writer. She has maintained that the five parts of her 
latest book—the winner of the 2018 Melbourne Prize for Lit-
erature’s Best Writing Award—should not be considered as 
separate pieces. However, most of them could stand on their 
own as well-reported literary journalism, with the author very 
present in her own work in a manner occasionally reminiscent 
of Joan Didion. Tumarkin explores the fragility of adolescence, 
the generational perpetuation of poverty and addiction, the 
manner in which suicide defies easy explication or rationaliza-
tion, and, throughout, “the nature of human nature” and the 
failures of Australia’s culture and legal system to accommo-
date the vagaries and nuances of human behavior. The most 
powerful—and perhaps most straightforward—section, titled, 

“Those who forget the past are condemned to re—,” concerns 
a grandmother imprisoned for hiding her grandson from his 
estranged mother, who has regained custody after her husband’s 
death and will subject her children to the mistreatment of her 
thuggish soon-to-be husband. “I came to this country thinking 
it was a civilised society,” said the grandmother,” a Holocaust 
survivor who had expected so much better of Australia. “How 
wrong I was. It’s a wild, wild West. A modern country filled with 
barbarians.” While this passage isn’t the only indictment of the 
author’s adopted country, her work is more of an illumination of 
the human condition. Tumarkin asks deep, difficult questions 
and refuses to settle for easy answers.

Provocative reading for those willing to put in the 
effort.

THOMAS PAINE AND THE 
CLARION CALL FOR 
AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE
Unger, Harlow Giles
Da Capo (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-306-92193-3  

A fine biography of one of America’s 
greatest polemicists.

Thomas Paine (1736-1809) was a poor, 
self-educated craftsman and writer born 

in Britain, writes prolific historian Unger (Doctor Benjamin Rush: 
The Founding Father Who Healed a Wounded Nation, 2018, etc.), 



former distinguished fellow at George Washington’s Mount 
Vernon. Paine arrived in America in 1774 with letters of recom-
mendation from Benjamin Franklin and found a job as editor 
of the Pennsylvania Magazine. When his pamphlet Common 
Sense appeared in January 1776 as the Revolution was under-
way, it went viral, perhaps “the greatest publishing success of 
the 18th century and, in many ways, the most important pub-
lishing event since Martin Luther’s 95 Theses that provoked the 
Reformation.” Unlike typical prolix 18th-century writing, it’s 
an easy read even today, and its fiery denunciation of Britain 
made Paine, Unger maintains, the second most popular Revo-
lutionary figure. Americans also devoured The American Crisis, 
16 inspirational pamphlets published between 1776 and 1783. 
Thrilled with the French Revolution, Paine also wrote Rights of 
Man, another fierce polemic that delighted American support-
ers of the Revolution (the Democrats) but not those opposed 
(Federalists). Traveling to France, he fell afoul of Robespierre; 
imprisoned in 1793, he barely escaped the guillotine. In prison, 
he began writing The Age of Reason, which praised Jesus’ teach-
ing but criticized organized religions and described the Bible 
as a collection of myths. Educated Enlightenment figures such 
as Jefferson and Franklin held similar beliefs, but unlike other 
religious writing, Paine’s prose was crystal-clear and his book 
cheap. The masses snapped it up and were outraged. Reviled for 
atheism and shunned by the establishment, he died in obscurity, 
from which he is only now emerging. Historians, Unger included, 
now consider Paine as central to the Revolution as Washington 
and Jefferson, but The Age of Reason killed his chance of entering 
semidivinity as a Founding Father in the popular mind.

This vivid, insightful account gives Paine his due, but 
he remains an outlier to our founders.

GOODBYE, MY HAVANA
The Life and Times of a 
Gringa in Revolutionary 
Cuba
Veltfort, Anna
Illus. by the author
Redwood Press/Stanford Univ. (224 pp.) 
$24.00 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5036-1049-1  

Veltfort recalls her adolescence in 
newly Communist Cuba through the 

lens of homophobic suppression.
The graphic memoir opens in 1962, when the author arrived 

in Havana from California with her family; her stepfather was 
a committed Communist excited by the new regime. Veltfort 
was 16 at the time, struggling to adjust to a new language, a new 
culture, and a newfound attraction to women. The last was a 
particular challenge in a country that routinely spouted homo-
phobic rhetoric and imprisoned, beat, and otherwise punished 
suspected LGBTQ people. (“You have to deny everything. 
Remember that,” the author’s first girlfriend told her.) Veltfort’s 
drawings aren’t especially splashy or dynamic, and her dialogue 
is often flat and didactic. However, she captures her teenage self 

thoughtfully and on a number of emotional registers. At home, 
her parents could be dismissive and abusive; her sexual relation-
ships were, by necessity, often furtive and anxious; and her feel-
ings toward her new homeland were deeply conflicted. On one 
hand, her travels around the island to gather information about 
everyday lives outside Havana stoked her curiosity and compas-
sion, and she was as enchanted by Castro in person as any fellow 
traveler. But as she began college and purges of “counterrevo-
lutionaries and homosexuals” began in earnest, she sought to 
escape. She and a girlfriend were beaten on the street, a setup 
for disciplinary meetings that made her a pariah at school. Cas-
tro’s late 1960s crackdown of anything that smacked of alterna-
tive culture, including the forced closings of clubs and cabarets, 
tested Veltfort’s savvy at dodging the authorities. Yet she main-
tained a certain affection for the country and its people. Rather 
than playing the victim, she savvily confronted or evaded the 
regime’s absurdities, striving to maintain a semblance of nor-
malcy amid them.

Plainspoken to a fault, but a revealing portrait of sexual 
intimidation under an authoritarian regime.

THE IRONY OF MODERN 
CATHOLIC HISTORY 
How the Church 
Rediscovered Itself and 
Challenged the Modern 
World to Reform
Weigel, George
Basic (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-465-09433-2  

A fascinating look at the Catholic 
Church’s encounter with modernity.

Ethics and Public Policy Center senior fellow Weigel (The 
Fragility of Order: Catholic Reflections on Turbulent Times, 2018, 
etc.) dives into the past two centuries of Catholic history to 
explore how the church has rejected, explored, and finally 
embraced modernity. In a work that will appeal to anyone with 
a genuine interest in church history, the author reintroduces 
readers to the embattled, and sometimes embittered, pre–Vati-
can II popes before exploring the more familiar church of today. 
Weigel uses a five-act format to explain the history of Catholi-
cism in modernity, with each act covering a specific era in the 
church: against, exploring, embracing, critiquing, and, finally, 
converting modernity. The author fully examines the irony that 
the modernism feared and rejected by 19th-century popes and 
clerics would eventually come to shape, and even be shaped by, 
Catholicism. After some background, Weigel’s history begins 
in earnest with Pope Pius IX, whose anti-modern stance is 
best remembered via the Syllabus of Errors, which flatly rejects 

“progress, liberalism, and modern civilization.” The author then 
moves on to Leo XIII, “the man who would set the Church on 
the road to a sometimes skeptical, sometimes intrigued explo-
ration of modernity, which would lead to developments in this 
drama that could not have been foreseen in Leo’s time.” This 
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A must-read book for Catholics and devotees of religious history.
the irony of modern catholic history



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

Leonine revolution would impact the papacy and the church 
throughout the 20th century, culminating in the years of John 
Paul II and Benedict XVI. Harkening back to his 2013 book 
Evangelical Catholicism, Weigel concludes with the church’s 

“converting” modernism in the 21st century, embodied by “the 
challenging, puzzling, and, to some minds, deconstructive pon-
tificate of Pope Francis.” Weigel is at once highly intellectual 
and thoroughly accessible as a writer as well as balanced and 
opinionated.

A must-read book for Catholics and devotees of reli-
gious history.

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

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

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

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

flow of the drug into the global market. Drawing material from 
official reports, drug databases, scores of interviews, and years 
of personal research, Westhoff presents an unflinching, illumi-
nating portrait of a festering crisis involving a drug industry that 
thrives as effectively as it kills.

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

COLD WARRIORS 
Writers Who Waged 
the Literary Cold War
White, Duncan
Custom House/Morrow (792 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-06-244981-8  

During the Cold War, on both sides 
of the Iron Curtain, writers were war-
riors, literature a weapon.

Daily Telegraph book reviewer White 
(History and Literature/Harvard Univ.; Nabokov and His Books, 
2017, etc.) returns with a massive, thoroughly researched his-
tory of the roles of writers and literature during the Cold War. 
His focus is not just on the United States and the Soviet Union; 
he also tells stories about Western Europe and Latin America 
(there is a chapter on Nicaragua, the Contras, and Ronald Rea-
gan). Many celebrated writers glimmer in these pages, including 
George Orwell, Arthur Koestler, Stephen Spender, Isaac Babel, 
Mary McCarthy, Graham Greene, John le Carré, Aleksandr Sol-
zhenitsyn, and Ernest Hemingway. Names probably less famil-
iar to general readers are the Soviet writers Anna Akhmatova 
and Andrei Sinyavsky. The narrative is mostly chronological, 
and White shifts focus, chapter by chapter, to various writers 
and the political realities that they had to face—and endure. 
He also shows how governments tried to influence (or silence) 
their own writers and how they tried to use literature both as 
a weapon and a shield. “The issue of complicity is at the cen-
ter of this book,” he writes. “Every writer in these pages had 
to grapple with it in one form or another—such was the price 
to be paid for writing at a time when, to paraphrase historian 
Giles Scott-Smith, to be apolitical was itself a form of politics.” 
White delivers tales of astonishing courage—e.g., the Czech 
playwright Václav Havel emerging from persecution and prose-
cution to become his country’s president, Solzhenitsyn sticking 
firmly to his determination to tell his stories—and of duplicity 
and betrayal: The story of Kim Philby, the English traitor, is 
prominent. Many readers will be surprised by the connections 
among these writers, which White ably highlights: Orwell and 
Hemingway, Koestler and McCarthy, and so many others. The 
author also occasionally summarizes now-classic literary works 
(Animal Farm).

Both profound and profoundly important and as engag-
ing as a gripping Cold War thriller. (16-page b/w photo insert)
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HUMAN RELATIONS & 
OTHER DIFFICULTIES
Essays
Wilmers, Mary-Kay
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-374-17349-4  

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

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

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

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

Insightful essays for literary-minded readers.

THE NATURE OF LIFE 
AND DEATH
Every Body Leaves a Trace
Wiltshire, Patricia
Putnam (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-525-54221-6  

Colorful, often gruesome stories 
from one of the pioneers of forensic 
ecology, a profession that “utilizes and 
interprets aspects of the natural world to 

aid detectives in their business of solving crime.”
As evidence to identify a criminal, fingerprints came into 

use in the late 19th century, DNA in the late 20th. Forensic 
ecology arrived soon after, but it remains an arcane specialty 
that involves more sheer drudgery and knowledge, often at the 
doctorate level, than technology. Raised in a poor Welsh min-
ing village and often too ill to attend school, Wiltshire makes it 
clear that she was always fiercely ambitious and curious, switch-
ing careers when she grew bored. Settling later in life on botany, 
she went on to specialize in the arcane field of archaeological 
botany, examining plant remains as well as microscopic spores 
and pollen from excavations to reveal a surprisingly detailed 
picture of ancient landscapes, climates, diets, and agricultural 
practices. A 1994 phone call from a police officer led to the next 
detour in her career. A dead body had been dumped in a field; 
there was a suspect but no evidence except his car. Could she 
help? Carefully examining dirt from the floor mats, she found 
spores and pollen from a selection of plants that allowed her 
to point out the exact spot where the body was found. Word 
got around, and more phone calls arrived—many of which are 
reflected in the steady stream of anecdotes that fill the book. 
Wiltshire displays a remarkably strong stomach as she closely 
examines bodies in various states of decay, and she shows no 
patience with the belief that a human is anything more than 
a product of nature that treads the Earth for a time and then 
returns to it.

An autobiography well supplied with personal opinions 
along with entertaining if sometimes squirm-inducing tri-
umphs of criminal investigation.

TRUTH HAS A POWER 
OF ITS OWN
Conversations About a 
People’s History
Zinn, Howard with Suarez, Ray
New Press (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-62097-517-6  

A transcription of a long 2007 con-
versation between Zinn (1922-2010) and 
then–PBS NewsHour national correspon-

dent Suarez (Latino Americans: The 500-Year Legacy That Shaped a 
Nation, 2013, etc.), now co-host of World Affairs.
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A readable and nondogmatic book that will appeal to young 
people especially as a way to rethink conventional history.

truth has a power of its own
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Their conversation is free-wheeling and illuminating, 
though readers of Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States 
(1980) will be familiar with his overriding emphasis on what has 
not been taught in U.S. history textbooks—namely, the ethnic 
cleansing of Native Americans and the undercurrents of class 
conflict between the haves and have-nots. This work is divided 
into three parts that correspond roughly with the American 
timeline: “Change the Story,” or the gritty, shameful history of 
the country’s founding by genocide, slavery, and an ingrained 
class struggle that Zinn claims was “the backdrop to the fram-
ing of the Constitution in 1787”; “They Rebelled,” chronicling 
the movements of popular dissent and protest that arose espe-
cially in the 19th century (e.g., the Lowell Mill strikes, the aboli-
tion movement, and agrarian radicalism); and “They Began to 
Organize,” which follows movements that grew in response 
to inequities, such as the Bonus March of veterans; the grass-
roots farmers movement; the civil rights, women’s, and Indian 
movements; and the struggles of the LGBTQ community. Zinn 
is keen to underscore the asymmetry of power and economics 
and how the poor and powerless often turn against each other 
rather than their oppressors. He is constantly turning a subject 
over to look at it a different way, such as the causes of war and 

“the job of selling the war to the American people.” Throughout, 
Suarez proves to be a capable interviewer, asking solid, specific 
questions and demonstrating his handle of the many subjects 
discussed.

A readable and nondogmatic book that will appeal to 
young people especially as a way to rethink conventional 
history.

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE MORAL
Why Religion Is Not 
Necessary for Living an 
Ethical Life
Zuckerman, Phil
Counterpoint (400 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-64009-274-7  

Why secular humanism, rather than 
religious dogmatism, can best foster 
morality.

Expanding on the argument he has put forth in previous 
books, Zuckerman (Sociology/Pitzer Coll.; The Nonreligious: 
Understanding Secular People and Societies, 2016, etc.) asserts that 
morality based on obedience to God “limits our capacity for 
empathy and compassion, stymies our ability to take respon-
sibility for our choices and actions, obfuscates the naturally 
evolved sources of ethical conduct, and ultimately thwarts 
moral progress” in “confronting the dire problems of the day.” 
Those problems include racism, misogyny, global warming, 
child abuse, and economic equality, which, according to the 
author, must be addressed through “empathy-driven” secular 
humanism, not by “following rules written down thousands 
of years ago” that originated from “a magical deity.” As many 
have stated before, “prayers will not end gun violence; only 

rational, human-enforced policies will do that.” Although 
Zuckerman concedes that not all religious people base their 
ethical decisions solely on God’s teachings, he criticizes dog-
matic fundamentalists, for whom faith is the mainstay of their 
lives, as abdicating moral responsibility to assess and act on 
ethical issues. Yet, admitting that faith in God can offer believ-
ers comfort, support, and help in coping with personal trauma, 
the author does not argue convincingly why religion itself is 
antithetical to moral behavior rather than a factor of “our sen-
timents, our feelings, our needs, our opinions, our values, our 
judgements, our goals, our consciences, our culture, our society” 
that combine “to manifest as our human-based, socially con-
structed morality.” Zuckerman is on stronger ground in his anal-
ysis of the biological, social, and psychological roots of humans’ 

“inherent proclivity for empathy and fairness,” considering cul-
tural relativism and tracing the history of moral behavior to its 
current iteration that focuses on preventing, easing, or relieving 
suffering; offering help to the needy; comforting the vulnerable; 
working to increase health, happiness, well-being, fairness, and 
justice; and being compassionate, altruistic, and caring. These 
behaviors are well supported, he asserts, by secular attitudes 
that include freethinking—including familiarity with various 
religions—scientific empiricism, and cosmopolitanism.

A thoughtful perspective on humans’ capacity for 
moral behavior.
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Cue the fireworks, break out 
the bunting—it’s Canada Day! 
As we do every July 1, we’ve 
rounded up some of the best re-
cent children’s books from Can-
ada. Whether it’s the partial gov-
ernment subsidies or just atti-
tude, Canadian publishers can be 
counted on to supply some of the 
year’s best books.

From Annick: Follow Your 
Stuff, by Kevin Sylvester and illustrated by Mike Hlin-
ka. This entertaining dive into 
the global economy presents five 
common items, including the 
book itself, and shows readers 
the complex chains of manufac-
turing and trade that bring them 
to consumers. Our reviewer sums 
it up as a “thought-provoking 
breakdown of the real cost of all 
our cheap stuff.”

From Groundwood: Friends, by Geraldo Valério. 
In this “joyful aquatic fantasy,” two girls, one human 
and one mermaid, meet at the ocean’s edge and be-
come friends, their playful encounter erasing bound-
aries as the human enters the mermaid’s watery world. 
Though wordless, the adventure is an immersive one 
for both characters and readers.

From Kids Can: Ojiichan’s 
Gift, by Chieri Uegaki and il-
lustrated by Genevieve Simms. 
This moving picture book in-
troduces Mayumi and her 
grandfather, who creates a 
stone garden for her at his 
home in Japan, which she en-
joys each summer when she 
visits. And when Ojiichan ages 

to the point when he can no longer maintain it, Mayu-
mi steps in, finding solace in its meditative care. “Like 
a garden, this meticulously composed work will bring 
readers serenity and joy.”

From Orca: The Invisible Garden, by Valérie Picard, 
illustrated by Marianne Ferrer, and translated by Liz 
Kemp. Arianne, the only kid at a family gathering, es-

capes the adults in Grandma’s garden. As her imagi-
nation takes hold, she and readers enjoy a grand ad-
venture, text and illustrations together ensuring that 

“strolling alongside dinosaurs and capturing stars seem 
plausible.”

From Owlkids: Camp Average, by Craig Battle. 
When a new director turns a once-laid-back, loosely 
sports-themed summer camp into a grueling, joyless 
experience aimed at total athletic domination, the 
kids rebel. Battle’s satire reaches athletes and couch 
potatoes alike, delivering a “hilarious, irreverent, and 
timely” read.

From Running the Goat: Paint the Town Pink, by 
Lori Doody. When Rose the flamingo shows up in 
Newfoundland, she looks for a flock to join. None 
are quite right, so the townspeople, wishing to make 
her welcome, paint their homes pink in a “heartening, 
sweet, and distinctive look at one unusual migrant’s 
successful quest for a new home.” 

From Second Story Press: The Case of Windy Lake, 
by Michael Hutchinson. When an archaeologist van-
ishes on the Windy Lake First Nation, the Mighty 
Muskrats are on the case, applying all their Indigenu-
ity to solve it. With this likable whodunit, Cree author 
Hutchinson crafts “an Indigenous version of the Har-
dy Boys full of rez humor.”

From Tradewind Press: 
Boonoonoonous Hair, by Olive 
Senior and illustrated by Lau-
ra James. When little Jamilla 
expresses her discontent with 
her puffy hair, her mother uses 
Jamaican patois and the prom-
ise of a new style every day to 
help Jamilla to see its fantabu-
lousness. The affection between mother and daughter 
combines with a begs-to-be-read-aloud text to make 
Jamilla’s “road to self-acceptance...playful, easy, and 
filled with love.”

So there we have it: a sampling of some of the great 
books coming across our northern border. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

oh, canada!

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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THE FEAR ZONE
Alexander, K.R.
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-57717-4  

A mysterious evil preys on the fears 
of a group of kids.

The notes mysteriously arrive on 
Halloween, instructing eighth graders 
April (fat and bullied, likely white); her 
best friend, Andres (gay and Latinx); 

their former friend–turned–class bully Caroline (white); and 
unpopular ninth grader Deshaun (black) to go to the cem-
etery at midnight. Deshaun’s popular best friend, Kyle (white 
and gay), tags along, and the group converges on a mysterious 
gravesite—it’s old but also has been recently vandalized, and 
the dirt looks freshly disturbed. They feel compelled to dig, 
until they unearth a tin and hope that’s the end of a prank. But 
it’s no prank, and they find themselves haunted by their indi-
vidual greatest fears—and in between the personalized haunt-
ings, the malicious entity assumes the form of April’s greatest 
fear, a clown, which menaces, waves at, and taunts the kids. 
While the target audience is—by age rating—too young to have 
had direct exposure to Stephen King’s novel IT (1986) and its 
past and present cinematic adaptations, many will be familiar 
enough with the premise to recognize the glaring similarities. 
The narration alternates among the five characters, with their 
voices for the most part sounding all too similar. The parts deal-
ing with the evil entity are scary without being graphic; the 
most effective subplot deals with an abusive home life situation. 
The unsatisfying ending leaves too many questions unanswered.

Insurmountably derivative. (Horror. 8-12)

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

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

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

Chuck “Da Man” Bell at the helm as he teaches his twin sons, 
Josh and Jordan, how to follow in his star-studded footsteps. 
Josh “Filthy McNasty” Bell takes the lead in narration, provid-
ing readers with in-depth court play-by-play as he deals with 
the growing pains of adolescence, balancing brotherhood and 
his own becoming. Myriad poetic forms appear throughout. A 
portion embrace rhyme, with a hint of old-school flow recall-
ing hip-hop’s golden era. Veteran comics illustrator Anyabwile 

brings an expansive range of black-boy emotional expressive-
ness to the page, accompanied by a striking attention to detail 
and pop-cultural reference. Just check the fresh barber lines on 
display or the true-to-life illustrations of beloved athletes and 
musicians such as LeBron James, Kevin Durant, Lil Wayne, 2 
Chainz, and more. Eschewing the traditional paneled look of 
the graphic-novel form creates a dynamic flow between the 
scenes. These are sectioned out into basketball-appropriate 
quarters and dotted with Chuck’s inspirational Basketball 
Rules, such as this excerpt of No. 3: “The sky is your limit, sons. 
Always shoot for the sun and you will SHINE.” These messages 
grow ever more resonant as readers approach the climax of this 
heartwarming story.

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

DEAD VOICES 
Arden, Katherine
Putnam (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-525-51505-0  

A winter vacation takes a terrifying 
turn. 

Two months after their encounter with 
“the smiling man” in Small Spaces (2018), sixth 
graders Coco, Ollie, and Brian go on a ski 
trip. Though money has been tight, Ollie’s 

dad won a week at Vermont’s newest ski resort, Mount Hemlock, as 
an incentive for his job selling solar panels. Unfortunately, the lucky 
trip doesn’t turn out so lucky. On the way there, Coco dreams of a 
gray-faced, frozen girl who’s looking for her lost bones. When Ollie 
starts having similar dreams, it becomes clear that there’s a reason 
Mount Hemlock has never before been open to the public. The sur-
prising arrival of a paranormal investigator named Mr. Voland offers 
the kids a chance to get to the bottom of things. But do they really 
want to know the truth about what lurks at Hemlock Lodge? With 
warnings like “Don’t listen to the voices,” the plot initially reads simi-
larly to its predecessor. However, Arden creates far more than just a 
carbon copy in a different setting. Those who had secondary roles 
in the first book get deeper characterization, especially white Coco 
and black, bookish jock Brian. (Ollie is also white) Arden’s high scare 
factor, richly drawn mountain setting, relevant themes of loss and 
belonging, and vividly eerie descriptions evoke the very best of hor-
ror for this age set.

Genuinely bone-chilling. (Horror. 8-13)

Anyabwile brings an expansive range of black-boy 
emotional expressiveness to the page.

the crossover
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UNICORNS 101
Atkinson, Cale
Illus. by the author
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-9848-3036-4
978-1-9848-3037-1 PLB  

A tongue-in-cheek field guide to the 
unicorn (“scientific name: Betterthan 

horsicus”).
Cartoon-style cover art borders on the garish, with a riot of 

bright colors embellished with glitter, in its depictions of some 
of the unicorn characters that populate the text. On the first 
spread readers meet “the top unicorn scientists working today,” 
namely Professor Glitter Pants, Professor Sprinkle Steed, Pro-
fessor Star Hoof, and Professor Sugar Beard. A “trusty lab assis-
tant, Pete,” also makes an appearance, but despite the flashy 
introduction, none of these characters emerges with a distinct 
personality or storyline. Instead, they guide readers through 
the book’s contents, which do not cover traditional unicorn 
lore but are divided into 10 brief, expository sections with titles 
such as “The Horn of the Corn,” “Diet and Digestion,” “Social 
Behaviors,” and “Graduation Ceremony.” That final section is 
metafictively devoted to praising readers and giving them a cer-
tificate for learning unicorn facts detailed on the prior pages, 
such as: A unicorn’s mane “smells of cinnamon”; their horns are 
made of “50% magic, 45% mystery, and 5% sugar”; they “poop 
cupcakes. Yes. Cupcakes”; and they solve disagreements with 

“the ancient ritual of the dance-off.” In design and palette, the 
illustrations resemble a video game arcade rather than a stodgy 
textbook; in other words, they suit the contents perfectly.

There’s not a whit of substance to it, but unicorn fans 
will find plenty to love. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE OTHER HALF OF HAPPY
Balcárcel, Rebecca
Chronicle (332 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-4521-6998-9  

A seventh grader plots to run away to 
Grandma’s instead of going on a family 
trip abroad.

Half-Guatemalan, half-white Qui-
jana, named for Don Quixote, is much 
happier identifying as Anglo than Latinx. 

She doesn’t speak Spanish, a fact that doesn’t bother her too 
much until her Guatemalan cousins move to town, and not fit-
ting in with the other Latinx kids at her new junior high doesn’t 
help matters. When her parents announce that the family, which 
includes her 3-year-old brother Memito, is going to Guatemala 
over winter break, Quijana knows she can’t go and embarrass 
herself. She resolves to save money and buy a bus ticket to Flor-
ida, where her maternal grandmother is going through cancer 
treatments. Key to her plan is selling the Guatemalan huipil her 

abuela sent her in order to pay for the trip. Biracial Quijana’s 
anxieties about her mixed identity, not fitting in, and wanting to 
find her own way will ring authentic for readers of mixed back-
grounds, but her voice skews younger than 12, and preteens may 
be unconvinced of the sincerity of Quijana’s friendships with 
her peers compared with her hyperattachment to Grandma, 
who seems like her real best friend. Spanish phrases are (thank-
fully) not italicized but are usually translated within a few sen-
tences; appendices include Grandma’s “wise words,” quotations 
from Don Quixote, titles of poems referenced in the text, direc-
tions to a game played, and science notes.

A novel about liminality with little in the way of origi-
nality. (Fiction. 8-12) 

THE JUMBIE 
GOD’S REVENGE 
Baptiste, Tracey
Algonquin (272 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61620-891-2 
Series: Jumbies, 3 

Several months have passed since 
the events of The Rise of the Jumbies 
(2017), when Corinne La Mer faced her 
mother’s sister, Severine, and the mighty 

Mama D’Leau, the jumbies of forest and sea.
Corinne anxiously awaits her father’s yellow fishing boat 

every day, scanning the sea for trouble, afraid that Severine will 
come back for revenge. Her friends encourage her to keep her 
mind on land rather than the waters. One day, an out-of-season 
hurricane suddenly turns the island upside down. As the hur-
ricane rips the island apart, the villagers take to the mountains 
for shelter. There, Corinne finds Papa Bois, guardian jumbie of 
the forest. He tells her the storm is the work of the jumbie god, 
Huracan. Even though she’s half jumbie herself, Corinne isn’t 
sure how to stop the mighty god from destroying the island. 
What could cause such fury? With the help of her friends, 
human and jumbie, Corinne sets out to fix things once and for 
all and to face Huracan himself. With this strong return to the 
Jumbies series, Baptiste engages all the senses, from the taste 
of sweet oranges to the scent of salty air. Corinne strengthens 
her relationships with the island, the people, and all the crea-
tures within. Her determination, compassion, and bravery will 
inspire readers to face down any challenges crossing their paths.
Baptiste carefully represents Caribbean diversity; most charac-
ters are Afro Caribbean like Corinne, but friend Dru’s heritage 
is South Asian.

A tremendous return. (Fantasy. 8-12)

Baptiste engages all the senses, from the taste of 
sweet oranges to the scent of salty air.

the jumbie god’s revenge
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JACKIE AND JESSE AND JONI 
AND JAE
Barash, Chris
Illus. by Battuz, Christine
Apples & Honey Press (24 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-68115-550-0  

Jackie and Jesse and Joni and Jae come together with other 
children and adults to participate in the tashlich ritual during 
Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year.

As they walk through a forest to a river, the children carry 
bread that they will tear up and throw into that moving body 
of water to represent any wrongdoings committed last year. 
Perhaps some of the children are not Jewish, as “Jackie asked 
Jesse and Joni asked Jae, / ‘Is this bread for the ducks / or a game 
that we’ll play?’ ” Before Jesse or Jae can answer, Rabbi Miriam 
explains: “On Rosh Hashanah, we all need to say / ‘I’m sorry’ 
to those whom we’ve / hurt in some way.” The children each 
remember moments when they hurt their friends, incidents 

that range from teasing to betraying a secret. All have apolo-
gized, but their acts still weigh on their minds. After their 
personal reflections, they throw their breadcrumbs into the 
water to take part in the symbolic communal action of ask-
ing for forgiveness. Their actions and their vows are concrete 
and will easily be understood by readers. The simple rhyming 
text adequately covers the concepts of tashlich and forgive-
ness for young children. The illustrations, seemingly digital, 
have a childlike, naïve quality. Most characters present as white, 
although Jae and his family appear Asian. A brief author’s note 
explains the custom for readers not familiar with it.

This child-friendly introduction to tashlich will be 
welcome in Jewish homes and classrooms and will open up 
secular discussions of forgiveness. (Picture book. 4-6)
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JUST BECAUSE 
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Arsenault, Isabelle
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-7636-9680-1  

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

“Why is the ocean blue?” “What is the rain?” “Why do the 
leaves change color?” Caregivers and children can both iden-
tify with this familiar evening exchange. Never resorting to the 
titular phrase, the dad in this impressive picture book supplies 
incredibly imaginative, improvisational answers. The ocean’s 
blue because at night, “the fish take out guitars…[and] sing sad 
songs and cry blue tears.” Rain is actually the “tears of flying 
fish.” Leaves change color because “in autumn, when the world 
gets colder, the trees keep warm by setting quiet little fires in 
their leaves. / By winter, their branches have all burned up.” The 
exacting, exquisite phrasing electrifies readers, and full-bleed 
illustrations pull them into an extraordinary alternate universe. 
The child’s big questions hover in enormous, colored bubbles 
atop a black background with the cozy bedtime scene. Answers 
appear on a double-page spread that follows, the father’s words 
floating inside smaller white bubbles set on the fantastical 
rendering. Matte paper, flat colors, conventional type, and a 
mid-20th-century look to the light-skinned people conjure a 
retro feel, allowing the unexpected, original answers to stand 
out even more.

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

HI, JACK!
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Pizzoli, Greg
Viking (80 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-593-11379-0 
Series: Jack Book, 1 

A bunny behaves badly. But is he all 
bad? 

In the first of three chapters, an 
unnamed narrator immediately breaks the fourth wall and 
introduces a bunny named Jack (presumably a jackrabbit, given 
his name). Ever the friendly, pizza-loving mammal, Jack waves 
a cheerful hello to readers. But the mood shifts when the Lady 
comes along. Jack descends from his treehouse to snatch the 
elderly human woman’s purse. “Bad Jack!” scolds the narra-
tor. “Jack, give that back!” Jack does—but not before using the 
Lady’s lipstick on himself! Subsequent chapters detail Jack’s 
further misbehaviors involving a farm dog named Rex and 
another encounter with the Lady in her home. The interplay 
between Barnett’s verbal and Pizzoli’s visual humor results 

in rollicking surprises at almost every page turn. Repetition 
and a total word count of fewer than 90 words (at most 17 per 
page) provide ample support (and entertainment) to emerg-
ing readers. Pizzoli’s technique combines firm black outlines, 
solid fill, and printlike backgrounds, creating textured, won-
derfully expressive cartoon illustrations. Sequel Jack Blasts Off! 
publishes simultaneously and takes the duo’s winning formula 
into an outer-space setting—proving that good manners really 
do transcend species. Both books end with instructions on 
how to draw various characters. Adult readers may note that 
Jack’s too-consistent wickedness combines with minimal con-
sequences to send mixed messages.

Bad bunny. (Mostly) good book. (Early reader. 5-8) (Jack 
Blasts Off! 978-0-5931-1385-1)

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

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

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

Poignant, loving, informative, and consoling alike for 
children in similar situations. (resources) (Graphic fiction. 
8-12)
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SPIT
What’s Cool About Drool
Batten, Mary
Illus. by Braithwaite, James
Firefly (64 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $9.95 Paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-2281-0226-7  
978-0-2291-0232-8 Paper

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

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

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

THE DISASTER DAYS
Behrens, Rebecca
Sourcebooks (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4926-7331-6  

A simple afternoon of babysitting 
turns into a battle for survival.

Hannah Steele, 13, is babysitting for 
only the second time, which makes her 
a little nervous, especially when she real-
izes she’s forgotten her rescue inhaler. But 

she’s just going to be watching Zoe and Oscar Matlock, who live 
next door—so what’s there to be nervous about? After all, they 
live on peaceful (and fictional) Pelling Island, a half hour from 
Seattle—a place Hannah considers utopic, where “nothing really 
bad ever happens.” But then a powerful earthquake strikes the 
Pacific Northwest. There’s no power, no phones, no internet, 
and no parents, leaving Hannah entirely on her own. Over three 
thrilling, tension-filled days, Hannah must cope with serious inju-
ries to both Zoe and Oscar as well as little food and water. More-
over, damage to the Matlock house means it’s unsafe to stay there. 

There’s a close call with a bear, the stress and exhaustion give her 
asthma attacks, and Hannah’s not sure what to do. Earnest Han-
nah narrates in a credibly 13-year-old voice, her friendship woes 
giving her an Everykid feel even as disaster-related action keeps 
pages flipping. Names suggest some diversity in the community, 
but Hannah, Zoe, and Oscar present white.

A believable heroine finds her strength during a disas-
ter. (Thriller. 9-13)

SMELL MY FOOT!
Bell, Cece
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (72 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7636-7936-1  

A comedic duo stars in their first 
comic—a playful homage to the Dick 
and Jane books. 

Brain certainly looks smart. But, 
by Chick’s assessment, Brain’s social 

ineptitude says otherwise. Chick minds their p’s and q’s, model-
ing proper behavior for Brain to emulate. Brain takes Chick’s 
repeat-after-me lessons a bit too literally, however. Instead of 
copying, Brain responds directly—often hilariously off-script. 
In exchange after exchange, the pair’s silly chemistry peaks 
with the human and the bird smelling each other’s feet. Soon, a 
dog named Spot arrives on the scene, adding their nose to the 
mix. All that foot sniffing—specifically, yummy chicken foot 
sniffing—prompts Spot to invite Chick over for an exclusive 
lunch. Will Chick see through Spot’s politeness before wind-
ing up on the menu? In this first series entry, Bell flips the 
repetitive primer structure on its head and transforms it into 
a winning oddball comedy. With a limited vocabulary of around 
120 words—exclusively presented through dialogue—the four-
chapter story is a careful blend of verbal and visual humor. The 
comic-book format, with usually one to four panels per page, 
heightens the silly factor with well-placed punchlines. Bell’s 
highly expressive watercolor and ink cartoon illustrations set 
characters against sparse backgrounds. It’s up to readers to 
decide whether the wrinkly gray mass atop white-presenting 
Brain’s head is tightly curled gray hair or an exposed brain. 

Fragrant fun for first readers. (Graphic early reader. 4-8)

GET OFF THAT CAMEL!
Benjamin, A.H.
Illus. by Shenoi, Krishna Bala 
Karadi Tales (40 pp.) 
$13.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-81-9390-331-5  

Even as an infant, Meena loved her 
toy camel and “never slept without it.” 

So when her parents get her a real camel, she rides it every-
where—even if others are inconvenienced. 

A measured blend of gross and intellectual grist.
spit
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She ignores repeated cries of “Get off that camel!” at school, 
shops, the pool, and the movies until the doctor notices the 
camel’s state of exhaustion and Meena compassionately agrees 
to keep her pet at a stable. Soon after, her parents bring a new 
baby brother home, and Meena happily shares her toy camel—
which he loves, “never [sleeping] without it,” much to their 
parents’ evident dismay. With its spare narrative, this story will 
appeal to imaginative children, who will find humor in the out-
landish situations Meena and her camel find themselves in. In a 
storytime setting, young listeners will likely join in on the titular 
refrain, “Get off that camel!” The detail-rich illustrations, pro-
viding a fanciful window into everyday life in India, encourage 
repeated browsing. In one amusing double-page spread, the 
camel farts calmly at disgusted, uniform-clad students while 
their teacher, who wears a sari, stands at the blackboard, aghast 
at the disruption. Its progress through the supermarket is 
viewed from above, giving readers a look at shelves knocked 
askew and products littering the floor in its wake. Two pages of 

“fun facts” about camels are included, providing information for 
curious readers.

This Indian import is a gentle exploration of childhood 
fantasy. (Picture book. 3-7)

I LOVE MY GLAM-MA!
Berger, Samantha
Illus. by Rim, Sujean
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-15183-1  

Grandmas come in all shapes, sizes, 
and races in this up-to-date portrait of 
grandmothers as young-at-heart, active 

participants in the lives of their grandchildren.
The story begins with an introduction to different names for 

grandmothers, including Abuela, Bubbe, and Oma before intro-
ducing Glam-ma—a term that may need further explanation 
beyond the text for some children, as “glamorous” isn’t a term 
in regular use by the intended audience. Different grandmas are 
introduced interacting with grandchildren in all sorts of activi-
ties ranging from dress-up play and cooking to karate class and 
attending a rock concert. The implication in the brief, bouncy 
text is that attitude is everything and that all these grandmoth-
ers are hip, happy, and healthy. Some of the grandmas are quite 
young, unusual in children’s books but a demographically realistic 
depiction, while others have gray or white hair (but nary a wrin-
kle). Characters with a wide range of skin tones are represented, 
including a cover illustration of a white grandma playing dress-up 
with her brown-skinned grandchildren. One grandmother uses a 
wheelchair and two use canes, though the canes don’t seem to be 
actually needed for support but rather for artistic effect. Bright, 
appealing watercolor illustrations are filled with expressive faces, 
lots of motion, and clever details for kids to find.

Grandmothers with both guts and glamour are sadly 
underrepresented; these Glam-mas will win lots of fans. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

A DREIDEL IN TIME
A New Spin on an Old Tale
Berneger, Marcia
Illus. by Castro, Beatriz
Kar-Ben (88 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $8.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-4672-1
978-1-5415-5265-4 paper  

Devorah and her younger brother, 
Benjamin, anxiously await their Hanuk-

kah presents.
They are disappointed when their grandparents give them 

only a very old, misshapen dreidel to share, but Mom knows 
that this dreidel has magical properties that once helped her 
reach a true understanding of Hanukkah. The children’s first 
spin lands on Shin, meaning they have lost something. They 
have also somehow landed (with the dreidel) in ancient Modi’in, 
where Jews are in conflict with the Syrian king. The children 
find that they are speaking and understanding Hebrew and 
quickly become caught up in the fight between the Maccabees 
and the Syrian army. After the next spin, Nun, meaning neither 
gain nor loss, two years have passed and the battles continue. 
Hey, or halfway, leads to “a great miracle happened here”: one 
night’s oil burning for eight nights. Finally they spin Gimmel, or 
everything, and at last return home with a better understanding 
of their holiday traditions. These modern children are not only 
witnesses; they use historical information to guide the Macca-
bees’ leaders and to participate bravely in the events—to the 
extent that the author seems to imply that these ancients might 
not have been able to succeed without them. Castro’s black-and-
white cartoon illustrations provide readers with visual context, 
depicting both historical and modern characters with pale skin.

This exciting retelling of the Hanukkah story should 
appeal to both Jewish and non-Jewish children. (Historical 
fiction/fantasy. 8-10)

THE SPACE WALK
Biggs, Brian
Illus. by the author
Dial (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-525-55337-3  

What better way to meet a new 
friend than taking a walk outside—even 
in space?

In a strangely familiar exchange, astronaut Randolph With-
erspoon whines that he’s bored, and Ground Control grants 
permission for a stroll outside—as soon as he has lunch and 
cleans up his capsule. One warning: “Don’t talk to strangers!” 
A packet of mashed Brussels sprouts and a bit of housekeep-
ing later, Randolph is out the hatch, floating in space that Biggs 
has festooned with swirly, polka-dot planets in party colors, and 
snapping pictures of various astro-wonders. When one of these 
last (looking like a tin can trailing a cluster of mechanical arms) 

Bright, appealing watercolor illustrations
are filled with expressive faces.

i  love my glam-ma!
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displays a googly eye, it takes but a few big, wordless panels 
before astronaut and ET are happily orbiting each other, taking 
selfies together, and finally exchanging goodbye hugs. “Space-
walk complete!” Randolph informs Ground Control, asking if 
he can go out again later. “We’ll see in the morning.” It will not 
be lost on children that while Randolph may not actively talk 
to his unexpected companion, he does not seem to be observ-
ing the letter of Ground Control’s law. The porousness of this 
aspect of the narrative should lead to some interesting conver-
sations between listeners and caregivers.

An effervescent outing with a refreshingly (or, in some 
quarters, distressingly) subversive message. (Picture book. 
5-8)

THE MOOSE OF EWENKI
Blackcrane, Gerelchimeg
Illus. by Jiu Er
Trans. by Mixter, Helen
Aldana Libros/Greystone Kids (68 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-77164-538-6  

A surprising bond between an elder hunter and a moose 
sheds light on the lives of an Inner Mongolian people.

In the “vast forests” of mountainous northern China, the 
Indigenous Reindeer Ewenki people hunt, raise reindeer, and 
live in nomadic camps. When an old hunter named Gree Shek 
accidentally makes an orphan of a baby moose, guilt prompts 
the tan-skinned elder to bring the motherless calf back to his 
tent for the night. It’s not long before Xiao Han (“Little Moose”) 
is adopted into the camp, where he quickly grows to the size of 
a reindeer, joins the herd, and wreaks playful havoc on his adop-
tive home. Young readers will delight in the lumbering mam-
mal’s antics; for instance, the ever growing Xiao Han insists 
on spending each night in Gree Shek’s tent—until the clumsy 
moose knocks it down entirely. Despite the loving bond, the 
aging hunter realizes that Xiao Han will never be quite suited 
for life among humans, and the lighthearted tale takes an emo-
tional turn when the steadily declining hunter sends Xiao Han 
back into the wild. Blackcrane’s tale culminates in a rather grim 
scene: upon checking on Gree Shek’s campsite, fellow hunters 
discover his corpse (illustrated reverently by Jiu Er). Though the 
plot meanders, the tale is valuable for its thoughtful portrayal of 
the Reindeer Ewenki’s traditional ways. The illustrations’ deli-
cate lines and shading meticulously model the characters, and 
there’s a solemnity to them even at their most slapstick.

Plodding, endearing, and humorous—not unlike a baby 
moose. (Picture book. 5-10)

A ZEBRA PLAYS ZITHER
An Animal Alphabet and 
Musical Revue
Bond, Janice
Illus. by the author
PomegranateKids (56 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-0-7649-8651-2  

Although most alphabet books can 
be enjoyed by the youngest readers, this sophisticated alphabet 
book aims for an older audience.

Using alliteration, illuminated letters, and illustrations, 
Bond highlights an animal and musical instrument for each 
letter. Most wordplay trips off the tongue (“Gelatinous Jel-
lyfish / jingle and jangle / with Jumbles of bells / they jauntily 
dangle” and “A trio of Turtles / in rhythmic debut / toot Tuba and 
Trumpet / and Trombone for you”), but some is forced (“Melo-
dious Mice / strum lullabies sweet / on small Mandolins / with 
the claws on their feet”). There is no glossary to help with the 
numerous undefined musical terms, such as “ballad,” “concerto,” 
and “fantasia.” Full-page illustrations in pen and ink with 
watercolor are detailed, realistic, and usually humorous. The 
nightingales with furled wings and the intricate, golden, chain 
mail–like patterns on the “quirky quirquinchos” (pronunciation 
provided) are exquisite. A gracefully reclining giraffe wears a 
garland of flowers while strumming a guitar. The washboard-
playing walrus is wistfully wonderful. However, careful readers 
will also note that a panda is not a bear (letter B), and they may 
be surprised to see a brass bass clarinet is depicted rather than 
the typical ebony stick.

For children who play with words or patiently pore over 
pictures. (Picture book. 5-8)

CAUGHT!
Nabbing History’s Most 
Wanted
Bragg, Georgia
Illus. by O’Malley, Kevin
Crown (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5247-6741-9
978-1-5247-6742-6 PLB  

In this third collaboration (How They 
Choked, 2014, etc.) with illustrator O’Malley, Bragg profiles 14 
famous and infamous characters from the Middle Ages through 
the 20th century.

Though the cover illustration of a prisoner behind bars sug-
gests all the subjects were criminals, the thematic connection is 
looser than that, gathering together individuals who were pur-
sued with hopes of capture for a variety of reasons. “Everyone 
in this book got caught for something; most were guilty, some 
were not,” Bragg explains. Profiles include spies Mata Hari and 
Bernard Kuehn, “Typhoid Mary” Mallon, con artist Rasputin, 
Princess Anastasia impersonator Anna Anderson, Joan of Arc, 
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and Sir Walter Raleigh. Even the connections among those gen-
erally acknowledged to be criminals, such as pirate Blackbeard, 
assassin John Wilkes Booth, and art thief Vincenzo Peruggia, 
appear vague and arbitrary. Despite this lack of definition, the 
individual profiles are entertaining and informative. Bragg’s 
flippant tone and chatty prose style are nicely complemented by 
O’Malley’s cartoon illustrations. Between each chapter is a page 
or two of information related to the activities of those profiled 
and their times. One noticeable weakness is the lack of source 
notes for quotes attributed to historical figures. Did Dr. George 
Soper really say to Typhoid Mary, “You, Mary Mallon, cooking 
in the kitchen with icky bathroom germs on your hands”?

Readers who enjoyed Bragg and O’Malley’s previous 
collections will likely find this fun and interesting, loosey-
goosey theme and all. (bibliography) (Collective biography. 
10-14)

BENEATH THE BED AND 
OTHER SCARY STORIES 
Brallier, Max
Illus. by Rubegni, Letizia
Acorn/Scholastic (64 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  $23.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-31853-1
978-1-338-31854-8 PLB 
Series: Mister Shivers 

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

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

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

CORNELIA AND THE 
JUNGLE MACHINE
Brech, Nora
Illus. by the author
Gecko Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-776572-59-5  

A family moves into a new house, and 
a child finds a playmate.

Cornelia is not a fan of the family’s 
new multistory Victorian house, with its copious antiques and 
dearth of playmates. The parents suggest having “a look around 
outside” instead. Sporting a blue cape, Cornelia and a scruffy 
dog companion wander into the tall surrounding trees. They 
find a ladder, climb into the treetops, and find a marvelous 
branched-out treehouse. Lounging in a hammock on the porch 
is Fredrik, who welcomes them and shows off many inven-
tions: There are hanging, bed-sized nests of pillows and cranks 
for watering hard-to-reach plants—but “the best” is a “Jungle 
Machine.” After some wheel-twisting and button-pushing, 
tropical plants emerge from gramophone-like horns, sprouting 
into a full jungle, complete with swinging vines, a river, and a 
red-plumed bird large enough to ride. After some adventuring, 
Cornelia returns home more optimistic about the new living 
situation. The matter-of-fact, largely wordless text provides 
only a slight lift beyond the unexplained, implausible circum-
stances, but it also allows readers’ minds to wander through 
the fantastical possibilities. Characters present white; the eye 
patch–wearing Fredrik has the demeanor of an arboreal Pippi 
Longstocking. The pictures are intricately lined and rich with 
detail. Expansive images push beyond their edges to make 
grand use of the tall, rectangular trim.

An imaginative fantasy that gives readers plenty of 
room to roam. (Picture book. 4-7)

MO’S BOWS
A Young Person’s Guide to 
Startup Success: Measure, 
Cut, Stitch Your Way to a 
Great Business
Bridges, Moziah & Morris, Tramica
Running Press Kids (176 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-7624-9251-0  

An entrepreneurial phenom offers 
advice to similarly inclined kids.

At 9, Mo Bridges struggled to sew his first bow tie under 
the loving mentorship of his granny. At 11, he landed a deal on 
the TV show Shark Tank as one of its youngest entrepreneurs. 
Currently the 17-year-old owner of a successful bow-tie busi-
ness, Bridges pens his first guide for young entrepreneurs. The 
book is divided into segments that explain the approach behind 
his strong startup, Measure, Cut, Stitch. He deftly points out 
the difference between undertaking hourly labor and the way a 
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sharp entrepreneur thinks, using mowing lawns as an example. 
Working at $8 an hour for five hours nets $40, but charging 
$20 per lawn can, at five lawns in a day, garner $100. Numbers 
aside, Bridges alludes to crafting a genuine story, building rela-
tionships, and mastering social media to gain a loyal customer 
base. His ingenuity landed him a licensing deal with the NBA 
and even the opportunity to design the “Obama Blue Bow Tie.” 
Growing older into high school, he shares the story of his frus-
tration with his new “hideous” school uniform, transcending it 
by following the advice in his own pep talk that he gives to oth-
ers, to “stay true to yourself,” and successfully produces his first 
stylish necktie that would become a signature addition to his 
uniform. Numerous black-and-white photos depict the young, 
bow-tie–clad African American entrepreneur.

This up-and-coming creative will definitely inspire 
many young people with his positive, confidence-boosting 
startup guide. (glossary) (Memoir. 11-14)

FIELD TRIP
Brooks, Molly
Illus. by the author
Disney-Hyperion (240 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-368-00978-2
978-1-368-02377-1 paper 
Series: Sanity & Tallulah, 2 

Following the events of their epony-
mous debut (2018), Sanity and Tallulah 

are on a class field trip to experience a scientific expedition on a 
real planet in the Apis system.

Living aboard a space station, the students have never been 
on a real planet. Tallulah is ridiculously excited. Her best friend, 
Sanity, not so much, as Sanity’s big sister, Prudence, is one of 
the trip chaperones. After landing, the class learns that their 
expedition site is actually a corporate mining venture run by the 
FootHold Corporation, a company that mass-produces a much-
desired element called heavypaste. The FootHold outpost is 
situated in the middle of an asteroid field that’s supposed to be 
protected—but of course an asteroid hits the planet, leaving 
Sanity and Tallulah stranded on an adjoining moon until they 
encounter a heavypaste space pirate who kidnaps the pair and 
holds them hostage. When local miners warn the planet is going 
to explode, the stranded students utilize rock-eating spacebees 
and their scientific ingenuity to craft an almost impossible 
escape plan. Though at times the science of the mission gets a 
little confusing, in this second Sanity & Tallulah graphic novel, 
Brooks successfully combines tech, humor, and a diverse cast—
Sanity and Prudence are black and Tallulah’s biracial (Latinx/
white)—within a believable galactic adventure. Her well-paced 
panels keep the action ticking along.

A delightful read that showcases scientific problem-
solving on a female-led space expedition. (Graphic science fic-
tion. 8-12)

INSTRUCTIONS NOT 
INCLUDED
How a Team of Women Coded 
the Future
Brown, Tami Lewis & Dunn, Debbie Loren
Illus. by Beck, Chelsea
Disney-Hyperion (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-368-01105-1  

A celebration of three of the female programmers of the 
World War II–era computer, ENIAC.

Present-tense text describes how Betty Snyder, Jean Jen-
nings, and Kay McNulty have always been standouts: Betty 
inventively individualistic, Jean tenacious, and Kay perfection-
istic. The highly intelligent women especially love math. Dur-
ing WWII, the call goes out for female mathematicians to join 
the war effort, computing the math problems that determine 
angles and timing of weapons. But there’s also a top-secret proj-
ect, the ENIAC. The three heroines are among the mathema-
ticians tapped to figure out how to program the machine and 
ensure its fast calculations are accurate. The machine’s a costly 
investment, and it’s up to the programmers to get it working 
in time for a demonstration for an audience of important men. 
With each wrong answer ENIAC generates, the pressure on the 
programmers grows. When they succeed—just in time—the 
men celebrate by congratulating themselves while the women 
get back to work coming up with important innovations in 
programming (Betty’s sort-merge datastream, Jean’s scheme 
to store programs, and Kay’s thrifty use of memory). The crisp, 
clear illustrations color-code the women yellow, red, and green 
for ease in keeping them straight and for showing montages. 
While the three are white, the forward-looking final page turn 
embraces the computer age with an illustration of three girls—
Asian, white and chubby, and black—sharing the color-coded 
motif and other visual ties to the heroines’ stories.

An upbeat, necessary history. (authors’ note, further 
resources) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

FRIDA KAHLO
Brownridge, Lucy
Illus. by Dieckmann, Sandra 
Wide Eyed Editions (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-78603-642-1 
Series: Portrait of an Artist 

A plunge into Frida Kahlo’s trailblaz-
ing life as an artist.

A relentless, self-taught artist, Kahlo did not let her battle 
with polio and her bus accident keep her from painting. Instead, 
her father helped her paint from bed by building her an easel 
that allowed her to paint lying down. This entry in the Portrait 
of an Artist series focuses on Kahlo’s magical realism in her 
paintings, presenting her as the dreamer of “fantastical scenes.” 
Kahlo’s relationship with fellow artist Diego Rivera is touched 

Brooks successfully combines tech, humor, and a diverse 
cast within a believable galactic adventure.

field trip
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upon. However, neither the relationship nor its turbulence is 
the main focus of the text, as Brownridge chooses to display 
Kahlo as an artist in her own right. In addition, the text con-
tains information on the “firsts” that Kahlo achieved: the first 
exhibition in New York City by a Mexican and the first Mexican 
in a Louvre gallery. Dieckmann’s illustrations, made with both 
traditional and digital media, show the vibrancy of life with 
which Kahlo surrounded herself and often follow the color pal-
ette established in the painting shown on the page. In a similar 
way, Édith Carron uses bright colored pencils in Brownridge’s 
book about Dutch artist Vincent Van Gogh to complement his 
style. An invitation to visit Kahlo’s “bright blue house,” now a 
museum, leaves readers desirous to learn more.

A thoughtful and colorful biography of one of Mexico’s 
most prolific artists. (Picture book/biography. 4-7) (Vincent Van 
Gogh: 978-1-78603-646-9)

THE DOG WHO LOST HIS BARK
Colfer, Eoin
Illus. by Lynch, P.J.
Candlewick (144 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5362-0442-1  

A boy and a puppy overcome difficult 
times in this illustrated chapter book.

Beginning the tale from the puppy’s 
point of view, Colfer employs simple 

language evoking an innocent sensibility, with many words in 
all-caps reflecting puppyish enthusiasm. The puppy’s early days 
with his mother and siblings are followed by a heart-wrenching 
stint with the abusive couple who brings the puppy home as a 
present for their cruel boy. After the puppy is abandoned at the 
dump, Colfer switches the point of view to Patrick, a human 
boy, who is driving with his mother to his grandad’s house to 
spend the summer. Asking when his touring-musician father 
will arrive, Patrick is dumbfounded when his mother, instead of 
answering the question, asks him if he would like to have a dog. 
Evading the issue of his father’s allergies, Patrick’s grandfather 
brings him to the shelter, where he picks out (readers will be so 
relieved) the abandoned puppy and names him Oz. Oz, how-
ever, is so traumatized he stays in his crate until, by accident, 
Patrick’s grandfather discovers that Oz enjoys music. Patrick 
digs out his violin and plays for him, eventually gaining his trust. 
Just as all seems well, Patrick learns that his father is leaving 
his mother—and now it is Oz’s turn to rescue Patrick. Lynch’s 
realistic pencil illustrations greatly amplify the story, their sen-
sitively rendered human and dog expressions echoing the vary-
ing tones of the text. Humans are depicted as white.

This quietly emotional tale is an ultimately triumphant 
one. (Fiction. 7-10)

OUR BIG LITTLE PLACE
Conan, James A.
Illus. by LaLonde, Nicolle
Annick Press (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-77321-317-0  

A gentle family tale that reflects the 
diversity of a big city.

The story opens on a bright but 
cluttered home and a smiling young 
preschool-age child. Set against a city 

skyline, the plot follows the daily routine of a family of three 
and highlights what they do for fun when space is at a pre-
mium—like shooting hoops indoors with a mini basketball. 
The unnamed narrator explains that the cramped apartment 

“always seems big to me.” Scenes in the park between apartment 
buildings, which the child describes as “our backyard,” depict 
diverse friends who include children of color and a child who 
uses a wheelchair. When the weather turns stormy, the child 
and Aunt Elizabeth must fight boredom indoors by recruiting 
friends from the apartment building for a trike-and-wheelchair 
race in the halls. Imaginary play ends the day, and the whole 
family joins in on the game—it’s clear that their tiny household 
is big on fun. LaLonde’s illustrations are bold and cheerful and 
include sweet details like a stuffed squid and crayon-doodled 
sheets of paper; their clean simplicity is a good complement to 
the convincingly childlike narration. Mom and Aunt Elizabeth 
have medium brown skin and black hair, Dad is white, and the 
biracial protagonist’s skin tone falls in between. 

This playful story proves that small spaces can feel 
large with a little imagination. (Picture book. 2-6)

THE BUDDY BENCH
Cottleston, B.D.
Illus. by Quintanilla, Hazel
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4867-1798-9  

When new students or shy children struggle to make friends, 
the Buddy Bench might be a solution.

When all but one child, the narrator, decide to stay inside for 
recess after a surprise Texas snowstorm, the unnamed, round-
headed kid heads outside and meets Shae. She’s new to the school 
and sitting on the playground Buddy Bench, signaling that she 
hopes to find a friend. Luckily, Shae’s just moved from a place 
with lots of snow and, after giggling at the narrator’s unrealistic 
suggestions (conveyed in labored rhyme), proves to have lots of 
ideas about how to enjoy a snowy recess. Soon, the two borrow 
trays from the lunchroom and use them to fly down the moun-
tains of snow. When recess is over, the narrator heads back to 
class happy in the knowledge of a new friend and that new friends 
can have great new ideas. Brightly colored cartoon illustrations 
show children of many ethnicities (the narrator presents white, 
and Shae is a girl of color) and create an action-packed snow 

LaLonde’s illustrations include sweet details like a stuffed 
squid and crayon-doodled sheets of paper.

our big little place
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story, but it is primarily a vehicle for introducing the concept of 
a Buddy Bench. Final pages contain information about the proj-
ect’s history, what a Buddy Bench can look like, ways to use the 
bench, and classroom discussion questions.

A handy classroom text to discuss inclusion and intro-
duce the Buddy Bench concept. (Picture book. 5-8)

SONG OF THE RIVER
Cowley, Joy
Illus. by Andrews, Kimberly
Gecko Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-776572-53-3  

A curious mountain boy follows a 
trickle of water all the way to the sea.

Young Cam tells his grandfather that he wishes he could 
see the sea. “One day we will go there,” is the reply. One spring 
morning, Cam notices a rivulet trickling through the pine woods. 

“Come with me,” the trickle sings to him. “I will take you to the 
sea.” Cam follows the trickle, which joins a creek and runs down 
the mountainside. The creek meets a stream, where trout leap 
and beckon Cam. The stream becomes a river that flows through 
farms with ducks and cows and dogs and then a town. Frogs in the 
river encourage Cam to continue his journey. The river widens, 
full of ships big and small. The river sings to Cam, who runs past 
some wharves and onto the sand dunes. He has reached the sea! 
It’s “wild and blue and beautiful…and it [goes] on forever,” and it 
sings the grandest song of all. Back home that night, Cam tells his 
grandfather about his adventure, and grandfather again replies, 

“One day we will go there”—leaving readers to wonder whether 
Cam’s adventure was real or imaginary. Regardless, Cowley neatly 
modulates Cam’s adventure, sentences that build and accrete like 
that rivulet taking readers on the journey. Andrews’ diverse land-
scapes are solidly composed, shifting angles but maintaining an 
earthy, muted palette. 

A lovely homage to nature. (Picture book. 5-7) 

WEIRD LITTLE ROBOTS
Crimi, Carolyn
Illus. by Luyken, Corinna
Candlewick (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7636-9493-7  

A science-loving 11-year-old moves 
to a new neighborhood and entertains 
herself by making robots out of found 
objects while wishing for real friends.

Penny Rose Mooney, daughter of an entomologist and a 
banker, eventually finds a soul mate in neighbor Lark Hinkle, a 
bird-watcher and birdhouse maker. Penny struggles with social 
interactions in ways that are suggestive of high-functioning 
autism-spectrum challenges and keeps several notebooks, 
including her most secret one—Conversation Starters. The 

girls team up to make roboTown, a metropolis of lights and 
discarded items cleverly reused. Their newfound friendship is 
tested when Penny, a statewide science-competition winner, is 
asked to join the Secret Science Society, leading her to break 
a promise made in their joint proclamation agreement. The 
two main girl characters are white; race and ethnicity are less 
clear for the other characters. A key boy character is immature, 
poorly behaved, and ultimately ridiculed. Otherwise, however, 
picture-book author Crimi infuses this unassuming transitional 
novel with compassion, humor, and a refreshing storyline in 
which girls organically weave a love for science into their every-
day lives. Illustrations by Luyken add to the guileless sensibility.

A contemplation on the magic of friendship told with 
sweetness, simplicity, and science. (Fiction. 8-11)

INVISIBLE LIZARD IN LOVE
Cyrus, Kurt
Illus. by Atkins, Andy
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-53411-015-1  

A couple of chameleons literally fall 
in love.

Cyrus’ eponymous chameleon returns 
with his friends Mike and Polly in this follow-up to Invisible Liz-
ard (2017). Napoleon is happy with his lot. The branch he calls 
home in the tropical forest—lushly illustrated here by Atkins 
with vines, moss, ferns, and fungi—bounces and rings with their 
play. But when Mike and Polly find mates to spend their time 
with, Napoleon is soon all alone. He carves a big, lonely heart 
into his branch, which weakens the limb, and it snaps. Down 
falls Napoleon to a lower branch, where there happens to be 
another chameleon, Josephine. “Yikes!” says Napoleon. “A girl!” 
Their relationship starts out a little rocky—she accuses him of 
imitating her, and he responds, “Well, excuse me for being a 
chameleon”—but they eventually meet each other halfway, and 
they spend a lovely evening together under the stars. Despite a 
couple new words for readers’ vocabularies (“warty lumpstool”; 

“whiffle blister bud”), not much new ground is turned by the 
story, but the artwork is an eyeful. The forest is richly colored, 
and the chameleons change suit to match, with their indepen-
dently rotating eyeballs taking everything in. Josephine even 
turns into a starry night to mimic their evening under the sky.

Love conquers all, including a pair of initially snippy 
chameleons. (Picture book. 4-8)
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A LIFE MADE BY HAND
The Story of Ruth Asawa
D’Aquino, Andrea
Illus. by the author
Princeton Architectual Press (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61689-836-6  

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

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

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

SOMEPLACE TO CALL HOME
Dallas, Sandra
Sleeping Bear Press (240 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-58536-414-5  

The year 1933 is a rough time for 
three kids to be on their own, but the 
Turners prove themselves capable.

The rest of their family has passed 
away or disappeared, and 12-year-old 
Hallie, 16-year-old Tom, and 6-year-old 

Benny are driving west looking for work when their car breaks 
down on the side of the road, beyond affordable repair. Luckily, 
the land where they camp is owned by the Carlsons, a nice farm-
ing family that understands both what it means to struggle and 
what it’s like to care for a child like Benny, since their daughter 
is similar. “His face wasn’t like other babies’ faces. As he grew 
older, he didn’t seem to learn as quickly as other children.” They 

make the orphans feel welcome as winter sets in. But will the 
rest of the community come to accept the Turners as more than 
squatters? It takes a near tragedy to find out. Dallas offers up 
her signature blend of compelling plot, vivid characters, and 
riveting history to both entertain and enlighten about a hard 
decade, though Benny, who evidently has Down syndrome, 
does come across as a plot device. Most main and secondary 
characters feel fully realized and three-dimensional, while the 
setting is drawn with delicate-but-vivid strokes and feels almost 
like its own character. This narrative is full of fascinating details 
about flour-sack dresses and bean sandwiches. Characters seem 
to default to white, with no mention of skin color.

A story of the Great Depression that’s both gritty and 
gratifying. (glossary) (Historical fiction. 9-12)

THE LOVE LETTER
Denise, Anika Aldamuy
Illus. by Cummins, Lucy Ruth
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-274157-8  

A mysterious love letter brightens the lives of three forest 
animals.

Appealing mixed-media illustrations made of ink, gouache, 
brush marker, and colored pencil combine with a timely message 
that one kind act can start a chain reaction of kindness. When 
Hedgehog, Bunny, and Squirrel stumble in turn upon a formally 
composed love letter, each finds their life improved: Squirrel is 
less anxious, Bunny spreads goodwill through helpfulness, and 
Hedgehog is unusually cheerful. As the friends converge to try 
to discover who sent the letter, the real author appears in a 
(rather) convenient turn: a mouse who wrote an ode to the moon. 
Though disappointed that the letter was never meant for them, 
the friends reflect that the letter still made the world a happier 
place, making it a “wonderful mix-up.” Since there’s a lot of plot 
to follow, the book will best serve more-observant readers who 
are able to piece the narrative cleanly, but those older readers 
may also better appreciate the special little touches, such as the 
letter’s enticing, old-fashioned typewriter-style look, vignettes 
that capture small moments, or the subdued color palette that 
lends an elegant air. Drawn with minimalist, scribbly lines, the 
creatures achieve an invigorating balance between charming 
and spontaneous, with smudged lines that hint at layers of fur 
and simple, dotted facial expressions.

A sweet and far-from-cloying ode to love. (Picture book. 
4-8)
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THE HUBBLE SPACE 
TELESCOPE
Our Eye on the Universe
Dickinson, Terence & Read, Tracy
Firefly (80 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-2281-0233-5
978-0-2281-0217-5 paper

A close look at the Hubble and a selection of the very dis-
tant astronomical wonders it has brought into view.

Placed into orbit in 1990, the HST “boldly ushered us into a 
new golden age of astronomy,” Dickinson and Read write, “and 
introduced us to a universe that is awesome, chaotic and mys-
terious.” The ensuing photo album makes good on these claims, 
beginning with lambent portraits of local planets and moons—
often in revealing sequences to show changes over time—and 
going on to literally spectacular views of immense star clusters 
and nurseries, turbulent nebulas, swarms of galaxies clustered or 
colliding, and, in a final section titled “To Infinity and Beyond,” 
a panorama of the deepest star field yet observed. Most are 
Hubble photos, but the authors freely acknowledge that some, 
such as the recent (2019) first direct glimpse of a black hole, 
are not, or not entirely. Though most of the images come with 
descriptive notes, at one point the narrative is reduced to no 
more than identifying labels, which encourages lingering over 
the visual majesty on display. In an opening section, separate 
enough from the rest to have its own glossary, the authors 
describe each of the Hubble’s instruments and introduce other 
space telescopes. Though in essence a boiled-down version of 
Dickinson’s more-expansive Hubble’s Universe (second ed. 2017), 
there is more than enough here to sate young sky watchers with 
an appetite for jaw-dropping space photography.

“To Infinity and Beyond,” indeed. (index) (Nonfiction. 
10-13)

GOODBYE, FRIEND! 
HELLO, FRIEND!
Doerrfeld, Cori
Illus. by the author
Dial (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-525-55423-3  

With the help of family, friends, and passing time, Stella 
learns that “every goodbye… / …leads to a hello.”

The old adage “every ending leads to a new beginning” 
springs warmly to life as Doerrfeld’s gentle prose and soft, lively 
illustrations meander through an idyllic childhood. Young Stella 
may be reluctant to leave Mom and venture to school, but Stella 
quickly finds a best friend in bespectacled Charlie, and the 
two become inseparable. As seasons pass, they bid goodbye to 
beloved times and pastimes only to joyfully usher in new ones: 
Playing outside becomes playing inside, winter becomes sum-
mer, day becomes night. The repetitive prose pattern breaks 
hauntingly in the throes of Stella’s grief when Charlie moves 

away. Resilience, however, is this story’s driving force, and an 
ending montage of Stella mailing drawings to Charlie and 
meeting a new friend assures readers that every goodbye does, 
in truth, lead to a hello. Doerrfeld’s characteristically smudgy, 
minimalist renderings of homes, getaway spots, and school 
scenes replete with a racially diverse cast imbue the story with 
an intimate, timeless feel; Stella is South Asian, and Charlie 
presents white. If the text is occasionally somewhat saccharine 
in its optimism, it nonetheless celebrates the ups and downs of 
life with remarkable heart.

A warming study of friendship, loss, and new friend-
ship. (Picture book. 4-8)

GOOD NIGHT, OLIVER WIZARD
Dotlich, Rebecca Kai
Illus. by Masse, Josée
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-62979-337-5  

This bedtime story is full of charm-
ing wishes and spells.

It appears to be a typical evening as Oliver prepares for 
bedtime with dad in tow. Putting on his magical cape and grab-
bing his wizard wand, Oliver parades around his house casting 
spells. Typical nighttime routines presented include a before-
bed snack, tooth-brushing, and a bedtime story. Detailed and 
delightful illustrations mirror Oliver’s wishes, imaginings, and 
fears of the dark. Throughout Oliver’s endeavors, his father 
happily follows Oliver’s wishes but reminds him of the impor-
tance of sleep, emphasizing to young readers that even “wiz-
ards need sleep.” When it’s time for a bedtime story, Oliver’s 
imagination comes alive and readers see his magical mind at 
work. Each time Oliver gets scared he casts his “best and most 
magical spell,” and his father always tells him, “That should do 
it,” confirming that nighttime fears can be pushed away. When 
Oliver casts his final spell by himself, he whispers his father’s 
reassurance: “That should do it,” illustrating to readers that a 
caregiver’s influence and love lend a child the security they need. 
Father and son present white.

A sweet adventure that will calm young readers before 
bedtime. (Picture book. 3-5) 

AND THEN THE SEED GREW
Dubuc, Marianne
Illus. by the author
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5253-0207-7  

An uninvited seed falls and roots in 
a garden, inconveniencing dwellers both 
above- and underground.

Its roots advance, breaking through mole Yvonne’s bath-
room ceiling, disrupting Susie Field Mouse’s birthday party, 

Doerrfeld’s characteristically smudgy, minimalist renderings 
imbue the story with an intimate, timeless feel.

goodbye, friend! hello, friend!
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and complicating the ants’ tunneling. After Yvonne’s fruitless 
repairs and the mouse family’s second ruined house, the com-
munity calls an emergency meeting and decides to cut down 
the plant. As Mr. Field Mouse prepares to bite the stem, Jack, 
a green-clad, mouse-sized humanoid, intervenes. “Is this plant 
so terrible?” After all, it’s provided shade for Mr. Gnome’s 
house. Perhaps the mice children could play in its branches, 
from which the ants could spy new tunnel routes. “And don’t 
forget its fruit!” The interloper, indeed, is a tomato plant: A 
new plan emerges. Canadian Dubuc’s pictures, rendered in flat 
color and simple line, depict the underground homes as cozy, 
comfortably furnished rooms. The matter-of-fact text, trans-
lated from French, notes that the residents grow appreciative of 
the tomato plant’s “many merits, and were quite content once 
again.” Jack, Mr. Gnome, and the ants are white-faced. Cross-
section visuals depict the ants’ expanded tunnel network, the 
tomato’s extensive root system, and Yvonne sharing her home 
with the mice. Small details—a clothesline with Mr. Gnome’s 
polka-dot underwear; items such as a key and a diamond sus-
pended underground—provide additional fun.

A whimsical take on a garden’s busy, interconnected 
ecosystem. (Picture book. 3-7)

WHERE DID YOU GO TODAY?
Duke, Jenny
Illus. by the author
Child’s Play (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-78628-201-9 
Series: Child’s Play Library 

A young child recounts a series of playful endeavors to an 
adult companion as they walk hand in hand through a city.

The story follows the narrator’s journey around various play-
ground activities and provides a window into a child’s creativity. 
In the retelling of the day, swinging on a swingset becomes fly-
ing, a slide becomes a snowy mountainside, a pond becomes an 
ocean, and a tunnel becomes a dark cave. Especially sweet is the 
image of the imagined jungle animals following the pair home 
from the park as the child enjoys a piggyback ride. Relation-
ships between characters are left open to interpretation. The 
child waves goodbye to the adult from the park and is embraced 
by someone new, maybe a parent or caregiver. Duke’s line draw-
ings are set against simple, often abstract backgrounds in cool 
tones. The illustrations’ muted color palette paired with the 
minimalist prose gives the story a subdued feeling even though 
it centers on play and imagination. Readers don’t learn many 
details about the characters in this story, but children of color, 
a child who uses a wheelchair, and an adult with a hearing aid 
are depicted. The protagonist has straight, black hair and light-
brown skin; the adult companion has somewhat darker-brown 
skin, and the adult at home presents white.

Playground fun becomes much more through the eyes 
of a child in this simple story. (Picture book. 1-4)

KING MOUSE 
Fagan, Cary
Illus. by Seiferling, Dena
Tundra (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-7352-6404-5  

A mouse in the forest finds a crown 
and becomes king (for a bit) in this pic-

ture book.
The story opens with a wordless double-page spread—a 

great way to start a picture book when it works, and this one 
does. In soft-edged graphite with subtle digital coloring, Seifer-
ling’s opening illustration shows a tricycle pulling a cart full of 
crowns, some of which are spilling out, instantly creating a mag-
ical ambiance. The page turn begins the text. A mouse wakes up 
hungry and, looking for food, finds a tiny crown. A bear ambles 
by and asks the mouse, “Are you a king?” The mouse thinks, then 
answers, “Yes, I am.” A crow, a tortoise, and a fox find the new 
king food and amuse him with a play. Just when readers think 
the mouse may be getting a bit full of himself, a snake shows 
up, also wearing a crown. The animals declare her queen. Then 
more crowns are found, and in a very funny bit, most of the rest 
of the animals declare themselves kings or queens. But the bear, 
unable to find a crown, wanders away disconsolate. The mouse 
goes to find him, realizing now that there is something much 
more important than being king. In lovely illustrative symmetry, 
the story ends perfectly with a wordless illustration.

Graceful and perceptive in both illustration and text, 
the timeless theme is particularly pertinent today. (Picture 
book. 3-8)

THIS IS A SEA COW
Federman, Cassandra
Illus. by the author
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-7874-2  

The manatee subject of a school 
report objects so strongly to being com-
pared to a cow that she barges in to cor-

rect the writer.
This engaging account is disguised as a homework assign-

ment on marine mammals. Federman’s report is written by hand, 
in pencil, on lined paper, but the manatee in her crayon illustra-
tions comes to life, commenting on the text in speech bubbles 
that contain large, legible type. She’s not a cow. She’s sure she’s 
not related to an elephant but is quite taken with being seen as a 
mermaid. Various interesting facts are conveyed in the process, 
and there are more (from the manatee) in an afterword. Feder-
man’s manatee is basically a shmoo-shaped blue blob with eyes, 
an expressive snout and mouth, and a tail instead of legs, but in 
the frontmatter, there’s a more realistic diagram, a portion of 
a photograph, and a portion of a map of the Florida coast and 
Belize, both places where West Indian manatees can be found. 

Graceful and perceptive.
king mouse



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   1 0 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

Digitally collaged art combines the paper of the report with 
photos of pencils and crayons to emulate a student’s workspace. 
Finally, there’s a mention of manatee adoption programs for 
readers who have also decided the manatee is their “new favor-
ite animal.” Pair with titles by Jim Arnosky—A Manatee Morn-
ing (2000), All about Manatees (2008), or Slow Down for Manatees, 
(2010)—for a more detailed picture.

An appealing first look. (Informational picture book. 4-8) 

YOU’RE IN GOOD PAWS
Fergus, Maureen
Illus. by Durst, Kathryn
Tundra (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-7352-6466-3  

As one might expect, Leo is more than a little nervous about 
getting his tonsils removed—especially when his parents walk 
him past the children’s hospital and into the animal hospital!

“Are you sure we went in the right door?” Leo wonders ner-
vously. But Dr. Stan the mouse is ready and waiting for him. 
Looking around the familiar hospital scene, Leo is not quite 
sure what to think. He’s joined in the waiting room by all kinds 
of critters, including a cat with a fishbowl stuck on its head, a 
blind bat, and even a boa who appears to have eaten several toys. 
From the waiting room Leo moves on to the exam room, where 
Leo is so cooperative that Nurse Lorraine, a cow, “call[s] him a 
good boy and [gives] him a vigorous ear skritch.” Leo proceeds 
safely through surgery and recovery in the animal hospital, even 
if he does wake up with a cone around his neck! Kids will feel 
comfort in knowing Leo’s journey is not much different than 
their own would be if they were getting their tonsils out too, 
and they will delight in poring over the detailed illustrations. 
With each read there is something new to find in the pictures, 
and the wry text makes it just as much fun for adults to read as 
it is for kids.

Perfect for any kid worried about a trip to the doctor—
or the vet. (Picture book. 4-8)

MANNY LOSES HIS FANGS
Ferri, Giuliano
Illus. by the author
Minedition (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-988-8341-83-2  

An anthropomorphic vampire bat 
learns how to use his scary fangs to help 
his friends rather than frighten them in 
this Italian import.

Manny the vampire bat wants to be the scariest vampire bat 
in the world. But after his “baby fangs” fall out, Manny fears “his 
scaring days [are] over.” The silver lining to this is that he is able 
to make friends with other animals now that he’s not so scary 
anymore. He enjoys having friends so much that, in a reversal, 

when his adult fangs grow in, he fears losing his new compan-
ions. But instead, his scary skills come in handy, and he intimi-
dates some taunting bullies. Ferri’s beautifully soft illustrations 
are a smart contrast to the intensity of a vampire bat, giving 
Manny just enough ferocity without making him truly terrify-
ing to young readers. The icy blue-gray tones of the cave, along 
with the rich, warm skies and fields, make even the scenery a 
character. Despite its animal protagonist, this story is one to 
which many readers can relate, with its theme of fitting in and 
finding friends. Manny is quite the likable antihero. The story 
itself has just the right beat, not dwelling too long or moving 
too quickly. There is some wonderfully rich vocabulary for the 
intended audience, too: words such as “trotters,” “sulked,” and 

“admiration.” The book wraps up nicely with a subtle message 
of being oneself.

Surprisingly charming and with delightful illustra-
tions. (Picture book. 3-5) 

LET’S HAVE A SLEEPOVER!
Feuti, Norm
Illus. by the author
Acorn/Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  $23.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-28141-5
978-1-338-28142-2 PLB 
Series: Hello, Hedgehog, 2 

Best animal friends are back in Feu-
ti’s follow-up to Do You Like My Bike? (2019).

Harry the guinea pig is excited about going to Hedgehog’s 
house for a sleepover. He packs his pillow, toothbrush, and blan-
ket but wisely decides to not bring along his goldfish or bowling 
ball. He’s not sure about Simon, his red teddy bear, asserting 

“I am too old for teddy bears.” Of course there’s no such thing 
as too old for teddy bears, and Simon ends up in his backpack. 
Harry’s anxiety gets the better of him in the next chapter, more 
than twice as long as the first, when he discovers that Hedge-
hog has set up a tent in the backyard. Harry makes up excuse 
after excuse, and empathetic Hedgehog realizes that maybe his 
friend would feel safer indoors, which is where the party moves 
to, and the story ends with a cheerful game of hide-and-seek. 
The innocence and sweetness of the first book in the series con-
tinues to be felt here, a gentle introduction to common fears 
children face. Bright and clear illustrations enhance the humor 
and care shared between the two, though slightly ineffective 
pacing and a bland closing chapter mar the flow. Children look-
ing for early graphic novels as well as those ready to advance 
from Elephant & Piggie will enjoy this low-stakes drama.

A kind story about friendship in an appealing format. 
(Graphic early reader. 4-7)
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NOW YOU KNOW WHAT 
YOU EAT
Fisher, Valorie
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-21546-5  

The sources and nutritional value of 
17 commonly eaten foods are revealed 

along with additional nutritional information.
The author/illustrator uses her “somewhat overwhelming 

collection of terrific tiny toys” to great advantage, starting with 
the cover. Layout and design include pleasing, alternating blocks 
of color on each page, with bold headings naming the foods. A 
handful of mathematical symbols easily show that white choco-
late consists of milk chocolate minus cocoa mass and that the 
flour ingredient in a pizza crust comes from wheat. There is a 
long but crystal-clear path leading to the creation of a peanut-
butter–and-jelly sandwich, including the source of grape jelly’s 
pectin and how peanuts are roasted. In fact, the only confusing 
part of the book is the unnecessary page that instructs “How 
to read this book.” Simple explanations of such processes as 
cheese making and honey production include fascinating asides 
such as: “Honeybees visit 2,000,000 flowers to make one jar of 
honey.” The overall look is retro, but the content is decidedly 
contemporary. Care was taken to include diversity in the human 
dolls and in pointing out six animals, in addition to dairy cows, 
whose milk is used by human beings. The text is accessible and 
playful. The 17 highlighted food choices, as well as the brightly 
colored chart advising readers to eat from “five food groups at 
every meal,” will be tolerable to vegetarians but not vegans.

Fun and fundamental food facts. (index, charts, glos-
sary) (Informational picture book. 5-10)

NO MAP, GREAT TRIP
A Young Writer’s Road to 
Page One
Fleischman, Paul
Greenwillow (144 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-285745-3  

The Newbery medalist offers a com-
bination memoir and guide for aspiring 
writers.

As a young boy in 1962, Paul Fleis-
chman, son of children’s author Sid Fleischman, is introduced 
to a larger world of storytelling with his shortwave radio. Lis-
tening to broadcasts from around the world opens him up to 
cultures beyond white suburban Santa Monica. As part of his 
father’s research for a book, the family purchases a printing 
press to be assembled at home, an experience that is an early 
influence on Paul’s road to becoming an author himself. One 
of his first experiments as a writer is an outlandish, rogue 
newspaper he and his fellow classmates produce and distribute 

under the radar of high school administrators. High school is 
followed by a spell of wanderlust, including a short stint at UC 
Berkeley and a bike ride up the West Coast to Vancouver that 
capriciously lands him first in New England and ultimately in 
Albuquerque. Vignettes with writing advice, sometimes only 
tangentially connected to the adjoining chapters, appear spo-
radically and jar the narrative. Fleischman’s story reads as a 
remarkably engaging memoir but less successfully as a writing 
tutorial. At times, cultural references may be lost on younger 
readers, such as roller derby, Shirley Temple, and Marxism, and 
they may wish for more context. 

Overall, a humorous, thoughtful demonstration that 
the path to writing isn’t always a straight line. (Memoir. 11-13)

BIRDSONG 
Flett, Julie
Illus. by the author
Greystone Kids (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-77164-473-0  

A young girl misses her urban home 
by the sea but soon discovers an unlikely friend who helps her 
to adjust.

After Katherena and her mom settle into their new rural 
home, Katherena visits the neighboring house and meets aging 
neighbor Agnes, an artist who works in clay. The seasons flow 
one into another. Katherena draws what she sees and grows ever 
closer to Agnes. Agnes tells Katherena about her art and about 
rural life; Katherena shares Cree words with Agnes. By the time 
it is fall, she’s helping Agnes in her garden. However, by win-
ter, Agnes has become too weak to be outside much. Katherena 
and her mother make a salmon stew that Katherena takes over 
for Agnes and her daughter to enjoy. When spring returns again, 
Agnes continues to weaken, but Katherena has a plan to help 
her friend enjoy spring without going outside. Flett’s simple 
story explores the difficulties of moving but also shows young 
readers how new friends can sometimes ease them; that this 
friendship is an intergenerational one between fellow artists is 
an especially sweet touch. Flett (Cree/Métis) employs her char-
acteristically minimalist style, placing Katherena against flat 
expanses of greensward that changes with the seasons, birds 
wheeling above in silhouette. Katherena and her mom both 
have brown skin and straight, black hair; Agnes has brown skin 
as well, but she does not speak Cree.

Emotionally stunning. (Picture book. 5-8)
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PRINCESS ARABELLA IS A 
BIG SISTER
Freeman, Mylo
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Watkinson, Laura
Cassava Republic Press (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-911115-72-4  

After only child Princess Arabella 
requests a younger sibling, she questions 
whether she wants to be a big sister after 

all.
Princess Arabella gets tired of playing by herself all the 

time. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have…someone you could always 
play with?” She asks her Mum and Dad to “get a little brother or 
sister for [her] tomorrow.” Unfazed, her parents ask her which 
she would prefer. When she visits Prince Mimoun, having his 
little sister Laila around seems like fun—until Laila starts a fight 
over who got more candy. When she visits Princess Ling, having 
three little brothers to play with is nice—until they all clamor 
for the last puzzle piece, breaking the puzzle in the process. 
Maybe an older sister would be better? But Princess Sophie’s big 
sister isn’t much fun at all. Months later, Princess Arabella has 
decided that being an only child is actually pretty good—but 
Mum’s belly has grown. Princess Arabella is surprised to meet 
her new family members: a sister and a brother. This Belgian-
via-Britain import has a dreamlike sense of the passage of time, 
but it stays true to the emotional ups and downs of family life. 
The brightly colored illustrations and straightforward story arc 
with a fun surprise ending are bound to please young readers. 
Princess Arabella and her family present black, and visual cues 
and characters’ names imply diversity among her friends, who 
are coded Muslim, Chinese, and white.

A chuckleworthy royal roller coaster. (Picture book. 3-7) 

HO‘ONANI
Hula Warrior
Gale, Heather
Illus. by Song, Mika
Tundra (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7352-6449-6  

In this picture book based on a true story, a nonbinary youth 
finds her place as a hula warrior. 

Ho‘onani Kamai doesn’t identify with either wahine (girl) or 
kāne (boy); “she prefer[s] just Ho‘onani.” (Feminine pronouns 
refer to Ho’onani throughout.) One day, her teacher Kumu 
Hina announces auditions for a traditional hula chant the high 
school kāne will perform. With Kumu Hina’s encouragement, 
Ho‘onani auditions despite the shock of the kāne. After passing 
the test, she practices “until Hawai‘i’s history [becomes] a part 
of her.” Practice pays off, as her chant’s strength and power gain 
her true acceptance as their leader. Kumu Hina warns that peo-
ple may get upset that a wahine is leading, but Ho‘onani faces 

the performance with courage. Through every challenge and 
doubt, Ho‘onani “[holds] her place. Strong, sure, and steady.” 
Her strength and bravery lead her to find her place as a hula war-
rior. Based on the documentary A Place in the Middle, this story 
brings to light the Hawaiian tradition of valuing those who are 
māhū, or nonbinary. Teacher and activist Kumu Hina creates 
a place of safety and acceptance, encouraging her students to 
treat others with respect. Ho‘onani’s courage to be true to her-
self and her place in the middle is empowering. Hawaiian words 
are intermixed, and Song’s illustrations are full of emotion and 
determination.

Ho‘onani deserves a place on any shelf. (author’s note) 
(Picture book. 4-9)

THE DAY PUNCTUATION CAME 
TO TOWN
Gard, Kimberlee
Illus. by Sonke, Sandie
Familius (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-64170-145-7  

The Punctuation family has arrived 
in Alphabet City.

Exclamation Point, Question Mark, Comma, and Period are 
ready to attend school. Everyone is excited except shy Comma 
with his large, round, red glasses. The other siblings know their 
special jobs when they meet their fellow students, the alpha-
bet letters. “But Comma? Comma tried not to get stepped on 
and fit in wherever he could.” The accompanying double-page 
illustration demonstrates each symbol’s important role: “wow” 
ends with Exclamation Point, “who” ends with Question Mark, 

“stop” ends with Period—and Comma tries to break up “ohno” 
but has a hard time inserting himself. (No capital letters here, 
as these letters are children.) The variously colored alphabet 
letters and the purple punctuation symbols take on singular 
personalities with amusing human features: pipestem arms and 
legs, baseball caps, hairstyles, glasses, faces, and freckles. Purple 
letters in the text emphasize the symbol names, although the 
contrast makes this fairly ineffective. As the story develops, the 
letters get a little rambunctious, the punctuation symbols work 
hard to organize them, and Comma realizes his essential place. 

“From now on, I’ll help keep things in order.” The story is slight, 
but with adult intervention, it could serve as an introductory 
look at punctuation in settings where the detailed, humorous 
illustrations can be seen up close.

Lighthearted, cursory look at the symbols needed to 
make sense of English writing. (Picture book. 5-7)

Ho‘onani’s courage to be true to herself and her 
place in the middle is empowering.

ho‘onani
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FRANKIE’S FAVORITE FOOD
Garrity-Riley, Kelsey
Illus. by the author
Tundra (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-7352-6431-1  

The opposite of a picky eater, this 
little boy can’t decide what food-related 
costume to make for the school play.

Ms. Mellon’s elementary class excitedly cuts, glues, and 
paints costumes of their favorite foods for the end-of-school 
Foodstravaganza. Only Frankie can’t decide. He loves all the 
foods and advocates, unsuccessfully, for combination dishes 
such as, “nachos with spring rolls and marzipan on top.” But 
finally Frankie’s job as the costume manager inspires the perfect 
costume. With a little bit of everything, Frankie steps onstage 
for the grand finale as Leftovers! Written in the third person 
with a heavy reliance on dialogue, the story unfolds at a steady 
pace. Friendly illustrations, created with painterly strokes of 
thick gouache with linework in ink, augmented by some col-
ored pencil, depict round-faced, rosy-cheeked children with a 
variety of hair and skin colors; Frankie himself has brown skin 
and hair while Ms. Mellon presents white. Food is at the center 
of this plot-driven picture book. The food costumes are espe-
cially clever and cover a broad range of cuisines, from sushi to 
tortellini, steamed dumplings to flan. Importantly, kids are not 
matched to foods by ethnicity. Food wordplay accompanies 
each performance, from the “EGGcellent” breakfast dance 
to the desserts doing the “MACARON-a.” Although a few 
puns fail to land (“It’s the FALAFEL of the Opera!”), most are 
delightful.

A lighthearted picture book for readers hungry for 
wordplay and lunch. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE BEAR’S MEDICINE / 
SUS YOO
Gauthier, Clayton
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Alexis, Danny & Austin, Theresa
Theytus Books (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-926886-57-2  

In this bilingual story, a mother bear teaches her cubs how 
to live in relationship to the land. 

Emphasizing gratitude, interdependence, and ancestry, 
Cree/Dakelh author and artist Gauthier conveys the wisdom of 
growing up and cultural inheritance through the movements of 
a bear family. Upon waking (perhaps from hibernation), the par-
ent and cubs meet a world rich with the medicine of food, water, 
and beauty—an orientation that will resonate among many 
Indigenous readers. English words are placed beneath Alexis 
and Austin’s Dakelh translation, centering the First Nations lan-
guage and cultural perspective. Gauthier’s bold images illumi-
nate the mountains, rivers, and fellow creatures that co-create 

the bears’ world, strong patterns that attest to his background as 
a carver establishing solidity and also creating harmonious con-
nections among pictorial elements. As the narrative progresses 
through the seasons, readers are treated to a bear’s-eye view of 
nature, evoked in a voice that has long been excluded from chil-
dren’s literature. The salmon that feed the bears, for example, 
are uplifted as “new family” to be greeted “with honour”; snow 
is “the white blanket [that] will keep our medicine warm.” Valu-
able for its rich imagery and simple yet multifaceted storytell-
ing, this stands as a beautifully told, #ownvoices offering that 
focuses less on plot and more on fascinating concepts.

An accessible, heartwarming book for readers of all lin-
eages. (Picture book. 5-9)

JUNIPER KAI
Super Spy
Gehl, Laura
Illus. by Neonakis, Alexandria
Two Lions (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5420-4332-8  

Code-breaking manuals? Check. Dis-
guises? Check. Spy cameras? Check!

Harriet the Spy would approve of this sharp-eyed investi-
gator. This young, mixed-race heroine has all the tools of the 
spy trade at her disposal. And while she prefers to work alone, 
her mom and dad have always filled in as assets. But recently, 
something has changed. When she observes her parents mak-
ing clandestine plans and writing in code, Juniper springs into 
action. What are her parents up to? With her dogged curios-
ity and creative problem-solving, Juniper covers a lot of ground, 
all while clad in her rose-colored shorts and mint-green socks. 
During a surveillance run, she detects her Asian-presenting dad 
building something that looks like a jail, while her dark-haired, 
brown-skinned, pleasantly plump mother whispers secrets on 
the phone. Juniper is given plenty of alone-time to plan, collect, 
and analyze all the intelligence. The animation-inflected illus-
trations cover every angle of the house, with tension building in 
the cover of darkness. Within the text, the complex, spy-related 
words are printed in colored, boldface type for dramatic empha-
sis. With skillful pacing, the storyline ramps up as the clues are 
collected. Will Juniper complete her mission? Or is this just the 
beginning of “the most important mission of [her] life”?

This will be a read-aloud favorite for little supersleuths, 
particularly those with junior agents on the way. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

A beautifully told, #ownvoices offering that
focuses on fascinating concepts.

the bear’s medicine /  sus yoo
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KING OF THE MOLE PEOPLE
Gilligan, Paul
Illus. by the author
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (256 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-250-17134-4 
Series: King of the Mole People, 1 

Being “a normal, average kid” is next 
to impossible when you’re a total weird 
magnet.

Doug Underbelly is on a quest to rise 
from the bottom of the school social order, which requires the 
appearance of normality. He and his father live in a creepy old 
house surrounded by graves (some open), so Doug pretends he 
lives in the quaint house next door. Crushes on girls are nor-
mal, so he fakes one. Everyone has a best friend; that must be 
Simon, who once gave him a stick of gum. But Doug has a super-
colossal weird secret: He’s King of the Mole People. That’s why 
he’s always covered with mud and, often, grubs. Their former 
king Zoooooooooooooooog (lots of O’s means high rank in 
Mole country) had been deposed for not enforcing Mole laws. 
The Royal Guard and the people like Doug, but Croogoolooth 
the Royal Advisor seems to be up to something. When a crisis 
inside the Earth threatens the surface, is there any hope Doug 
can achieve his goals? In his middle-grade debut, Gilligan, cre-
ator of the comic strip “Pooch Cafe,” communicates the myth 
of “normal” with goofy (and often slimy) good humor. His many 
cartoons and goggle-eyed illustrations make for added laughs. 
Characters appear white (or various shades of green).

The Wimpy Kid’s got nothing on the King of the Mole 
People—he’s got more laughs and more mud. (Fantasy. 7-12)

THE VANDERBEEKERS TO 
THE RESCUE
Glaser, Karina Yan
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (364 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-328-57757-3 
Series: Vanderbeekers, 3 

The multiracial Vanderbeekers return 
in another Harlem adventure.

It all starts because of Mama’s good 
news: A magazine wants to feature her home-based bakery! The 
five children, ranging in age from 13 to 6, ready the house by sur-
prise-repainting the walls in the middle of the night (how could 
they have known that in the daylight it would look fuchsia and 
not baby pink?) and, when Mama isn’t home, helpfully showing 
in the health inspector (who orders the business shuttered due 
to the Vanderbeekers’ multiple pets). It’s up to them to rectify 
their mistakes, and that would be all well and good if it weren’t 
for the fact that their house is being bombed with new pets in 
the middle of the night—soon their brownstone is overrun with 
kittens, guinea pigs, and chickens. Once again Glaser produces 

a charming novel reminiscent of classic and contemporary 
family story mainstays by Edward Eager, Jeanne Birdsall, and 
others, but she adds depth with racial diversity, evocative city 
details, and complex socio-economic issues, even if this particu-
lar volume’s catastrophes stretch believability. Glaser’s chapter 
heads, occasional annotated lists and charts, and maps both add 
whimsy and attest to the busyness of this family’s life.

Satisfying as a stand-alone and a welcome return for 
those who consider the Vanderbeekers part of their own 
family. (Fiction. 8-12)

A BOTTLE OF HAPPINESS
Goodhart, Pippa
Illus. by Abdollahi, Ehsan
Tiny Owl (28 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-910328-20-0  

A modern yet timeless fable in which 
a child’s observation sparks a para-

digm shift for a society that values individual production and 
ownership.

Two groups of humans live on either side of a mountain, 
leading disparate lives due to the range of resources available 
to them: One side catches fish, mines jewels, grows crops, and 
sells things among themselves, while the other side must eke 
out a living with crops grown in weak soil. What this second 
group lacks in material wealth, however, they more than make 
up for in close-knit community, freely sharing experiences and 
stories. The book’s child protagonist, Pim—who is never gen-
dered by the text—hails from the storytelling group. One day 
Pim ventures to the marketplace over the mountain in search 
of a new story but finds much more. Goodhart’s prose, which 
captures both the wonder and pragmatism of many folktales, 
is supported by Abdollahi’s vibrant, detailed patchworklike 
watercolors. The angular, almost cubist artistic style, featuring 
paper-white figures with large eyes and elongated limbs, lends 
the text a surreal, vaguely unsettling affect that echoes its anti-
capitalist message. The text placement is visually dynamic in 
several spreads, though certain other design elements distract 
rather than support; for example, the cover’s muted gray back-
ground clashes with its rounded, colorful display type.

A richly illustrated, accessible critique of consumer cul-
ture and scarcity mentality. (Picture book. 4-8)
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CATCH CAT
Discover the World in This 
Search and Find Adventure
Grace, Claire
Illus. by Council, Andy
Wide Eyed Editions (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-78603-766-4  

While searching for the titular cat on 
seven different continent maps, readers 

will encounter famous sights, products, cultural customs, and 
other interesting objects.

Two pages with paragraphs describing a few illustrated 
items precede each double-page–map spread, which bristles 
with them, including the aurora borealis (counted as one of 
Europe’s attractions), the Chinese terra-cotta army (Asia), and 
the Halley VI research station (Antarctica). There are no politi-
cal boundaries, and the stylized maps are somewhat skewed to 
fit the page size, which is large but not big enough for the scale 
of some. Mexico, for instance, is barely distinguishable on the 
map of North America. Many interesting visuals have no expla-
nation, and without country labels, it will be difficult even for 
many adults to help young readers figure out what some of these 
pictures represent. For example, there is no text about the 
whirling dervishes of Turkey, members of a Sufi religious order, 
illustrated in their distinctive white clothing. Turkey, which is 
located in both Europe and Asia, is pictured here in Europe. 
Some kids will be fascinated and possibly resourceful enough 
to do some research to find out more about the objects, animals, 
and people not described, but many will be frustrated by the 
experience. An answer key to the cat’s location is given on the 
last page, but the feline almost seems to be an afterthought.

Readers would be far better served by a good beginning 
atlas. (Nonfiction. 8-10)

WHAT IS A REFUGEE?
Gravel, Elise
Illus. by the author
Schwartz & Wade/Random (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-593-12005-7
978-0-593-12006-4 PLB  

A straightforward and simple intro-
duction to what being a refugee means, 

accompanied by glimpses into real refugees’ lives.
Sensibly depicted throughout the book as people of vary-

ing skin tones; with black, brown, blond, or red hair; of young 
or old age; and with or without glasses, headscarves, or facial 
hair, refugees are portrayed and described as “just like you and 
me.” They’ve been forced to flee their homes on account of dan-
ger, although many would have preferred to stay with friends and 
family, and are described as fortunate if they find a new country 
where they can live unremarkable lives. Gravel describes war, 
oppression, and discrimination as reasons to flee one’s country, 

but she misses natural disasters and environmental degradation 
as other potential reasons, and despite her repeated emphasis 
that refugees are “just like” readers, she highlights the stereo-
typical circumstance of refugee camps. The book ends with an 
engaging collection of portrayals of refugees: children from dif-
ferent countries speaking about their favorite things, followed by 
famous refugee women and men from around the world. Readers 
may find the single sentence that some countries “don’t want to 
welcome more refugees” inadequate. The emphasis on “more ref-
ugees” has the potential of shifting the conversation away from 
justice for refugees to justifying racist exclusionary policies.

A good introduction with unfortunate missed poten-
tial. (Informational picture book. 8-10)

WHY EVERGREENS KEEP 
THEIR LEAVES
Guertin, Annemarie
Illus. by Pérez García, Helena
Familius (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-64170-158-7  

An original pourquoi tale seeks to 
explain cardinal behavior. 

This book does double duty, both explaining why coniferous 
trees remain green in the wintertime and also explaining why car-
dinals never migrate south. On the day that a little red bird injures 
her wing, just before the onset of winter, she decides to seek shelter 
in the branches of a strong tree. Unfortunately, the deciduous trees 
she encounters are less than inviting. The birch feels too weak, the 
oak too miserly, and the maple too self-absorbed to offer her any 
aid. Distraught, Little Redbird is comforted by a fir tree who, along 
with a blue spruce and a juniper, promises the bird food and shelter. 
This act of kindness is rewarded by the Frost Queen, who in turn 
informs her son Jack (who, like her, presents white and human) to 
never touch the leaves of the trees that helped Little Redbird. The 
telling adheres closely to the cadences and conventions of most 
classic folktales. Bold colors and the striking contrast of the red 
bird within a green tree are on full display, giving each page a true 
jolt of visual pop. Alas, this beauty is marred by the inexplicable 
choice to make the bird female. Only male cardinals are red, a fact 
completely ignored by this otherwise sweet tale.

Fables are fine, but why eschew facts? (Picture book. 4-7)

A PLACE TO STAY
A Shelter Story
Gunti, Erin
Illus. by Meza, Estelí
Barefoot (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $8.99 paper  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-78285-824-9
978-1-78285-825-6 paper  

A woman and her young child try to 
make the best of things when they enter a homeless shelter.
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The young narrator is understandably wary. Mama, attempt-
ing to allay her child’s anxiety and demonstrating a coping 
strategy, pretends it’s a royal abode. Inside, an administrator 
guides them to their bedroom; Mama offers up more playful 
scenarios to find fun amid new surroundings. Later, the two join 
other mothers and children of various ages and with different 
skin and hair colors in the communal dining room; one smiling 
girl wears the hijab and another, glasses. (The protagonist and 
Mama present white.) By shower time, the narrator feels accli-
mated enough to be the one to invite Mama to join an imagina-
tive game, though this scene feels rushed. This gently told tale 
aims to reassure. It evokes a sense of immediacy, though the 
decision not to name the narrator may distance readers. There’s 
no explanation for why there are no adult men here, nor does 
anyone mention the absence of fathers. The flat, bright pencil-
and-acrylic naïve-style illustrations succeed, with charming 
make-believe sequences and wide-eyed characters exuding 
hope. Except for a tearful woman shown on one page, readers 
could infer that residents feel welcomed and safe. Youngsters 
believing shelters are cheerless and impersonal may be com-
forted by the clean, colorful, and cozy facility. The backmatter 
offers lucid information about homelessness and shelters.

A comforting, accessible introduction to a not often 
discussed subject. (Picture book. 4-8)

BETTY BUILDS IT
Hampton, Julie
Illus. by the author
West Margin Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5132-6232-1  

A talented robot girl named Betty 
experiments with building her own 

mechanical friend.
Betty lives with her “parental unit,” depicted as an ENIAC-

type computer with a giant screen, and her little brother, Toby. 
Betty is shaped like a person, with a separate head, long arms 
and legs, and human-style facial features, but she doesn’t come 
across as a visually compelling main character. Toby looks like a 
round barbecue grill with short appendages and a large mouth 
in a perpetual grin, and he has more personality. As Toby is still 
a baby, he can speak only in single sounds and can’t be much of a 
friend to Betty. She builds her new friend from a toaster supple-
mented with an engine and a recorded voice. When the toaster 
friend malfunctions and chases Betty, Toby intervenes, proving 
his worth to his big sister. She upgrades Toby with parts from 
her previous project, resulting in a new and improved brother 
who can now run, jump, talk, and make toast as well. A subdued 
palette of gray, peach, and green fails to create an energetic 
atmosphere, and the story’s language is rather stilted. Despite 
these drawbacks, a female character with robotic engineering 
skills will be a welcome addition in many classrooms and library 
collections. 

You go girl—use those mechanical skills. (Picture book. 
4-8)

SANTA’S PUPPY
Hapka, Catherine
HMH Books (240 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-358-05184-8  

After being accidentally left behind 
in Poinsettia, Santa’s puppy may be able 
to help the Kerstmans with their holiday 
spirit while he’s there.

Peppermint Bark stowed away on 
Santa’s sleigh. At the first stop, alerted 

by the sound of children arguing, the curious pup disembarked. 
Now, if he wants to get back to the North Pole, Peppermint 
Bark needs to find and go through one of the portals that Santa 
uses to manage all his deliveries before Christmas ends. Luck-
ily, young Chris Kerstman can understand exactly what Pepper-
mint Bark is saying and vows to help him. Older sister Holly is 
not susceptible to the magic…yet. She might not assist with the 
search except for the fact that her friend Ivy, who is visiting over 
the holiday, can hear the pup, too. While the premise is a stretch, 
the quest brings about plenty of cheerful chaos and leads to the 
expected warm observations about family and friends. The 
Kerstmans are white, Ivy is Japanese American, and the cast of 
townsfolk superficially represent other cultural backgrounds. 
Plus elves and reindeer. As her family does not celebrate the 
holiday, Ivy is with the Kerstmans in order to learn about its 
traditions. There are passing references to Nativity scenes, but 
the focus is on the secular.

Predictable, merry mayhem for children who love 
Christmas sweets. (Fiction. 7-10)

HOW DO MOLECULES STAY 
TOGETHER?
Hayes, Madeline J.
Illus. by Bassani, Srimalie
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4867-1790-3 
Series: How Do 

The basics of chemistry are presented in a Q-and-A picture-
book format for elementary-age readers.

After a busy introductory spread explaining that chemistry 
is “all around us,” the text dives right into questions: “Why do 
atoms seem invisible? Are they just really good at playing hide-
and-seek?” On the following spread, the answer—“Hide-and-
seek?!?! No way!”—is followed by two substantial paragraphs 
about atoms as the building blocks of life, “like real-life connec-
tor blocks,” and the structure of atoms. This establishes a pat-
tern in which silly questions are followed by lengthy answers; it 
goes on to describe how we tell different kinds of atoms apart, 
how molecules form, how positive and negative forces interact, 
how to recognize the three states of matter, and how chemi-
cal reactions work. Two final spreads use water and other com-
mon substances (such as coffee and ice cream) to illustrate how 

A female character with robotic 
engineering skills will be welcome.

betty builds it
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substances change states and instruct readers in how to read 
the periodic table of elements. The explanations throughout 
the book are uneven in clarity; the playful illustrations will 
entice some readers to return to the book until the concepts 
and vocabulary begin to sink in. Line drawings featuring diverse 
children and adults against graph-paper backgrounds present 
the information in multiple ways so that even readers who skip 
the text can glean some very basic ideas. A glossary, whose defi-
nitions may frustrate young readers with their dependence on 
other vocabulary words, rounds out the volume.

A serviceable early introduction. (Informational picture 
book. 8-12)

LITTLE SOCK
Heise, Kia & Park, Christopher D.
Illus. by Park, Christopher D.
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-53411-005-2  

Weary of routine, a sock escapes to 
discover a wider (sock) world.

Little Sock lives in a drawer of identical loose socks, never 
has a mate even when taken out, and, according to the narra-
tive, is improbably worn and washed every day. Venturing into 
a scary secret tunnel at the back of the clothes dryer, Little 
Sock finds himself in Sock City…which is just like a regular city 
except that it’s populated by socks. Readers who think “Aha! So 
that’s where lost socks go!” are doing better than the authors, 
who not only never make that claim, but are evidently so in love 
with their metaphor that they never trouble with constructing 
either a credible backstory or an actual plotline. Hardly does 
Little Sock arrive in Sock City than, without transition, he’s 
back where he started, looking forward to bringing a friend on 
future visits. Along with faces and pipestem limbs, the socks of 
Sock City all sport different colors or patterns in Park’s bright 
cartoon illustrations and are also varied in size and shape. Even 
the ones that pose in pairs are mismatched—a vision of diver-
sity far removed from Little Sock’s monocolored community. 
Maybe that contrast is the intended point here? Nonetheless, 
next to the sock-themed exploits of Jennifer Sattler’s One Red 
Sock (2019) or C.K. Smouha and Eleonora Marton’s Sock Story 
(2019), there’s less here than meets the eye.

The tunnel bit is clever, but it’s not enough on its own 
to pull this sketchy outing from the drawer. (Picture book. 5-7)

SNUG HARBOR STORIES
A Wallace the Brave 
Collection!
Henry, Will
Illus. by the author
Andrews McMeel (176 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5248-5177-4  

In this sophomore volume of col-
lected comic strips (Wallace the Brave, 
2017), three friends embark upon out-

doorsy, giggleworthy escapades.
In sleepy Snug Harbor, Rhode Island, Wallace lives with 

his family: his fisherman father, mischievous little brother, 
and (mostly) patient mother. He spends his days joined by his 
friends, spunky, orange-tressed Amelia and square-headed 
Spud, who has a kewpie curl of lavender spiky hair. In a series of 
loosely strung vignettes, readers follow Wallace through a year, 
hitting kid-anticipated milestones such as summer vacation, 
Halloween, and Christmas. Despite a contemporary setting 
where electronics in the form of game consoles and smart-
phones are present, Wallace and his gang spend most of their 
time outdoors, powered by their imaginations in their small 
enclave, giving this a pleasant throwback feel and spotlighting 
lives unencumbered by both technology and overscheduling. 
Each page is populated with a few large, bright, full-color panels 
with a gentle emphasis on family and friendship. Expect fans 
of Lincoln Peirce’s Big Nate series to find kinship here. In the 
small cast of characters, Wallace, his family, and his friends all 
present white, although his teacher, Mrs. Macintosh, has brown 
skin. Included aftermatter encourages young readers to engage 
in their own nature-inspired crafts with instructions for making 
a winter mobile and a DIY field book.

Gentle guffaws abound in this bucolic charmer. (Graphic 
fiction. 7-12)

BUGS 
Hickman, Pamela
Illus. by Gavin, Carolyn
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77138-820-7 
Series: Nature All Around 

Facts about insects—including the 
distinction between the many insects 

people casually call “bugs” and the characteristics of “true 
bugs”—are accompanied by colorful illustrations and charts.

This author-illustrator team was behind the excellent Trees 
(2019), and this one continues the tradition. The artwork has 
a joyfulness that will entice even those who are squeamish 
about these crawling and flying critters. The text offers simple, 
but not oversimplified, explanations of such concepts as both 
complete and incomplete metamorphosis, the different ways 
in which insects create homes, and the varied locomotion 

The artwork has a joyfulness that will entice 
even those who are squeamish.

bugs
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methods of water bugs. The explanation of galls in trees—a 
fascinating cooperation between flora and fauna—is particu-
larly noteworthy for its clarity and brevity. Each page has a 
large, appealing heading introducing topics, including double-
page spreads for “Bugs in Spring” and each of the other seasons. 
Several interspersed columns headed “Strange Bugs” give addi-
tional facts about unique insects. For example, silverfish have 
no metamorphosis; they hatch from eggs as tiny replicas of the 
adults they will become. The section entitled “Beginner Bug-
Watching” gives tips on how to identify different kinds of bugs 
and provides an illustrated list of the best child-friendly tools to 
store in “a bug-watcher’s backpack.” A page called “Endangered 
Bugs” discusses environmental concerns, the value of insects, 
and ways to ensure their preservation. Callout symbols shaped 
like ladybugs add more fun to this valuable reference source.

No fly in this ointment. (contents, glossary, index) (Non-
fiction. 7-10)

AROUND THE TABLE THAT 
GRANDAD BUILT
Hill, Melanie Heuiser
Illus. by Kim, Jaime
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-7636-9784-6  

A multiracial family gathers for a big meal and gives thanks.
Hill’s text initially reads as a cumulative poem, opening with 

reference to the eponymous “table that Grandad built.” Three 
adults and two children, perhaps a mother and father, two 
daughters, and Grandad (all of whom appear white with light 
skin), carry the table. A ginger-haired child who appears on 
every spread narrates. A joyful, naïve quality defines the acrylic, 
crayon, and digital art, and on later spreads, cousins bring sun-
flowers to decorate the table, and adults who appear to be the 
speaker’s parents, grandmother, aunts, and uncles all help set it. 
Some present as people of color, with dark skin and hair, and 
later cues from food and clothing may suggest South Asian and/
or Latinx heritage. A textual shift occurs at the midpoint of 
the book when foods are introduced, and the text abandons its 

“House That Jack Built” pattern. Instead, foods are listed one 
after another, though still in the same rhythm: “This is the stack 
of toasty tamales. / These are the samosas, spicy and hot.” The 
family gives thanks, but there’s nothing to suggest that the gath-
ering is definitively linked to an American Thanksgiving holiday, 
though a line referring to “the rice pudding we have every year” 
indicates an annual event.

A warm and welcoming table. (Picture book. 3-6)

RED ROVER
Curiosity on Mars
Ho, Richard
Illus. by Roy, Katherine
Roaring Brook (44 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-250-19833-4  

A planet’s-eye view of some recent 
visitors from Earth—one in particular.

In measured, deceptively solemn prose, the narrator (Mars 
itself, as eventually revealed) gets off to a shaky start, observing 
that the rover rolls on and on, making straight tracks that con-
fusingly become a tangle on the next page. Things settle down 
thereafter: “It observes. Measures. Collects. It is always look-
ing for water. Maybe it is thirsty.” Roy matches the tone with a 
set of broad, rugged, achingly remote-looking Mars-scapes that 
culminate in a wildly swirling dust storm followed by a huge 
double gatefold: “Everything is… / RED as far as the eye can 
see. But it is beautiful.” Curiosity itself she depicts with almost 
clinical precision (though its wheels look different from differ-
ent angles), adding a schematic view at the end with select parts 
and instruments labeled. Following playful nods to other rovers 
along the way (Spirit and Opportunity “had a spirit of adven-
ture and seized every opportunity to explore”), a substantial 
quantity of backmatter includes more information about each 
one—including the next one up, Mars 2020—as well as about 
the fourth planet itself. For audience appeal it’s hard to beat 
Markus Motum’s cheerfully anthropomorphic Curiosity: The 
Story of a Mars Rover (2018), but the art here, in adding a certain 
grandeur and mystery to the red planet, has an appeal of its own.

A tad rough around the edges but, visually, at least, a 
keeper. (bibliography) (Informational picture book. 7-9)

DANIEL AND ISMAIL
Iglesias, Juan Pablo
Illus. by Peris, Alex
Trans. by Stavans, Ilan & 
 Nowodworski, Eliezer & 
Press-Danieli, Freida & Sayegh, Randa
Restless Books (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-63206-156-0  

In this picture book, two young boys living in an unidenti-
fied, presumably Israeli city happen to meet in a park and share 
a game of soccer.

Each bears a ball received as a birthday gift the prior day. 
For goal markers, they use their other gifts—for Daniel, a tallit 
(a shawl worn at synagogue) and for Ismail, a kaffiyeh (a Pales-
tinian scarf). When each boy absent-mindedly takes the other’s 
garment home, parental dismay ensues, with each set of parents 
shouting, “Where did you get that? Do you know what it means?” 
The boys have nightmares, with visions of violence they have 
seen in news accounts. They swap items at the park the follow-
ing day, along with mutual words of understanding—and resume 
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playing soccer. Translated from the original Chilean Spanish, 
the minimalist text is displayed in Arabic, English, and Hebrew. 
As in any book involving this pairing of characters, readers must 
expect a message. Young children, who are the audience for this 
book, may well take these encounters at face value—as merely 
games of soccer. Adults will approach the story from their own 
vantage points, well knowing the endemic imbalance of power 
behind the scenes. Given the complexities this picture book 
tries to contain, it’s too bad there is no guide for caregivers to 
help them navigate a discussion of this issue with children.

Well-meaning but simplistic. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE CUTEST THING EVER
Ignatow, Amy
Illus. by Pan, Hsinping
abramsappleseed (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4197-3357-4  

There is a curious, implied question 
in the title: What is “the cutest thing ever”?

A tiny, purple bat thinks it knows the answer. But it needs 
to check in with readers to make sure. The winged narrator 
asks them directly, “Want to see the cutest thing ever?” A page 
turn reveals a cloudlike creature with three eyes, a smattering 
of freckles, and five stubby legs. “It’s a cute monster!” Antici-
pating the audience’s disappointment, the bat concedes, “Okay, 
I guess it could be cuter.” The next attempt shows the cute 
monster with…a kitten! (Wearing a bow tie, which does make 
any kitten extra-cute.) The bat hurries to add, “Or maybe… // A 
monster with two kittens!” Perhaps adding hats and then a uni-
corn will help too. The bat, getting more and more desperate 
to impress, adds a “rainbow road” as well as “a parade of koala 
bears” and more silliness, culminating in a full-spread scene 
exploding with cuteness. But is it the cutest thing ever? The bat, 
with rainbow perspiration droplets and wings stretched out 
wide, has one more idea. The final page turn just might reveal 
the cutest yet—and will certainly make readers shout in gleeful 
recognition. While there’s not much beyond the dizzying piling 
on of cuteness, there’s no questioning that it is, well, cute.

Slim but fun. (Picture book. 3-6)

MY SHAPE IS SAM
Jackson, Amanda
Illus. by Nichols, Lydia
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-62414-770-8  

A square who loves to roll instead of 
build surprises his community with his new talent and gains 
confidence in himself.

In Sam the square’s world of shapes, everyone has a job to do. 
Stable squares like Sam help construct towers and bridges, while 
speedy circles zoom from place to place as wheels on trains and 

trucks. Dissatisfied with his role in life, Sam decides to try some-
thing bold. He learns to roll and discovers joy by being himself. 
Debut author Jackson uses the familiar concept of shapes as a 
metaphor to discuss difference and identity. Bright and active 
digital illustrations accompany the text, expressing Sam’s love 
for movement. Although the initial language that Sam doesn’t 

“feel like a square” despite his “four pointy corners” paired with 
a depiction of Sam as a circle inside a square suggests a born-in-
the-wrong-body narrative, Sam ultimately claims his shape and 
finds his own way to label himself. His corners become subtly 
rounder after the first time he rolls. In contrast to similar titles, 
such as Michael Hall’s Red: A Crayon’s Story (2015), Sam’s com-
munity encourages his behavior. The other shapes are excited 
to see a square roll, and the circles welcome him into rolling 
jobs. This positive support strengthens the underlying message 
that exploring identity and self-expression brings happiness.

A gentle and playful celebration of difference and self-
discovery. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE ANIMAL AWARDS
Jenkins, Martin
Illus. by Freeman, Tor
Frances Lincoln (80 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-78603-779-4  

Nature’s award show, with 50 crea-
tures stepping, swimming, swooping, or 
slithering up to receive well-earned prizes.

Sporting gold medals around their necks or equivalent areas, 
the mildly anthropomorphized winners pose proudly in Free-
man’s cartoon style portraits, then go on to demonstrate distinc-
tive features or behavior, often alongside rows of runners-up, in 
additional views. Presented in no particular order (though there 
is an index), the honorees mix such no-brainers as the mound-
building termite (“Amazing Architecture Award”) and chimpan-
zee (“The Nifty Tool-User Award”) with long shots such as the 

“Beautiful but Deadly” poison dart frog…and a few dark horses, 
from the lion’s mane jellyfish (“Tangliest Tentacles Award”) to 
dung beetles, which “spend their lives pushing poop around” 
and so walk away with the “Small but Strong Award.” There are 
some shared awards too, including four-way ties for good par-
enting (“The Family Awards”) and migratory range (“The Long 
Distance Awards”). Jenkins offers both appreciative introduc-
tions for each claimant and notes on diet, geographical range, 
and other basics. The smiling faces and low-key narrative have 
their appeal, though the heftier likes of Steve Jenkins’ Animal 
Book (2013) or Mark Carwardine’s Natural History Museum Book 
of Animal Records (2013) offer more naturalistic illustrations, and 
adrenaline junkies will respond more strongly to Anita Ganeri’s 
melodramatic Astonishing Animals, illustrated by Fiametta Dogi 
and Dan Cole  (2015).

An amiable, digestible visit to the wild kingdom for 
younger animal lovers. (Nonfiction. 7-10)
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THE BIG BOOK 
OF MONSTERS 
The Creepiest 
Creatures From Classic 
Literature
Johnson, Hal
Illus. by Sievert, Tim
Workman (176 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5235-0711-5  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

when he feels like celebrating, and red when he wants to feel 
brave. When his mother gets a job in a small snowy town across 
the country, Harpreet is apprehensive about the move despite 
his parents’ assurance that it will be an adventure. Harpreet 

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

This simple yet sensitive story about a child coming to 
terms with things beyond his control will resonate across 
cultures. (Picture book. 3-7)

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

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

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

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

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

Each character adds another layer to the 
story, all facing their own issues.

lalani of the distant sea
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WHEN MOLLY DREW DOGS
Kerbel, Deborah
Illus. by Xu, Lis
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-77147-338-5  

Imaginations run quite literally wild 
for a young girl.

A measured, soft voice narrates, “On the night before the 
first day of school, a pack of stray dogs moved into Molly Akita’s 
head. / They were friendly. But a bit wild.” Molly finds the only 
way to manage her emotions, manifested as the rowdy pups 
that swirl around her room, is to draw them. Quickly the pack 
of canines run beyond her sketchbook onto moving boxes at 
home as well as onto the chalkboard and work at school. Her 
teacher, Ms. Shepherd, gets impatient, “but Molly’s dogs were 
stubborn. They needed to run free.” After receiving a teacher’s 
note, Molly’s grandmother hires a tutor, but he too declares, 

“No dogs allowed!” Grasping for control and acceptance, Molly 
runs, trailed by her sketched dogs and getting lost in the rain, 
and takes shelter in a shed. Pulling out her chalk, she draws 
coats for her companions. They in turn protect and comfort 
her when she grows fearful. Molly is Japanese, as denoted by 
her surname and dark hair and eyes. Xu uses darkly hued col-
ored pencils that bring a textured somber tone to the story. In a 
twist, when Ms. Shepherd finds Molly, she tells her a robber was 
scared off in the area by coat-wearing dogs. With this validation, 
Kerbel deftly crafts a gentle argument for more empathy for 
others and yourself.

An artful plea for emotional acceptance. (Picture book. 
5-8)

OTTO GOES NORTH
Kestere, Ulrika
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Marshall, Julia
Gecko Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-776572-41-0  

Scandinavians have a strong tradi-
tion of knitwear, and here is the why and 
how.

Lisa, a lynx, and Nils, a bear, have been waiting a very long 
time for the arrival of their friend Otto, a lemur. He has come 
from southern climes and is extremely excited because now he 
can paint the northern lights. Unfortunately, it is so cold that 
Otto can barely hold his paintbrush. Lisa and Nils quickly put 
him in their sauna and feed him blueberry soup, but it does not 
warm him. The two then remember their library of two vol-
umes. Fortunately, one of the titles is a knitting book—but Lisa 
has forgotten how to read. Happily, the book is illustrated, and 
Lisa and Nils carefully follow the instructions for combing their 
fur, spinning the wool, dying it, and fashioning a most attractive 
sweater. Delightfully, it keeps Otto warm, and he can complete 

his canvas. He returns home to hang the sweater on a wall in 
his studio filled with Matisse-y artwork. The three are besties 
in spite of their slight disagreements, and their back-and-forth 
banter is entertaining. The illustrations, digitized graphite pen-
cil and acrylic paint, are colorful and portray a lovely vista of a 
remote Scandinavia. They also depict the steps to the creation 
of the sweater with charming detail.

Good friends and a how-to-manual on knitting warm 
hearts. (Picture book. 4-7)

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

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

The narrator is Jam (short for 
Jameela), a seventh grader bent on becoming a journalist. Her 
family newsletter, Mirza Memos, is all hers, but on the school 
newspaper she fights to make her voice heard about publishing 
important subjects. Her older sister, Maryam, is in high school. 
Maryam’s beauty is what people notice, but she is also studious, 
responsible, and caring. The youngest, Aleeza, brings out the 
worst of Jam’s temper, while gentle Bisma brings out Jam’s pro-
tective, loving instincts. Exit Baba (their father) for an interna-
tional work contract; enter Ali, a cute British Pakistani boy who 
befriends all the girls, but especially Jam. Add money problems 
and the sudden discovery of a serious illness for Bisma, and you 
have a carbon copy of Little Women that feels comfortingly famil-
iar yet also entirely new, like an old friend given a makeover. The 
characters are believable and endearing, and their problems are 
emotionally weighty. The ways they find to support each other 
through difficulties, to fight, and to forgive highlight the rea-
sons why Little Women still finds adoring fans. Cultural content 
such as Jam’s article on microaggressions and the Mirza family’s 
no-dating rule (despite Ali’s flirtation) add interest as well.

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

THE STORY THAT 
CANNOT BE TOLD 
Kramer, J. Kasper
Atheneum (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5344-3068-6  

When the enemy is everywhere, it’s 
impossible to hide.

Readers might not think it’s a great 
risk to watch a movie. Or write stories. 

Kramer’s debut novel is rich with connections to today’s world.
the story that cannot be told
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Or publish poems. But in Romania in 1989, these are all crimes 
punishable by kidnapping, torture, even death. Any act that goes 
against the Communist Party and its leader is a threat, and spies 
are everywhere. Ileana’s sense of danger sharpens when she and 
her parents discover their apartment has been bugged. What 
might the secret police have heard? Do they know about Ileana’s 
own habit of writing stories? Ileana is sent to her mother’s 
estranged parents’ village high in the mountains, for safety. There, 
she discovers lessons in loyalty, bravery, and friendship that prove 
essential when she’s faced with her greatest challenge. Histori-
cal fiction interwoven with parallel, altered fairy tales, Kramer’s 
debut novel is rich with connections to today’s world while easily 
sidestepping the pitfall of heavy-handedness. Ileana is a charm-
ing, complex character who stumbles and makes mistakes as she 
builds up confidence, bravery, and wisdom against a wonderfully 
imagined backdrop populated with fascinating secondary char-
acters. Her role in battling the Securitate is both inspiring and 
believable. Characters are pale-skinned Eastern Europeans.

A thrilling, emotional tale of one girl’s experience of 
the fall of Communism in Romania. (author’s note) (Histori-
cal fiction. 8-14)

UNDER PRESSURE
The Science of Stress
Kyi, Tanya Lloyd
Illus. by Tremblay, Marie-Ève
Kids Can (76 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5253-0007-3  

A general guide to stress—its causes 
and effects, research, and ways to reduce 

and manage it. 
Each chapter opens with a hypothetical stressful scenario 

and concludes with “stress busters,” drug-free suggestions for 
managing each type of stress. The book also uses real-life stress-
inducing situations, including crises such as natural disasters and 
high-stress first-response occupations, to illustrate how people 
deal with traumatic events. Readers will learn about fight-or-
flight response and the roles of the amygdala and the autonomic 
nervous system and its hormones in inducing and regulating 
stress. Other interesting facts include how stress can affect the 
formation of memories, how quick bursts of stress can boost 
immunity, and that stress can be contagious. Readers will learn 
that although stress can negatively affect the body, it can also be 
beneficial. For example, something scientists call post-traumatic 
growth can help those who have experienced traumatic events to 
grow stronger emotionally and mentally. This helpful guide is laid 
out textbook style with plenty of white space and sidebars as well 
as faux-handprinted block letters that introduce section breaks. 
The digitally rendered full-color art portrays its characters with 
cartoonish expressions that lend a light tone to a serious subject. 
A wide array of skin colors and ages add diversity.

Excellent for research into the subject as well as per-
sonal enjoyment for science lovers. (further reading, 
selected sources, index) (Nonfiction. 10-15)

GROBBLECHOPS 
Laird, Elizabeth
Illus. by Lucander, Jenny
Tiny Owl (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-910328-41-5  

Based on a tale by the Sufi mystic 
Rumi, this oversized picture book adroitly calms a child’s fear 
of monsters through some creative parental problem-solving.

Young Amir, toothbrush in hand, stalls at bedtime, imag-
ining a monster with huge teeth who doubtlessly wants to eat 
him. His dad suggests that Amir growl like a tiger to scare the 
monster away and offers to intervene with a frying pan—but 
Amir conjures up monster parents with a larger frying pan. The 
scenario escalates, with Amir’s mom intrepidly charging in with 
an umbrella and the monster parents retaliating. Finally, Amir’s 
parents offer coffee and sweets to their counterparts; while 
they chat, Amir shares his toy cars with his new monster friend, 
Grobblechops. Thus appeased, Amir settles down for the night 
in his cozy bed, holding his teddy bear close. But his dad leaves 
the door open, just a little, to let “a bit of light” in. The kines-
thetic, splattery quality of the illustrations draws young eyes to 
the story, and the slightly off-kilter orientation of many of the 
scenes adds a sense of appropriately disorienting whimsy. The 
reassurance offered by Amir’s parents proves a comforting salve 
for a common childhood anxiety. Amir and his parents have 
brown skin and black hair.

Endearing and good-hearted. (Picture book. 2-6)

CAN YOU SEE ME?
Lantz-Simmons, Mikhala & 
Rasoulipour, Mohammad
Illus. by the authors
Andrews McMeel (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5248-5372-3  

Triangles combine to hint at various creatures.
The book is composed of a sequence of colorful spreads 

whose imagery consists of collaged shapes on backgrounds 
with a texture resembling soft paper. Forests are represented by 
green triangles of varying hues, the ocean by blue shapes, and the 
savanna by orange and brown. Each spread contains a constel-
lation of different-sized equilateral triangles representing a few 
features of an animal—nose, eyes, ears, horns, tusks—hinted 
at in a brief rhyming riddle. Some of the animals are relatively 
easy to guess (a fox, a toothy shark), but some are not. In some 
cases the conceit is far-fetched, as in “The rings around my eyes 
/ might seem like a disguise. / Can you see me?” There is a clear 
disconnect in depicting a raccoon’s mask as triangles, as there is 
in showing an owl’s round eyes as triangles. In some images the 
mystery animal is represented in profile, which may be difficult 
for some children, and in others the shapes are so sparse as to 
be highly challenging to interpret. The focus on triangles may 
limit the interest the book generates for children once they’ve 
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guessed which animal is represented. Those inclined to give up 
will regret the absence of a picture key.

May appeal to kids who like visual puzzles but a bit too 
two-dimensional to generate much excitement. (Picture 
book. 3-5)

THE VERY SHORT, ENTIRELY 
TRUE HISTORY OF UNICORNS
Laskow, Sarah
Illus. by Beck, Sam
Penguin Workshop (96 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-5247-9273-2  

A compact survey of single-horned beasts in legend, nature, 
pop culture, and business.

Laskow begins “more than 2,300 years ago” with a reference 
to one-horned wild asses. She then moves along with genial 
dispatch through versions of the creature reported from China, 
Chile, medieval Europe, and elsewhere—plus variations such 
as Rishyasringa, a horned man in the Indian epics—and how 
the concept of unicorns has changed from scary wild beast to 
rainbow-pooping white steed. She describes how they can be 
captured by “maidens” (euphemistically defined as “unmarried 
girls and young women”) and the uses to which their supposed 
horns can supposedly be put. Along with tallying such verifi-
able examples as the rhinoceros, unicorn fish, and, of course, 
narwhal, she also explains how goats and other animals can 
sometimes, through accident or human design, grow but one 
horn. Trotting from topic to topic in fairly arbitrary fashion, she 
brings her account up to the present by stringing together ref-
erences to unicorn-themed weddings, My Little Pony, unicorn 
lattes and cupcakes, video games, “unicorn” business startups, 
and other current usages. Beck slips occasional cartoon-style 
human figures of diverse skin color into the equally casual mix 
of maps, beastly portraits, period images, and freely redrawn 
pictures of old art and artifacts. 

Likely destined to be left in the dust soon but more up 
to date than most. (bibliography) (Nonfiction. 8-11)

WINTER CATS
Lawler, Janet
Illus. by Smietanka, Ela
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-9124-6  

Willy is an indoor cat, but outside 
looks enticing.

Willy’s mom says indoors is cozier (and it sure looks that 
way, with a fire in the wood stove and a grandfather clock tick-
ing away). “ ‘ Those outdoor cats are weird and wild— / they’re 
not like us.’ said Dad. / But Willy wondered while he watched. 
/ I bet they’re not so bad.” The little gray-striped black puss ven-
tures out and sees the outdoor cats engaged in their Winter 

Carnival. A yellow tabby sees that Willy is new and invites him 
to try sledding, and the two of them speed down the hill. With a 
few more friends, they hang from icicles, build snow cats, make 
angels, and skate. “Too soon the sun was setting. / Willy said, ‘I 
have to go!’ / He added, ‘Come along with me, / I live indoors, 
you know.’ ” Once inside, the kittens play and have cookies and 
milk…and from then on visit every day. Lawler’s playful winter 
tale conveys a perhaps not-so-subtle message of acceptance of 
the differences of others; still, it will fit nicely into many sto-
rytimes with its bouncy rhyme and Everykitten characters. 
Smietanka’s smiling, anthropomorphic cartoon cats of various 
colors live as humans, and readers may well wonder how Willy’s 
family manages never to leave its suburban-style house—but it 
is a bright and cheery one.

Feline aficionados (and others) will not be left cold. (Pic-
ture book. 2-7)

MAMA’S WORK SHOES
Levis, Caron
Illus. by Brantley-Newton, Vanessa
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4197-2554-8  

There’s a talkative shoe for every 
occasion. 

Perry the preschooler loves that each kind signals a special 
time with Mama. Want to cuddle on the couch? Slide into the 

“swish-swush” slippers. Want to splash in the rain? Pull on the 
“pat-put” rain boots. Chatty footgear carries Perry happily from 
one mother-daughter adventure to another—until the arrival 
of the dreaded “click-clack” shoes. These strange high-heeled 
contraptions don’t take Mama to Perry, they take Mama away 
from Perry. After tearful fits and starts and plenty of patience 
from Mama and babysitter Nan, the little girl accepts that even 
though the click-clack shoes take her mother to work, they 
also bring her back in time for some bare foot-to-foot “tickle-
tickle” sharing. Levis’ concept of associating specific shoes with 
specific bonding activities is charming, but it’s undercut by 
rampant onomatopoeia. Instead of limiting the sounds only to 
shoes, which are nearly protagonists in and of themselves, the 
text gives voices to the door, the kiss, and more. This, coupled 
with overlong intervals with Nan, somewhat disrupts both the 
narrative flow and the emotional impact. Brantley-Newton’s 
collaged depictions of a middle-class, rambunctious, mixed-
race child, her exuberant single, white mother, and the viva-
cious babysitter, who presents as an older South Asian woman, 
are dynamic and colorful.

Not perfect but still soothingly reassuring for children 
learning to share parents with the workplace. (Picture book. 
3-5)
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THIS IS MY WORLD
Lonely Planet
Lonely Planet (164 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-78701-294-3  

A thoroughly contemporary look at 
the world’s children.

Children from 73 countries, some 
rarely represented in children’s books, 
including Malawi, Kosovo, Barbados, 

and Papua New Guinea, talk about their lives. Each double-page 
spread is devoted to one child and is jammed with photos of dif-
ferent sizes, a small flag, and a globe pointing out the country 
where they live. There is an emphasis on different types of fam-
ilies: Yared’s single-mom family in Ethiopia, Jack’s single-dad 
family in Fiji, Jenisha’s extended-family unit in Nepal, and many 
blended families with stepparents and half  siblings. Diversity 
exists within families with parents from different cultures. In 
New Zealand, Anneke’s parents are Samoan/Tokolauan and 
British/Japanese. Same-sex parents are not in evidence, how-
ever. More parents than usual work in tourism, as guidebook 
publisher Lonely Planet used its contacts to recruit participat-
ing families, but there are urban and rural families, and at least 
one lives in a refugee camp. The children describe the common-
alities of their lives: food, school, games, families. Technology 
shows up everywhere. Lluvia, age 12, from Costa Rica says: “My 
friends are silly and fun. We love to hang out, play on our cell 
phones, and take silly selfies.” Photos are appealing and layouts 
are varied, with short paragraphs and funny headlines. Entries 
are arranged alphabetically by children’s names, with a world-
map key in the front.

A necessary purchase for those interested in educating 
global citizens. (quiz, index) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

EVERYTHING 
AWESOME ABOUT 
DINOSAURS AND OTHER 
PREHISTORIC BEASTS 
Lowery, Mike
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (128 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-35972-5  

A cartoon history of dinosaurs and contemporary creatures, 
largely hand lettered and (mostly, anyway) colored inside the 
lines.

Moot the titular hyperbole may be, but it does capture the 
tone as Lowery sandwiches a populous parade of very simply 
drawn dinos between a history of prehistory and a roundup of 
diverse topics, from what paleontologists do to sets of dinosaur 
jokes and “A Few Kinda Weird (and Unlikely!) Dino Extinction 
Theories.” Jokes and gags (“Why did the Archaeopteryx get the 
worm?” “Because it was an early bird!”) are scattered through-
out along with side remarks (“Not another mass extinction!”), 

as are identifying labels with phonetic pronunciations (Gor-
gonopsia: “GOR-ga-NOP-see-a”) and cogent if dude!-ish obser-
vations: “These small weirdos…had one long claw-thing for 
catching stuff to eat”; “More time passed between Stegosaurus 
and T. Rex than the time between Velociraptor and microwav-
able pizza!” Better yet, though true dinosaurs hold the spotlight, 
flying and marine reptiles, early mammals, and other fabulous 
early fauna take such frequent star turns that along with info-
bites galore, readers will come away with a fairly sound under-
standing of just how dinosaurs fit into the whole history of life 
on this planet. Human figures of diverse hue occasionally step 
into view to offer comments or wisecracks.

A manic but solid series kickoff. (bibliography, drawing 
lessons) (Nonfiction. 7-10)

THE END OF SOMETHING 
WONDERFUL
A Practical Guide to a 
Backyard Funeral
Lucianovic, Stephanie V.W.
Illus. by Ermos, George
Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4549-3211-6  

Several school-age children try to accept the deaths of their 
pets by holding backyard funeral ceremonies.

This misguided attempt at bibliotherapy endeavors to help 
children in their understanding and acceptance of the death of 
a pet with an approach using dark humor and attempts at clever 
throwaway lines and situations. The cover illustration shows a 
dead turtle falling out of its burial box, and on the endpapers are 
skeletons of various pets, including dogs. Five diverse children 
are shown with their dead pets, including two fish, a turtle, a 
guinea pig, and a bug; these dead pets are collectively referred 
to as Something Dead. Funeral suggestions include various 
methods of burial or disposal along with ideas for telling sto-
ries about the dead pet, singing songs, and adding flowers to 
the grave. Two problematic warnings include a note to be sure 
the pet is actually dead before burying it and advice against dig-
ging up a deceased pet to check on it, while an overly cheerful 
conclusion shows one of the children eyeing a lobster at a fish 
market as a possible replacement for her dead turtle. While 
the basic concepts of honoring a deceased pet with a memorial 
service are here, the overall flippant tone of the second-person 
text is not helpful to either prepare a child for an impending 
death or deal with the emotions following a loss. The death of a 
dog or cat, often a traumatic experience for the entire family, is 
avoided except for the skeletons on the endpapers.

Not recommended, especially for anyone who’s ever 
lost a beloved pet. (Picture book. 5-8)

Moot the titular hyperbole may be, but it does capture the tone.
everything awesome about dinosaurs and other prehistoric beasts
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OPERATION PHOTOBOMB
Luebbe, Tara & Cattie, Becky
Illus. by Rivera, Matthew
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-6130-0  

One good thing comes from humans 
visiting the jungle habitat of various animals—new toys!

This is the sentiment that inspires two of the animals—Mon-
key and Chameleon—to rummage through a backpack. Monkey 
discovers an old-school Polaroid-style camera. He sets off on a 
new hobby, photographing the macaws, capybaras, sloths, and 
other animals in this implausible crew of jungle friends. When 
Chameleon feels left out, not having the opportunity to join in 
any of the photos, he starts jumping into the others’ pictures at 
the last second—a classic photobomb! The animals conspire to 
form a plan that teaches Chameleon a lesson, and Chameleon 
finds a group who actually enjoys his new photobombing trick. 
Illustrations in this upbeat offering are lush and playful. Read-
ers will enjoy searching for Chameleon in each of the photos, 
especially when he begins changing colors to blend in with his 
surroundings. The narrative is a lighthearted take on the trick-
ster tale, in which animals are anthropomorphized and act out 
challenging emotions, such as jealousy and frustration, that will 
resonate with young readers. The animals included provide 
opportunities for readers to encounter uncommon vocabulary 
and indicate a South American setting. Humans are ancillary to 
the story but include diverse skin shades when depicted.

A fanciful foray into lessons learned. (Picture book. 4-8)

SING A SONG
How “Lift Every Voice and 
Sing” Inspired Generations
Lyons, Kelly Starling
Illus. by Mallett, Keith
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-525-51609-5  

“Before you were born, a girl learned a 
song”—so begins the story of how “Lift Every Voice” takes root 
in a young African American girl’s heart and becomes a source 
of fortitude for her and her descendants, who continue learning, 
singing, and passing the song along. 

Readers learn that the hymn was written by the fictional pro-
tagonist’s principal, James Weldon Johnson, and his brother, John 
Rosamond Johnson, to be sung during a celebration of Abraham 
Lincoln’s birthday in 1900. As she grows and passes the song down 
through generations, significant events in the lives of African 
Americans unspool, including the Great Migration and the assassi-
nation of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and culminating with the ring-
ing of “the freedom bell” at the opening ceremony of the National 
Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington, 
D.C. Lyons writes with rhythmic warmth, weaving the lyrics into 
her story. Full of faith and hope, they were the foundation of the 

civil rights movement and continue to be a source of encourage-
ment and pride. Mallett’s artwork charmingly illumines the faces 
of the singers in the book, revealing their passion and often joy in 
singing what’s become cherished as the African American national 
anthem. An author’s note reveals that the story spread after John-
son’s students took it for their own and shared it.

A beautiful celebration of a song that continues to give 
life to African Americans. (Picture book. 4-8)

IT BEGAN WITH 
A PAGE 
How Gyo Fujikawa 
Drew the Way
Maclear, Kyo
Illus. by Morstad, Julie
Harper/HarperCollins (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-244762-3  

Pencil in hand, faced with an unjust world, Gyo Fujikawa 
created a new future.

At 5, Japanese American Gyo Fujikawa didn’t yet know what 
she wanted to be. She knew a pencil fit well in her hand, and she 
liked to fill empty pages with pictures of her world. As she grew, 
Fujikawa used her passion for art and her mother’s activism to 
guide her education and inspiration. Defying gender conventions, 
Fujikawa attended college in 1926, when few American women 
did. Studying in Japan, she exchanged restrictive art classes for 
travel and aesthetic immersion. Back in the U.S., her family was 
sent to an internment camp on the West Coast while she began 
an art career at Disney on the East Coast, causing Fujikawa to lose 
her desire to draw. Eventually, she found a way to wield her craft to 
fight injustice. Her first book, Babies, published in 1963, featured 
racially diverse babies playing together and became a huge success 
despite publisher prejudice and misgivings. Morstad’s artwork pre-
cisely balances white space with vignettes, black-and-white illustra-
tions with eye-catching color. Often mimicking Fujikawa’s style, 
Morstad layers engaging details and deep emotional resonance 
onto Maclear’s spare, poetic text. Backmatter includes a detailed 
timeline with photos and quotes, an extensive note from the cre-
ators, and a selected bibliography and sources list.

A splendid picture-book celebration of an artist and 
activist. (Picture book/biography. 5-8)

THE ELEPHANT IN 
THE SUKKAH
Mandell, Sherri Lederman
Illus. by Kuman, Ivana G.
Kar-Ben (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-2212-1  

When the Brenners invite a retired circus elephant to 
join them in their sukkah, adjustments are creatively made to 
accommodate his large size in their small ceremonial hut.

Morstad’s artwork precisely balances white space with vignettes, 
black-and-white illustrations with eye-catching color.

it began with a page
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Lonely and bored in his new home, a farm for old elephants, 
Henry misses the singing and music from his old act. One day 
he wanders away, comes across the singing of a family gathered 
in their sukkah for the holiday of Sukkot, and eventually meets 
young Ori Brenner, who invites him to join the family. As Henry 
is much too large to fit, the family removes one of the walls of 
the hut to allow Henry to stand just within, acting as the third 
wall. Basing her story on an obscure argument in the Talmud 
that actually states that sukkah walls can be made from any-
thing natural and sturdy, even an elephant, Mandell turns this 
preposterous example into a story of altruism—albeit a very silly 
one. Amiable illustrations of a bespectacled, anthropomorphic 
elephant next to the diminutive members of the Jewish family 
(all presenting white, with kippot perched on the heads of all 
the males, including a cat and a dog) add to this lighthearted 
commemoration of the fall harvest celebration. 

Though it may seem anything but, the traditional mes-
sage of welcoming guests in holiday observance still holds. 
(author’s note) (Picture book. 4-6)

ARRIVEDERCI, 
CROCODILE 
Or See You Later, 
Alligator
Marcellino, Fred
Illus. by Marcellino, Fred & Puybaret, Eric
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5344-0401-4  

This sequel to Marcellino’s I, Crocodile (1999) follows the 
reptile as he emerges from hiding in the sewers of Paris to stow 
away on his former captor’s Venice-bound caravan.

The backstory—in which Napoleon snatched the croco-
dile out of Egypt—is summarized on the first page. While the 
emperor is busy looting Venetian palaces, the protagonist real-
izes: “This town was made for a crocodile!” Between the ease of 
travel through the canals and the scent of “ragù alla Bolognese,” 
he is enraptured. Following his nose, he encounters masked rev-
elers who delight in the authenticity of his costume and invite 
him to lunch—and a ball. Suspense builds when the crocodile’s 
nemesis appears just as the hero is drawn into a “catchy mazurka” 
with “a rather forward young lady” (ultimately, the crocodile’s 
champion). Marcellino wrote the sparkling, witty, first-person 
narrative; created a dummy; and finished some watercolors 
before his untimely death in 2001. French illustrator Puybaret 
was recently invited to pick up the mantle. While each artist’s 
style is unique, their toylike figures and complex architectural 
settings are simpatico, allowing Puybaret to honor the original 
style while remaining true to his own. The result is a seamless 
story as hilarious and high spirited as the first. The subtle col-
oring is artful; the pacing—constructed with thought bubbles, 
insets, and dramatic double spreads—is perfect.

Venice’s Grand Canal is a splendid stage for this smooth 
reptilian operator. (Picture book. 4-8)

A WORLD FULL OF 
SPOOKY STORIES
McAllister, Angela
Illus. by Andronic, Madalina
Frances Lincoln (128 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7112-4148-0  

A collection of eerie folktales from dif-
ferent countries and cultures.

From very familiar fairy tales such as “Hansel and Gretel” 
to lesser-known stories, this anthology shares 50 spooky stories 
from around the world. Arranged into 11 categories based on 
location or geographical feature—“Into the Woods,” “Down 
by the Water,” “Strangers at the Door,” and more—the collec-
tion’s offerings include a wide variety of countries and cultures 
as well as a few Indigenous peoples. Creepy characters include 
Baba Yaga from Russia, an alluring forest spirit of Brazil, an ogre 
in Tibet, and a talking skull of West Africa. While the stories 
all have spooky elements, such as ghosts, witches, and demons, 
the vast majority are relatively tame, and a few are even humor-
ous. There are very few truly scary stories. McAllister has pulled 
tales mainly from old public-domain sources (listed in an appen-
dix) and compressed them. Due to the retelling, some of the 
stories have lost their ethnic and cultural distinctiveness. The 
gouache, folk-art–style illustrations feature bold, vibrant col-
ors, bringing the stories to life. Although stunning, in keeping 
with the tone of the stories, the illustrations aren’t very fright-
ening. All in all, this is an adequate attempt to deliver a vari-
ety of diverse tales, but it reads Eurocentric in style. If readers 
are looking for something authentic and spine-tingling, they 
should pass on this anthology.

A not-so-spooky book. (Folktales. 6-9)

THE WORLD ENDS IN APRIL
McAnulty, Stacy
Random House (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5247-6761-7
978-1-5247-6762-4 PLB  

It’s so annoying that Elle’s survivalist 
grandfather makes her do all these prep-
per drills—until she learns about the 
asteroid headed for Earth.

Elle’s widowed father loves his dad 
but can’t stand the way Grandpa Joe pulls Elle and her kid 
brothers into all his survivalist planning. Elle barely tolerates 
the surprise drills, the inspections of her bug-out bag, the insis-
tence that she eat disgusting MREs. But one day, she comes 
upon a scary website in which a Harvard astrophysicist explains 
that an asteroid is going to hit the planet in the spring. Maybe 
all of Grandpa Joe’s training will come in handy after all! She 
enlists the help of her best (and only) friend, but Mack is the 
opposite of loner Elle, and he brings other students into their 
survival planning. With Mack, Elle finds herself leading the 
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Hamilton Middle School Nature Club, teaching a few of her fel-
low students about water filters and heirloom seeds. But while 
Elle wants Mack laser-focused on the apocalypse and on her, 
he’s distracted by the swim team—and worse, by his possible 
transfer to the Conrad School for the Blind. Mack is both kind 
and adventurous, but it’s unfortunate the didactic descriptions 
of his assistive tools lack accuracy in this context. Elle and her 
family are white, Mack’s black, and their classmates are racially 
diverse. Watching these kids spiral into paranoia, fueled by a 
fraudulent internet tale of conspiracies, makes for compelling 
reading.

A page-turner. (author’s note, bibliography) (Fiction. 
11-13)

COOKIE & MILK
A Scientifically Stunt-Tastic 
Sisterhood
McAvoy, Michele
Illus. by Gibson, Jessica
Cardinal Rule Press (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  $10.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-9976085-8-8
978-0-997-6085-9-5 paper  

It can be hard to make friends when your personalities clash.
McAvoy’s friendship tale features two girls who recount how 

they learned to be friends and bonded over their personality dif-
ferences. Cookie is a brown girl who loves science, and Milk is 
a white girl who loves sports. The girls banter back and forth, 
recalling how they discovered they have fun playing together—
especially when they use their complementary personalities to 
accomplish something awesome! If Milk wants to skate, then 
Cookie is in the background helping her reach her fullest poten-
tial by building a ramp, for instance. Throughout the book, 
early readers will love guessing what Milk’s younger brother 
is trying to communicate (he also slyly breaks the fourth wall) 
when he introduces fans to exciting new science words such as 

“engine’s ear!”—er, “engineer.” Caregivers will also find helpful 
starter questions to ask when exploring differences with their 
kids. Those questions provide a framework within which young 
readers may learn to value and accept differences in themselves 
and others. Even after the story, readers are provided with a list 
of powerhouse women who were either “smart” or “sporty,” and 
a glossary of words encourages supportive friendships. Gibson’s 
simple, cartoon illustrations playfully remind girls that there 
are universal commonalities in sisterhood.

Smart, sassy, supportive girl power to the max! (Picture 
book. 3-6)

JUDY MOODY, BOOK 
QUIZ WHIZ
McDonald, Megan
Illus. by Reynolds, Peter H.
Candlewick (160 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5362-0484-1 
Series: Judy Moody, 15 

Determination and hard work pre-
pare Judy Moody as she tests her knowl-

edge of book trivia in a battle of the books.
Judy, little brother Stink, and some familiar classmates 

from their second and third grade classes are the Virginia Dare 
School Bookworms, the book quiz champions who will be 
representing the school in the First Ever Book Quiz Blowout 
at the Starlight Lanes Bowling Alley. Nervous about their com-
petition—Braintree Academy’s Bloodsucking Fake-Moustache 
Defenders and their star player, Mighty Fantaskey—the team is 
taking every possible moment to read: on the bus, during karate 
class, and even at the dinner table. Stink makes a cape out of 
scribbled-on sticky notes on the books he’s read, and Judy tries 
her hand at speed-reading. Enthusiasm for reading is never lost 
even as the children prepare for the contest. A diverse gathering 
of familiar titles is referenced throughout, matching this series’ 
reading level (all titles mentioned are compiled in the back-
matter). Building excitement propels the story up through the 
competition to an ultimately satisfying ending. Reynolds’ well-
placed watercolor, tea, and ink illustrations break up text, allow-
ing necessary breaks for bridging readers. Aside from teacher 
and coach Mr. Todd, who is black, and Mighty Fantaskey, who 
seems to be a child of color, all characters appear white.

Another win for Judy and her friends. (Fiction. 6-9)

COUGAR FRENZY
McDowell, Pamela
Illus. by Charko, Kasia
Orca (96 pp.) 
$7.95 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4598-2064-7 
Series: Orca Echoes 

Through the investigations of young 
Cricket and her friends, readers learn 
how to distinguish evidence of a cougar 
from other animals—and are briefed on 

cougar conservation and monitoring.
When Cricket and her friend Shilo notice a foul smell com-

ing from piled-up snow and branches under a bush, Cricket 
suspects that a cougar has hidden its dinner. Her father, War-
den McKay, proves her right when he shows up at her school, 
giving an emergency presentation about cougars. A cougar 
has been seen in their village, which is located inside Water-
ton Lakes National Park, Alberta. After Cricket’s dad informs 
kids about some cougar facts, Principal Singh gives students 
a rare week off from school. It’s odd, then, that the warden’s 
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children proceed to wander the village. However, McDowell’s 
books about Cricket typically favor facts about wildlife above 
all else, and, also typically, this one does not disappoint. It even 
clarifies one statistic as specifically Canadian. Overall, the dia-
logue is more natural than in Salamander Rescue (2016), if equally 
packed with information. The nine chapters and epilogue are 
accessible, entertaining, and empowering for young natural-
ists. The compelling plot twist: Anxious villagers are accusing 
cougars of a series of large-mammal crimes. Cricket, knowing 
that cougar relocation can be fatal, wants to ensure continued, 
occasional village visits by a family of tracked cougars. She 
devises a scheme to trap the real culprit. Illustrations are pleas-
ant enough, depicting a largely white cast, though at least three 
characters have Asian surnames.

Young environmentalists will appreciate seeing how 
facts can defy frenzy. (Fiction. 7-9)

LISTEN
McGhee, Holly M.
Illus. by Lemaître, Pascal
Roaring Brook (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-31812-1  

How to develop and nurture empa-
thy in ourselves and others?

It just takes listening with open hearts, open eyes and ears, 
and open minds. In fact, it will help to use all our senses. There’s 
a big, beautiful world for us to engage with, and it belongs to 
everyone, so readers are exhorted to dig in—sometimes liter-
ally. The writing is gentle, lyrical, and comforting, meant to help 
readers think dreamy, lofty thoughts. However, the language 
is occasionally vague, some concepts perhaps too abstract to 
strike a resonant chord with some literal-minded youngsters. 
Even adults might profess to being unsure about what the 
softly poetic prose suggests. That could be problematic for 
those sharing the book with children needing explanations of a 
few passages. Alternatively, it could prove beneficial since this 
slim volume should spark lively conversations about the book’s 
themes: of understanding, awareness of self and others, com-
passion, and inclusion. Lines such as “Listen / with your heart. / 
It is / your ears / your eyes / your nose / your mouth / your hands. 
/ Your heart / can hear everything, / see everything, / smell every-
thing, / taste everything, / touch everything…” should encourage 
animated discussion or even interpretive artwork. The soft-
colored, childlike illustrations feature a lone white, dark-haired 
child relishing nature on most spreads. Her solitary appearance 
is somewhat at odds with the emphasis on inclusiveness and 
interconnection, however.

Just listening has its limits, but this is a start. (Picture 
book. 4-7)

THE INCREDIBLE YET TRUE 
ADVENTURES OF ALEXANDER 
VON HUMBOLDT
The Greatest Inventor-
Naturalist-Scientist-Explorer 
Who Ever Lived
Mehnert, Volker
Illus. by Lieb, Claudia
Trans. by Crook, Becky 
The Experiment (112 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61519-631-9  

On the occasion of his 250th birthday, a German import 
offers an account of the life and exploits of the 19th century’s 
most renowned celebrity scientist.

Justly proclaiming von Humboldt a “blazing hero” of the 
transformation of science from the recondite pursuit of a few to 
a field of knowledge accessible to anyone, Mehnert retraces his 
expeditions through the Americas from 1799 to 1804 and into 
Siberia in 1829. He gathered crates full of specimens, intrepidly 
climbed volcanoes, mapped and took careful measurements, 
impulsively abandoned planned itineraries to hare off in search 
of rumored new wonders…then returned home to report on 
what he had seen and found, employing his gifts as a “mesmeriz-
ing storyteller” in a stream of popular books and lectures. Along 
with chronicling his long association with traveling companion 
Aimé Bonpland, a botanist of note, the author offers nods to 
some of his network of colleagues, from his sister-in-law Caro-
line von Humboldt to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Charles 
Darwin, and Simón Bolívar. His private life remains largely 
unexamined—including his likely same-sex relationships—but 
to round out his character and achievements, his sharp views on 
slavery and prescient insights on climate also get airings. Aside 
from a trio of maps the illustrations are largely just decorative 
landscapes or assemblages of tropical wildlife.

Hats off for a now-unconscionably little-known hero of 
science. (multimedia resource lists) (Biography. 10-13)

THINK SMART, BE FEARLESS
A Biography of Bill Gates
Mentyka, Sharon
Illus. by Mildenberger, Vivien 
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-63217-176-4 
Series: Growing to Greatness 

Following Just Like Beverly, by Vicki 
Conrad and illustrated by David Hohn (2019), this second entry 
in the Growing to Greatness series, featuring creative people 
from the Pacific Northwest, focuses on Bill Gates and the curi-
osity and ambition that led to his prominence in the world of 
personal computing.

As the third William Henry Gates, Bill was called Trey until 
he switched from his public school to the strict and exclusive 

This slim volume should spark lively conversations.
listen
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Lakeside School in Seattle. Bored in school, Gates was finally 
inspired when he and his friends discovered a ASR-33 Teletype, 
which spurred Bill to begin programming, suspecting this was 
the forefront of a home-computer revolution. At Harvard, he 
and his friends began creating their own software and later cre-
ated a company initially called Micro-Soft. The text is lively 
but frequently vague, with occasional odd phrases and ideas 
left unexplained. For example, when Gates became concerned 
about poor children around the world dying of diseases for lack 
of inexpensive vaccines, the text states, “Bill decided to turn car-
ing into action,” but doesn’t specify exactly what he did, missing 
an opportunity to showcase Gates’ philanthropic work. Milden-
berger’s illustrations nicely capture the energy of the text and 
include brown faces of classmates and on his travels. Young read-
ers and listeners will get the titular message loud and clear.

Eye-opening for young people who often take their 
technology for granted. (further information, timeline, 
glossary) (Picture book/biography. 5-9)

SERGEANT BILLY
The True Story of the Goat 
Who Went to War
Messier, Mireille
Illus. by Reich, Kass
Tundra (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-7352-6442-7  

This is the remarkable true story of 
an ordinary goat who became the beloved mascot of the Fifth 
Canadian Battalion during World War I. 

In Messier’s dryly humorous tale, Billy adapts well to army 
life, traveling with the soldiers on training exercises, board-
ing the troop ship to England with them, and being smuggled 
onboard the ship to France in an empty orange box. He never 
complains about the squalid conditions of life in the trenches 
(he is depicted bleating at a rat) and provides important moral 
support to frightened or tired soldiers, who mention him affec-
tionately in their letters home. He even saves lives, butting three 
soldiers into a trench before a shell explodes. Billy becomes 
such a great protector and defender of his regiment that he is 
promoted to sergeant and eventually becomes a decorated war 
hero, surviving the war and ultimately returning to his origi-
nal owner, depicted as a little girl on a farm in Saskatchewan. 
Messier’s smooth, well-paced text and Reich’s muted gouache 
illustrations in warlike tones of olive and brown well convey the 
poignancy and humor of the story. Such afflictions as trench 
foot and shell shock are conveyed though not explored in depth, 
and no characters die. All human characters appear to be white.

Imaginatively conveys the drudgery—if not the sheer 
terror—of war to a young audience. (author’s note, photo-
graphs) (Picture book. 4-8)

THE PIANO RECITAL
Miyakoshi, Akiko
Illus. by the author
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5253-0257-2  

In this Japanese import, a child imag-
ines a fantastical mouse theater as a means 
of overcoming her piano-recital anxiety.

A glowering girl walks grimly forward 
on the title page, sheet music tucked 

under arm. Her red velvet dress, both celebratory and som-
ber, reflects the duality of the occasion. As she repeats a calm-
ing mantra, she spies a “mouseling” doing the same. The latter 
invites the pixie-haired Momo—a young Japanese girl—to her 
mouse theater, where acrobats, dancers, and an orchestra per-
form. When it is the mouseling’s turn to go on stage, Momo 
graciously offers to accompany her on piano. As they fill the hall 
with music and joy, Momo realizes she has actually played at her 
own piano recital, and she stands to the audience’s applause. 
Using pencil, charcoal, and gouache, the artist uses a monochro-
matic palette to skillfully capture theatrical light and staging. 
Red and other, more-muted colors easily identify the protago-
nist and act as accents. As the fantasy world of mice and their 
performances is introduced, Miyakoshi’s artwork opens up 
into a lavish rendering of an exquisite mouse theater. Unfortu-
nately, the visual density of the mouse world and the simplified 
interpretation of the human world—in particular the styling of 
Momo’s face—are not seamlessly merged. However, the beauty 
of the mice and their environment is a feast for the eyes.

A soothing, fanciful adventure for those fretting about 
an upcoming performance. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE WHISPERING WARS
Moriarty, Jaclyn
Illus. by Ortu, Davide
Levine/Scholastic (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-25587-4  

Young people from two schools in the 
town of Spindrift form an alliance to save 
children pressed into creating magical 
weapons for the enemy as war breaks out.

Finlay, from the Orphanage, and Honey Bee, from the 
Brathelthwaite School, document the story of the war’s begin-
ning, describing their roles in the resistance in alternating 
chapters. The Whisperers, the residents of a heretofore-benign 
neighboring kingdom, are now involved in the disappearance 
of children, and a vicious influenza outbreak is revealed to be 
a kind of biological warfare. As familiar Spindrift citizens with 
Shadow Magic origins are rounded up and imprisoned and 
attacks increase around the kingdom, the terror of war begins 
to reveal itself. The collaborative account details the complexi-
ties of this world’s magic types and beings, differences between 

The artist uses a monochromatic palette to 
skillfully capture theatrical light and staging.

the piano recital
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the residential schools (the Orphanage for poor children; 
Brathelthwaite for quite well-off ones), and the various horrors 
that accompany the start of a war no one wants. Viewpoints stay 
firmly with Finlay and Honey Bee in ways both hilarious and 
poignant, with many digs at assumptions that wealthier is bet-
ter. The cast assumes a white default, with clever, dark-skinned 
Glim, one of the Orphanage children, an exception. 

This jam-packed, imaginative adventure is magically 
immersive and entertaining. (Fantasy. 9-12)

A FRIENDSHIP YARN
Moser, Lisa
Illus. by Demidova, Olga
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-0762-9  

One ball of yarn plus two BFFs who 
both knit can lead to good intentions 
and a frayed friendship.

Badger and Porcupine share their days and their meals. One 
day, a peddler passing by drops a ball of red yarn, which unrolls 
entirely till it is one long string stretched out and wound around 
the woods. Porcupine and Badger each pick up one end. Each 
is industrious, and with knitting needles in hand they proceed 
to fashion gifts, each for the other, to the tune of “Floop. Floop. 
Floop-floop-floop.” When their projects unravel and they realize 
that they are sharing one ball, however, the two fall into a snit 
and proceed to fashion increasingly grand objects for them-
selves. A hammock, a tent, and a sail for a boat are all knit and 
purled into creation. But then night falls, the temperature 
drops, and the two meet on an icy field to exchange sweaters 
that they have made for each other. All is well in their world now. 
Moser’s tale of a friendship that cannot be torn apart by selfish-
ness is sweet but not unfamiliar. Demidova’s colorful illustra-
tions depict a lovely forest setting and a swirling strand of red 
yarn. Children may ponder the dilemma of a porcupine wearing 
a knit garment, though.

A single ball of yarn threatens and then strengthens an 
animal friendship in this slight tale. (Picture book. 4-6)

TWO FOR ME, ONE FOR YOU
Mühle, Jörg
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Chidgey, Catherine
Gecko Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-776572-39-7  

Bear and Weasel learn a powerful les-
son in sharing.

Walking through the woods, Bear 
finds three mushrooms, which she brings home for dinner. Wea-
sel cooks them to perfection, with salt and pepper and “a little 
parsley.” At the table, Bear takes two mushrooms for herself and 

gives one to Weasel. “That’s fair,” she says. “I’m big. I need to 
eat a lot.” Weasel disagrees; he’s small and is still growing. This 
small spat, well, mushrooms into a full-blown fight. Bear points 
out that she found the mushrooms, and Weasel counters that 
he cooked them, and to perfection. But it was Bear’s recipe, and 
she likes mushrooms more than Weasel, who is so hungry his 
stomach is grumbling. Bear says that her stomach is grumbling, 
too. But Weasel said it first. And Bear said that she wanted the 
extra mushroom first. Finally, Weasel declares that they aren’t 
friends anymore. He stabs the third mushroom with a fork, lifts 
it over his head, and…a fox snatches it right off the fork and eats 
it. There’s a moment of mutual shock and anger at the fox, but 
then Bear and Weasel sit down and wish each other “bon appe-
tit.” For dessert…three juicy strawberries. Mühle’s storytelling 
has a fine sense of comic pacing, and his cartoons are simple 
but effective, uncluttered and full of white space, creating cozy 
domesticity in the forest.

This funny friendship fable hits the spot. (Picture book. 
3-6)

THE PROUDEST BLUE 
A Story of Hijab and 
Family
Muhammad, Ibtihaj with Ali, S.K.
Illus. by Aly, Hatem
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-316-51900-7  

A young girl admires her older sister’s “first-day hijab” in this 
team effort by hijabi Olympian Muhammad (Proud, 2018) and 
YA novelist Ali (Love From A to Z, 2019).

Mama takes Asiyah and Faizah to the hijab shop so that 
Asiyah can pick out her “first-day hijab.” Mama likes pink, but 
Asiyah picks out “the brightest blue.” Faizah has a new back-
pack and light-up shoes for the first day of school, but when 
Asiyah walks out in her blue hijab, “It’s the most beautiful first 
day of school ever. / I’m walking with a princess.” Once they 
arrive at school, the reactions of other children alternate with 
spreads depicting Faizah’s thoughts about Asiyah’s hijab, which 
are paired with Mama’s words. A girl whispers, asking Faizah 
about the hijab. But “Asiyah’s hijab isn’t a whisper”; according 
to Mama, “It means being strong.” These spreads show Aly’s 
close-up illustrations of a smiling Asiyah, with her blue hijab 
extending into an image of “the sky on a sunny day” or “the 
ocean waving to the sky.” Faizah triumphs over the misunder-
standings and bullying she witnesses, her pride in her sister still 
intact. This sensitive representation of family relationships that 
provide a loving coat of armor against the world’s difficulties is 
memorable and inspiring. Bullies are depicted as faceless shad-
ows, emphasizing the importance of discounting what they say. 
Faizah’s family is black; the other schoolchildren are multiracial.

Triumphant and true. (Picture book. 4-10)
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RED YELLOW BLUE
Mullady, Lysa
Illus. by Simon, Laurent
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4338-3030-3  

A text-heavy metanarrative about 
emotions and friendship.

The three primary colors (and characters), Red, Yellow, and 
Blue, spend time together, but Red is prone to outbursts and 
does not want to be involved in the business of Yellow or Blue. 
As Red grumpily pushes Yellow and Blue away, he realizes what 
he misses out on in isolation: the ability to make different col-
ors such as orange and purple and the chance for friendship. 
With an apology, Red is able to rejoin forces with Yellow and 
Blue to make a sunset. Although the primary lesson is about col-
laboration, each color also celebrates what they can accomplish 
on their own. Fans of Amy Krouse Rosenthal and Tom Lichten-
held’s Friendshape (2015) or Michael Hall’s Perfect Square (2011) 
may find this title complementary. White negative space makes 
pill bug–shaped Red, sunburst-shaped Yellow, and raindrop-
shaped Blue pop, drawing eyes right to the illustrations. Plain, 
serif black text feels crowded and at odds with the sparse page 
design and playful illustrations, which sometimes stretch from 
verso to recto. In some spreads, the text disrupts the playful art 
it is supposed to be working with. Even though the narrative 
might not seem novel and the art does seem occasionally clunky, 
it comes with a potentially useful note to adults on how to use 
the book to promote self-esteem and forgiveness.

Color science and emotional literacy go fairly well 
together. (Picture book. 4-8) 

A YEAR AROUND THE 
GREAT OAK
Muller, Gerda
Illus. by the author
Floris (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-78250-602-7  

During each season, city-dwelling 
siblings Benjamin and Anna visit their 

cousin Robin and his favorite tree—a 300-year-old oak in a 
European forest.

“Uncle John was a forester and their house was right on the 
edge of the forest.” This is typical of the blunt sentences that tell 
a gentle tale of children exploring the natural world whenever 
they are together. The illustrations—of gouache, colored pencil, 
and graphite—have the nostalgic appeal of mid-20th-century 
Little Golden Books, with people, plants, and animals rendered 
in a way that imbues them all with sweetness. A semblance of plot 
develops when Benjamin, despite misgivings, steals away at night 
for a tree visitation and must stay in its branches to avoid wild 
boars. The final story scene is a frameworthy double-page spread 

of children celebrating the oak in the full beauty of summer. The 
book is an expanded version of a title originally published in 
Germany in 1991. The sexism present in the text has not worn 
well. Aunt Beth is mentioned as Uncle John’s spouse but never 
appears—not even when the others spend a magical spring eve-
ning observing badgers and other forest creatures. Anna waters 
a plant and picks flowers, but she does not join Benjamin and 
Uncle John to watch a group of all-male foresters at work, nor to 
ski through the forest with Robin. The primary characters pres-
ent white. Following the story is the new material: 12 pages of fur-
ther information about woodlands, in lovingly illustrated detail.

Appealing but sexist. (Picture book. 4-7)

GO AWAY, UNICORN!
Mullock, Emily
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-57571-2  

First published in Canada, the book 
behind the popular animated TV series 
of the same title.

Alice is not pleased when a pink-
maned, white unicorn crashes her 10th birthday party. Dem-
onstrating that “unicorns can be pretty dumb,” he mistakes 
her pointy, gold party hat for a horn and thinks she’s a unicorn, 
too. Despite her protests, he follows Alice home after the party, 
sweetly determined to earn her favor even after she doffs the 
hat. But he makes a nuisance of himself in a series of twee little 
mishaps that finally cause Alice to snap after he magically turns 
her hair pink (“his most favorite color”). Outraged, she says “the 
meanest thing she could think of: ‘You are so not my friend. I 
would rather have a goldfish than you!’ ” Well, “even unicorns 
know when they’re being insulted,” and he leaves, crestfallen. 
In a satisfying if predictable ending, the pair is reunited when 
Alice misses him after all. While the trim size suggests this is an 
early reader, there’s more of a picture-book feel to the dynamic 
between art and text, especially since the latter lacks controls 
that would make it particularly accessible to emergent readers. 
The cartoon art depicts Alice with straight dark hair, big dark 
eyes right out of manga, and tan skin.

Thanks to its media tie-in, this unicorn’s not likely to 
be going away anytime soon. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE FAVORITE BOOK 
Murguia, Bethanie Deeney
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5362-0446-9  

Using fewer than 200 words and soft watercolor, pen, and 
ink illustrations, Murguia creates a safe place for a child-cen-
tered conversation about decision-making.
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“How do you choose a favorite, a best?” the text inquires. “Do 
you examine, determine, inspect, / measure, and weigh before 
you select?” Or are you “the sort who follows your heart?” Maybe 

“you follow along and go with your friends? / Or are you the type 
who starts your own trends?” Young readers will see themselves 
in the everyday decisions pondered by characters about a favorite 
color, pet, sweet treat, and activity with friends. Imagine choos-
ing a hat that’s “the real you” from among a headdress of peacock 
feathers, a royal fascinator decorated with a dove, a castle-shaped 
turban, a gardener’s hat (complete with a shy groundhog), and 
others. Or, empoweringly, deciding to skip the reptile house at the 
zoo because reptiles aren’t your favorite. Could having more than 
one favorite be the best choice? It might. This quiet conversation 
closes with realistic, hopeful messages: “A favorite can change…
if you re-select,” and “there are so many things in this world you 
can love.” The primary cast of children depicted consists of two 
black kids and three white ones, the whimsical scenarios they star 
in easy to interpret and sometimes gently Seussian.

A thoughtful, age-appropriate discussion of decision-
making that could well become a favorite. (Picture book. 4-8)

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

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

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

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

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

WORDS ON FIRE
Nielsen, Jennifer A.
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-27547-6  

Audra doesn’t understand what her 
parents are hiding until the Cossacks 
come to arrest them.

It’s June 1893, in what used to be 
the country of Lithuania but has been 
part of Russia for years. Twelve-year-old 

Audra has spent most of her life on her parents’ farm. Her stage-
magician father travels, and Audra knows he and her mother 
are doing something illegal, but she doesn’t know what. When 
Officer Rusakov arrests them and sets fire to their home, Audra 
discovers that they’ve been smuggling books—printed in Lithu-
anian. The Russians long ago banned that language, spoken or 
written, in an attempt to force assimilation. Even though every-
one speaks both languages (Lithuanian in secret), Audra’s par-
ents have kept her illiterate rather than have her attend Russian 
school. Now she joins a group of rebels smuggling books from 
printers in Prussia: adults Milda and Ben, and Lukas, a boy her 
own age. Magic tricks her father taught her allow her to distract 
her pursuers rather than hide from them. Written from Audra’s 
first-person point of view, with an all-white cast in keeping with 
its Eastern European setting, the novel suffers a bit from incon-
sistent pacing but delivers believable action and suspense. The 
Cossack leader comes across as a typical evil Russian, but the 
other characters are more fully drawn.

Overall, a solid adventure about a little-known place 
and time. (Historical fiction. 10-14)

DINOSAUR FEATHERS 
An Epic Rhyme
Nolan, Dennis
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Holiday House (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-8234-4330-7  

Viewers get ringside seats as dino-
saurs march past in an evolutionary 

parade, giving way to their modern avian representatives.
Nolan crafts a rhymed cadence that is itself an achieve-

ment—“Ceratosaurus / Allosaurus / Archaeopteryx / Mamen-
chisaurus / Kentrosaurus / And Caudipteryx”—but pales next 
to the brightly patterned, hyper-realistically detailed, and, 
increasingly often, gloriously feathered dinos marching by the 
dozens in close company across spacious pages. Just over half-
way through, a flaming asteroid descending in the background 
signals a sudden change to an equally magnificent, more-con-
temporary cast whose feathers likewise “grew, and grew, and 
grew. / Flamingos, Owls, / Guineafowls, / And the Marabou.” 
The portraits are all full-body, rendered (at least roughly) to 
scale, and with a low or level angle of view that sets them off to 

Nolan crafts a rhymed cadence that is itself an achievement.
dinosaur feathers
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fine effect. Dino names throughout are matched to phonetic 
spellings, and a visual index at the back offers additional quick 
facts for every marcher. Following the image of a sinuous tree of 
life being studied by a racially diverse group of human offspring, 
a final rank of sprightly sauropod hatchlings fondly supervised 
by a humongous parent finishes off the parade on a homey note.

A prehistoric progress that takes flight in more ways 
than one. (recommended books and museums) (Informa-
tional picture book. 5-10)

COME NEXT SEASON
Norman, Kim
Illus. by Miyares, Daniel
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-374-30598-7  

A lyrical look at the changing of the 
seasons.

Two siblings scamper through the 
seasons, showing readers just what is special about each one. 
Summer begins with a gigantic cannonball from a rope swing 
over the lake. Slippery ears of corn are shucked and munched 
as the two “eat outside, smacking mosquitoes between buttery 
bites.” The children feel the wind from the fan, cooling the 
night, which slips seamlessly into the chilly wind of fall. Miyares’ 
palette switches from sunny brightness to fiery reds and warmer 
yellows. The two pals (who may be fraternal twins or just close 
in age) jump into piles of leaves and stuff their pockets with 
pecans. The cool, blue tones of winter bring sledding and nights 
spent working puzzles, while spring shows a visit to a farm and 
a new addition of a furry friend. Each season in this rural, tem-
perate place is full of simple, everyday delights. The white frame 
house stands alone, trees, blueberry bushes, a lake, and other 
bucolic delights for the children to enjoy without adult supervi-
sion all nearby. Norman expertly conjures what seasonal change 
feels like in the country with delicious sensory details and warm, 
family togetherness. The family depicted presents white.

Wholesome, cozy, and nostalgic; pitch perfect. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

THE TEA DRAGON FESTIVAL
O’Neill, Katie
Illus. by the author
Oni Press (136 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-62010-655-6  

A young child accustomed to Tea Drag-
ons discovers a real one in this companion 
story to The Tea Dragon Society (2017).

In the mountain village of Silverleaf, 
there is a festival dedicated to the Tea Dragons that live among 
the villagers. Everyone cares for the diminutive creatures and 
shares the tea they provide. One day Rinn comes across a real 

dragon asleep in the woods. Waking, Aedhan shifts into human-
oid form and explains he was tasked with protecting Silverleaf but 
fell asleep for 80 years. Rinn decides to cheer up the chagrined 
Aedhan by introducing him to the villagers and the work they 
do. While visiting Silverleaf, Rinn’s uncle Erik and his antlered 
bounty-hunting partner, Hesekiel, seek out the mysterious myth-
ical creature that caused Aedhan’s deep sleep. As preparations for 
the Tea Dragon Festival continue, Aedhan helps Rinn discover 
their role in the community while in return Rinn helps him make 
up for lost time. Erik and Hesekiel are familiar characters, rein-
troduced here at a different time of their lives. O’Neill has once 
again created a diverse set of characters of varying appearances, 
abilities, skin colors, orientations, and gender identities—Rinn 
is non-binary.  Silverleaf embodies the word community: beings 
working together in harmony, using one another’s strengths to 
help and support one another. True to her characteristic style, the 
charming, full-color panels bring to life this feel-good middle-
grade tale of community and purpose.

A lovely, gentle fantasy. (Graphic fantasy. 7-11)

FREE LUNCH 
Ogle, Rex
Norton Young Readers (208 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-324-00360-1  

Recounting his childhood experi-
ences in sixth grade, Ogle’s memoir 
chronicles the punishing consequences 
of poverty and violence on himself and 
his family.

The start of middle school brings 
about unwanted changes in young Rex’s life. His old friendships 
devolve as his school friends join the football team and slowly 
edge him out. His new English teacher discriminates against him 
due to his dark skin (Rex is biracial, with a white absentee dad 
and a Mexican mom) and secondhand clothes, both too large and 
too small. Seemingly worse, his mom enrolls him in the school’s 
free-lunch program, much to his embarrassment. “Now every-
one knows I’m nothing but trailer trash.” His painful home life 
proffers little sanctuary thanks to his mom, who swings from 
occasional caregiver to violent tyrant at the slightest provoca-
tion, and his white stepdad, an abusive racist whose aggression 
outrivals that of Rex’s mom. Balancing the persistent flashes of 
brutality, Ogle magnificently includes sprouts of hope, whether 
it’s the beginnings of a friendship with a “weird” schoolmate, joy-
ful moments with his younger brother, or lessons of perseverance 
from Abuela. These slivers of relative levity counteract the toxic 
relationship between young Rex, a boy prone to heated outbursts 
and suppressed feelings, and his mother, a fully three-dimensional 
character who’s viciously thrashing against the burden of poverty. 
It’s a fine balance carried by the author’s outstanding, gracious 
writing and a clear eye for the penetrating truth.

A mighty portrait of poverty amid cruelty and opti-
mism. (author’s note, author Q&A, discussion guide, writ-
ing guide, resources) (Memoir. 9-12)

Balancing the persistent flashes of brutality, Ogle 
magnificently includes sprouts of hope.

free lunch
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OUR FAVORITE DAY
Oh, Joowon
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5362-0357-8  

Patience brews a wonderful reunion for this grandfather.
A contented elderly gentleman, portrayed in inviting water-

color-painted paper collages in a bold color palette, goes through 
his daily routine. “Every morning, Papa wakes up and drinks some 
tea. / He waters his plants and tidies up.” Sparse narration accom-
panies Papa as he heads into town via bus. While he window shops, 
he is inspired by the display in the window of a local craft store 
before going to enjoy “his favorite lunch—dumplings!” The bright 
art is the primary driver propelling the story forward. The simple 
layout reads like a graphic novel, with linear panels on most pages. 
The quaint visuals illustrate each movement Papa makes on the 
following day, picking up craft supplies—“Ah, must be Thursday!” 
the cashier muses—getting dumplings to go, and picking wildflow-
ers in anticipation. The special event arrives in the form of an ador-
able pink-trimmed grandchild with brown hair tied up in pigtails. 
Dialogue between Papa and the child takes over the narration as 
they enjoy a shared favorite lunch of dumplings, wash dishes, then 
create a butterfly kite, finishing with a floral flourish. All characters 
have pale skin, allowing readers to see a variety of identities, includ-
ing Asian, biracial, and/or white. The deliberate, methodical pace is 
reminiscent of Mr. Rogers’, ideal for young readers outlining every 
action of each endearing character.

A quietly charming debut. (Picture book. 3-5)

HIDE-AND-SEEK
A First Book of Position 
Words
Ornot, R.D.
Illus. by Mangal, Sakshi
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77138-794-1  

Three friends play hide-and-seek on the playground and 
demonstrate their various locations with preposition words.

Fox counts to 10 while Bear and Owl hide. Fox begins to 
search and finds Bear “INSIDE” the castle rather than “OUT-
SIDE”; then together they search for Owl “IN” the tubular slide 
and “BESIDE” it, ultimately finding their friend “ON” top of the 
slide. Taking turns as seeker, all three explore a variety of opposing 
prepositions, including “IN FRONT OF” versus “BEHIND”; 

“OVER” versus “UNDER”; “BETWEEN” versus “AMONG.” 
But when Bear takes a turn and looks for his pals “ACROSS the 
bridge” and “all AROUND the playground” and cannot find them, 
Fox and Owl emerge to greet their sad and lonely companion with 
a hug. Simple, childlike, black-outlined drawings with muted hues 
feature a tree-lined, familiar park playground scene. The basic nar-
rative offers just enough intrigue for toddlers and preschoolers, 
who will count out loud and spot several hiding places as pointy 

fox ears are just visible behind a bush or owl peeks out above a tree. 
Page turns are thoughtfully timed, often occurring in between 
pairs of opposites, a technique that helps to reinforce the concept 
and further engagement with the plot.

Interactive and fun, an effortless way to learn new 
vocabulary. (Picture book. 2-4)

FINDING GRANDMA’S 
MEMORIES
Pak, Jiyeon 
Illus. by the author
Knopf (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-58107-9
978-0-525-58108-6 PLB  

As Grandma ages, teatime changes in 
the eyes of a loving grandchild.

“Ever since I was really little, I have loved having tea with 
my grandma.” A young girl remembers the days of holding her 
stuffed bear as she reaches out to hug her gray-haired maternal 
grandmother. She explains the teatime ritual, which begins by 
selecting a teacup from a beautiful collection, as flowers and 
fruit and cupcakes wait on the table. With bright illustrations 
brimming with geometric patterns, the pages exude comfort 
and familiarity. The unnamed narrator’s mother is white with 
blonde hair, and her father has brown skin and black hair, mak-
ing the biracial girl a sweet blending of the two. As the narrator 
grows in age and wisdom, she notices that Grandma is getting 
confused—she leaves the water running and puts her eyeglasses 
in the refrigerator. Most alarmingly, she calls her granddaugh-
ter by the wrong name. But with optimism and honesty, the girl 
finds ways to help her grandmother remember. While the story 
is constructive in tone, readers will also understand that accept-
ing the reality of memory loss is equally important. The gentle 
theme of spending care-filled time with aging loved ones echoes 
another title by Pak, My Grandpa’s Chair (2017). As the back 
cover tagline reads, “When someone you love can’t remember 
things, maybe you can remember for them.”

A comforting cup of tenderness for children when aging 
and memory loss issues begin to brew. (Picture book. 4-8)

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

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

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

This coming-of-age story about diverse characters 
coming to grips with their layered identities rings true. 
(Fiction. 10-14)

DOODLE CAT WEARS A CAPE
Patrick, Kat
Illus. by Farrell, Lauren
Scribe  (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-947534-98-8  

You’re just a tea towel away from 
superpowers!

Doodle Cat has a cape fashioned from a blue-checked tea 
towel that grants its wearer superpowers. Doodle Cat can save 
humans stuck in trees (with the added help of a pillow) and fire 
high-speed furballs. Doodle Cat can become invisible (when a 
suitable cardboard box is in the vicinity) and even fluff up to 
look twice as big. When Doodle Cat comes upon friend Pan-
golin and discovers Pangolin is sad, Doodle Cat tries using 
those cool superpowers to cheer Pangolin up…but a pillow 

“boop” and a playful “bomp” with a box don’t help. Not to worry, 
though; Doodle Cat has another power under that tea towel: a 
hug! Pangolin feels a bit better and wants a cape too, because 
Pangolin has some pretty cool powers of his own (turning into a 
rock, licking the Milky Way with his snakelike tongue, smelling 
Doodle Cat’s toots). Thankfully there are enough towels for all 
their friends to join their super friendship. Patrick’s adorable, 
perky red cat is the perfect powered, positive puss. Farrell’s 
simple, bold, and bright illustrations support and extend the 
cheeky, positive attitude. Pete the cat and Ballet Cat have a new 
super buddy.

Sure to brighten anyone’s day if they’re feeling down—
or superpowerless. (Picture book. 2-8)

LITTLE LIBRARIES, BIG 
HEROES
Paul, Miranda
Illus. by Parra, John
Clarion (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-544-80027-4  

A book-sized celebration and history 
of the Little Free Library movement. 

Paul’s heartfelt text delivers the story behind Todd Bol’s 
founding of the Little Free Library nonprofit, which began as 
a tribute to his late mother in his home state of Wisconsin and 
has since spread around the world. Bol (who passed away in 2018 
just weeks after a cancer diagnosis) built his first little library 
with discarded lumber, placing it at the edge of his yard and 
filling it with books for passersby to borrow. After seeing how 
it “became the center of [the] neighborhood” Bol approached 
his friend Rick Brooks for advice about how to spread what 
they came to call “Little Free Libraries” to other communities. 
Paul’s text details the ups and downs of their grassroots efforts, 
noting that they were inspired by librarian Lutie Stearns, “who 
brought travelling libraries all over Wisconsin,” and Andrew 
Carnegie, “who once built 2,510 libraries!” Parra’s accompany-
ing illustrations, rendered in acrylics, depict Bol and Brooks, 
both white men, and the diverse people from across the United 
States and around the world who became “stewards,” or “com-
munity heroes” in the words of the text, of their own Little Free 
Libraries. Their flat aesthetic has something of a DIY/painted-
on-lumber appearance, which adds to the homespun feeling of 
the text and the very movement that inspired it. 

A book to share about book-sharing at its best. (Picture 
book. 4-10)

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

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

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

A beautiful tale of the value of friendship against 
unconquerable odds. (Fiction. 9-12)

WINTERCAKE
Perkins, Lynne Rae
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-289487-8  

A snowstorm, a missing basket of fruit, a misunderstanding, 
and an act of kindness lead to a warm winter tradition.

Thomas, a light-brown furry creature (maybe a ground-
hog), tells his yellow-feathered friend Lucy that he must have 
misplaced the basket that contained the fruit he’d intended to 
bake into his winter cake. “How mysterious,” Lucy says when 
Thomas tells her about the basket. But Lucy must hurry to get 
home, as the snow has begun to fall thickly, and she flies off 
into the wind. She collides with a tree branch and is momen-
tarily stunned, then takes shelter in a cozy tea room to recover. 
There, everyone is talking about the weather except for one 
dark brown–furred fellow (perhaps a pine marten) who men-
tions that he’s found a basket of fruit. Lucy leaps to conclu-
sions and trails him as he departs, all the way to Thomas’ door, 
where he reunites Thomas and basket. Lucy is embarrassed by 
her suspicious thoughts. The simple story of her realization and 
her attempt to make amends is told in deliciously rich language 
so porous it opens up glorious possibilities for the illustrations: 

“there were obstacles.” Perkins’ art, with its warm yellows, opu-
lent blues, and soft browns of wintry forest and cozy dens, 
nicely complements the fine narrative arc. This could simply 
be a splendid holiday tale: There is cake, after all, and there are 
both connection and community. But the different colorings of 
the animals’ coats combine with light-feathered Lucy’s false, if 
unspoken, accusation of innocent, dark-brown Tobin to offer an 
allegorical storyline for readers who care to pursue it.

Cozy—and potentially provocative. (Picture book. 4-8)

IT’S A ROUND, ROUND 
WORLD!
Peterson, Ellie
Illus. by the author
StarBerry Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-63592-128-1 
Series: Joulia Copernicus 

In a confident first-person narra-
tive, young scientist Joulia Copernicus debunks the story that 
Columbus “proved Earth is round.” 

Informing readers that Columbus knew this fact, and so 
did most people of his time, Joulia also points out that “Ancient 
Greek, Islamic, and Indian scholars theorized that Earth was 
round WAY before Columbus’s time.” Confident Joulia explains 
how Columbus, shown as a haughty captain in the humor-
ous, cartoon illustrations, and his fellow mariners confirmed 
Earth was round by discerning “that when ships sail away from 
you, they seem to disappear from the bottom. When they sail 
toward you, they appear from the top. On a flat Earth, you’d see 
the entire ship the entire time.” The accompanying illustrations, 
almost like animation cels, provide the visuals readers need to 
confirm these assertions. Joulia also turns to astronomy. A lunar 
eclipse is the highlight of a double-page spread with a large yel-
low sun, a personified blue and green Earth wearing sunglasses, 
and the moon moving in iterations through the Earth’s shadow. 
This shows readers that the Earth’s shadow is “ROUND!” Joulia 
has straight, brown hair and pale skin and is almost always the 
only human in any given illustration. It’s great to see a young 
woman scientist, but it’s too bad there’s not more diversity 
around her. Two experiments stimulate further exploration.

This lighthearted addition to the STEM shelf encour-
ages children to question, hypothesize, experiment, and 
observe. (Informational picture book. 6-9)

WHO STOLE THE HAZELNUTS?
Pfister, Marcus
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Wilson, David Henry
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7358-4382-0  

Rainbow Fish creator Pfister moves 
from sea to forest to create another book 
in signature soft-edged watercolors. No 

shimmers this time. 
The first two-page spread captures an idyllic wildflower 

scene in which “all was quiet and all was still.” But with a page 
turn, a crisis explodes. Readers come face to face with an enor-
mous illustration of a horrified squirrel from whom “there came 
a scream so shrill / That all the trees quaked and quivered, / 
And all the animals shook and shivered.” The catastrophe? The 
squirrel’s hazelnuts have disappeared. Determined to find the 
thief, the squirrel visits a mole, mouse, rabbit, hamster (oddly, 

The simple story of her realization and her attempt to make 
amends is told in deliciously rich language.

wintercake
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living loose in the European woods), and fox and accuses each 
of stealing his hazelnuts. The first four each deny being the thief 
and reply with a refrain that young listeners can chime in on: “I 
know for a fact it isn’t me.” Unsurprisingly, the fox threatens 
to eat the squirrel. With his tummy rumbling, the despairing 
squirrel heads home only to discover the missing hazelnuts 
under fallen leaves where he must have stored them. Ecstatic, 
the squirrel shares his news with his heretofore suspects, but 
rather than sharing his joy, they have “a different feeling.” In a 
rushed and not particularly satisfying ending, the squirrel apol-
ogizes and then eats some hazelnuts.

Vibrant, layered illustrations in lush woodland colors 
outshine a simplistic storyline. (Picture book. 3-6)

MY FOOTPRINTS
Phi, Bao
Illus. by Tran, Basia
Capstone Editions (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-68446-000-7  

Thuy wants to overcome the bullies 
that taunt her. 

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

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

WILDFIRE 
When Trees Explode
Philbrick, Rodman
Blue Sky/Scholastic (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-26690-0  

A boy, a girl, a venerable Jeep, and 
a massive wildfire sweeping across the 
mountains of Maine. It’s the perfect 
setup for a riveting tale of high suspense.

Sam and Delphy are staying at sepa-
rate summer camps on the same lake when the threat of a wild-
fire forces evacuation—but both are inadvertently left behind. 
Using the survival skills he learned from his deceased father, 
Sam hikes cross-country until he finds a remote cabin and the 
old Jeep that will prove to be his salvation. Only later, barreling 
along a narrow logging road, does he encounter Delphy. With 
shades of My Side of the Mountain for a modern audience, 2010 
Newbery Honoree Philbrick (The Mostly True Adventures of 
Homer P. Figg) provides the pair of young adolescents, both white, 
with just enough modern technology to keep the tale credible. 
It will take all of their courage and wits to survive being lost 
in the wilderness, even as they are constantly threatened both 
by the erratic fire and the danger posed by two out-of-control 
arsonists. Sam’s pithy first-person voice is self-deprecating 
enough to be fully believable and plays nicely against Delphy’s 
sometimes less confident but heroically determined character. 
Short chapters, outstanding cover art, and a breathless pace 
make this a fine choice for reluctant readers. Interesting back-
matter regarding wildfires and survival tips rounds out a thrill-
ing tale.

Outstanding suspense. (Fiction. 9-12)

MIEP AND THE MOST 
FAMOUS DIARY 
The Woman Who 
Rescued Anne Frank’s Diary
Pincus, Meeg
Illus. by Solano, Jordi
Sleeping Bear Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-53411-025-0  

When the Nazis came for Anne Frank’s family and the other 
Jewish friends who had been hidden in the secret annex, Anne 
left behind the diary that would be read and cherished around 
the world.

It was Miep Gies, with help from her husband and a few 
others, who hid and cared for them for two years, all risking 
their own lives. Anne wrote in her diary constantly, chronicling 
her loneliness and fears as well as the events and relationships 
she observed. Miep knew the Nazis would be back to steal the 
belongings, but she knew she could not let them find that diary. 
She locked it away to await Anne’s return. But Otto Frank was 
the only one who survived. Anne’s mother died of starvation, 

Solano’s full- and double-page spreads 
perfectly capture the somber mood.

miep and the most famous diary
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and Anne and her sister both died of typhus. Miep gave Otto 
the diary but never read it until long after it had been published. 
Anne wanted to be a writer, to be remembered, and her beloved 
diary achieved that for her. Pincus narrates the terrible facts 
accurately, not understating them but not allowing the horrors 
to overwhelm the intensely heroic accomplishment of this kind, 
courageous woman, employing quotes from Miep’s own writ-
ing. Solano’s full- and double-page spreads are done in shades of 
brown and sepia that perfectly capture the somber mood. End-
papers copy the original cover design of Anne’s diary.

A beautifully realized homage. (author’s note, bio-
graphical note, timeline) (Informational picture book. 8-10)

TWO GIRLS, A CLOCK, AND A 
CROOKED HOUSE
Poore, Michael
Illus. by the author
Random House (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-525-64416-3
978-0-525-64417-0 PLB  

Creating their own time machine, 
two girls visit the past in adult novelist 
Poore’s (Reincarnation Blues, 2017) debut 

for children.
After fifth grader Amy is struck by lightning, she sees odd 

symbols floating above peoples’ heads and discovers she can 
communicate telepathically with the mute friend whose abusive 
father left her unable to move volitionally or to speak, except 
to say Moo, so that’s what Amy calls her. When Moo and Amy 
take shelter from a thunderstorm in a dilapidated cottage in 
the woods (maybe it’s home to a witch), the musty furnishings, 
especially a clock, inspire Amy to experiment with time travel. 
Moo, now strengthening, joins in. Testing their theories, the 
girls travel back to 1989, where the intriguing time-travel prem-
ise devolves into white noise, and frenetic adventures ensue. 
Tone and pacing are inconsistent, with noisy, picture-book 
cadences, Vonnegut-esque musings, and metafictional asides 
from the omniscient narrator. The broad humor plays fast and 
loose with ethics. Amy shoplifts a hoodie as an “experiment”; a 
planned return is mentioned, then dropped. She’s had two years 
to learn Moo’s real name but has never asked. Graphically con-
veyed incidents of child neglect and abuse interrupt the breezy 
fantasy, yet little is at stake for these characters. Time travel 
might change events, but the people involved remain static; 
their identities, not their choices, determine their fates. Char-
acters are default white.

An exhausting misfire. (Fantasy. 8-12)

SLEEP
How Nature Gets Its Rest
Prendergast, Kate
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5362-0798-9  

Simple sentences and softly colored, detailed drawings offer 
facts about the sleeping habits of 19 animals, both domesticated 
and wild.

After showing a sleeping tiger on its cover and a hibernat-
ing bear on the title page, the book opens to a familiar domes-
tic scene: a dog and cat curled up together on a multicolored, 
braided rug. Muted colors add to the tranquility. The large type 
underneath says on the verso, “Cats and dogs sleep curled up…” 
and finishes on the recto, under a picture of the two animals 
tussling about: “when they aren’t playing.” As with all the art, 
the animals are both realistic and imbued with a sweetness 
that strikes a perfect chord for a bedtime story. For each ani-
mal surveyed the text points out just a fact or two about that 
animal’s sleeping habits. Cleverly, the text for the upside-down-
sleeping sloth is literally upside down. The open question at the 
end—with its appealing, imaginative illustrations—encourages 
readers to speculate about animals’ dreams; it is a subtle way to 
continue the soporific mood into the realm of human dreams. 
The majority of the book is a lovely bedtime story for the very 
young. Older readers will enjoy the backmatter, which expands 
on the earlier information and adds interesting tidbits, such as 
the fact that giraffes’ necks have the same number of vertebrae 
as humans’ necks (seven).

Facts to precede sweet slumbering. (Informational picture 
book. 2-6)

BY THE LIGHT OF THE MOON
Preston-Gannon, Frann
Illus. by the author
Templar/Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5362-0810-8  

What goes into the song of the 
swamp?

Frog is discouraged. His voice is too 
quiet, and singing alone is no fun, but he doesn’t feel sorry for 
himself. Instead, he leaps over lily pads in search of others to 
join his song. An ensemble cast assembles, and a cumulative 
refrain builds as a crocodile adds his drumming and humming; 
mice contribute more vocals, a flute, and a gong; “fish “[add] 
their voice to the flow”; and long-legged wading birds sing along. 
But even with all these performers, something is wrong. That’s 
when the frog sees “a shy little bug / not adding her song to 
the night” and encourages her to join in. When she does, “she 
bizzed and she buzzed to the beat of the swamp, / and she lit up 
the night like a star.” By this time, it’s clear that “everyone knew 
that the song of the swamp / needed everyone’s voice to sound 
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best.” The story’s message is explicitly stated but feels like a fit-
ting final thought rather than a lesson to be learned. Boldly col-
ored computer-generated collage illustrations and rhythm and 
repetition that encourage audience participation will make this 
a storytime and creative dramatics hit.

Readers will be tempted to sing along as frog creates 
the song of the swamp. (Picture book. 3-6)

PAWS VS. CLAWS
Quinn, Spencer
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-338-24580-6 
Series: Queenie & Arthur, 2 

Canine Arthur and feline Queenie 
narrate a high-stakes mystery in this sec-
ond book of their eponymous middle-
grade series.

Arthur and Queenie take the stage as 
dog and cat co-narrators of this funny, deftly plotted mystery. 
Arthur is a delightfully foggy dog with a big doggie heart—not 
keen on exercise but very keen on food. For her part, Queenie 
is the epitome of cat aloofness and self-love. Arthur and 
Queenie live at Blackberry Hill Inn in Vermont, with Mom 
and 11-year-old fraternal twins Harmony and Bro; they are as 
devoted to their humans as they are antipathetic to each other. 
The same morning mysterious woman Ms. Pryor checks into 
the inn, Sweet Lady Em, the neighbor’s famous-for-her-cream 
cow, goes missing, and Queenie, who gets a dish of cream each 
morning on her special saucer, is extremely unhappy about it. 
Then 11-year-old Jimmy Doone, Bro’s friend, is blamed for the 
cow’s going missing because, his father says, he didn’t lock the 
barn door, but Jimmy insists that he did. Later, Jimmy’s father 
is found seriously injured by a blow to the head, and why is 
Ms. Pryor nosing about Catastrophe Falls? The stakes ramp up 
considerably in this suspenseful and satisfyingly nuanced story. 
Arthur’s and Queenie’s hilarious personalities as they narrate in 
alternating chapters give the whole tale a refreshing spin. The 
people read as white default.

Fabulous fun. (Mystery. 8-12)

THE BOOK WITHOUT A STORY
Rabei, Carolina
Illus. by the author
Kane/Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-61067-879-7  

A lonely book experiences the joy 
of being loved by a child in this ode to 

libraries and reading.
Dusty is a library book with a singular problem: No one 

has read him, so he doesn’t know what he is even about. After 
the library closes for the evening, a delightful gaggle of books 

comes alive and schemes to help Dusty get noticed. Warm, 
dynamic colors throughout the library, soft moonlight, and 
anthropomorphic expressions on the books invite readers in 
with a quiet earnestness. Even when Dusty is finally picked up 
by a white child named Sophie, he is set on the table and for-
gotten as Sophie greets her friend Laila, who is black. Luckily, 
Sophie’s brother, Jake (also white), sits down at the table and 
discovers Dusty is a dinosaur book. A charming illustration on 
verso shows Jake surrounded by dinosaurs, a representation of 
how books can transport readers to dynamic places. Through-
out, black text varies in size at times, and it is arranged thought-
fully to guide readers from verso to recto. Nameless characters 
in Jake’s home and in the library, including the librarian, have 
diverse skin tones but are all portrayed with similar body types. 
One nameless child in a wheelchair is also shown in ensemble.

Readers will find themselves wanting to hug a book 
after reading this story. (Picture book. 4-7)

POSITIVELY PURPLE
Ragsdale, Linda
Illus. by Brooks, P.S.
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4867-1467-4  

A bear gets sick—and the cure 
changes her.

PB, a bear with brown fur, and Jeli, a 
bear with white fur, are friends who play together in their exhi-
bition space in the zoo. One day, Jeli gets sick. The zoo staff 
treats her and she quickly heals, but the medicine turns her 
white fur purple. Agitated, she tries to rub and scrub the purple-
ness off; then she tries to paint herself white. Nothing works. 
Jeli is permanently purple, and here Ragsdale implements the 
piece’s core point: attitude adjustment. Some animals bossily 
lecture Jeli (no sympathy in evidence). Jeli weeps—then accepts 
that although she can’t change her color, she could “change one 
thing….She could change her attitude. / So she did just that!” 
She declares herself “POSITIVELY PURPLE!” Jeli’s life is now 
excellent, and a crowd of zoogoers cheers her on. Lest readers 
fail to internalize the message, the text repeats it in second-
person: “with a good attitude and some good friends, you can 
turn any day into an ABSOLUTELY, POSITIVELY PURPLE 
day!” Zoo visitors are racially diverse throughout. Visibly dis-
abled zoogoers (one using a wheelchair, another using crutches) 
show up only for the positivity-cheering rally, which regrettably 
links disability with the text’s emotional edict. Brooks’ merrily 
dreamlike illustrations have curlicue spirals everywhere and a 
chameleon that, delightfully, turns plaid.

Belongs on a sampler—if that. (author’s note) (Picture 
book. 3-6)
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MOTHER GOOSE OF 
PUDDING LANE
Raschka, Chris
Illus. by Radunsky, Vladimir
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-7636-7523-3  

Inventive verse and playful art com-
bine in an origin story of Mother Goose 
herself.

Frontmatter offers possible backstories about the enig-
matic Mother Goose, leading to an introduction of one Eliza-
beth Foster who lived in Colonial-era Boston and married 
widower Isaac Goose. Raschka’s poetic text provides a bio-
graphical sketch of Elizabeth Foster Goose, within which he 
thematically arranges well-known Mother Goose rhymes. For 
example, he introduces Elizabeth and Isaac as they fall in love 
and marry, accompanying that part of his text with nursery 
rhymes about courtship and matrimony. The text also explains 
that between stepchildren and those born to the couple, Eliza-
beth was Mother Goose to 14 children. Readers must connect 
the dots to deduce that this real woman may have originated 
the rhymes now known to generations, and it’s a shame the 
text fails to explicitly illuminate historical context. His art 
published posthumously, Radunsky’s gouache-and-pencil illus-
trations of the Goose family, other people, and anthropomor-
phic animals have a jovial, sketchy quality befitting the lively 
cadence of Raschka’s verse and the familiar nursery rhymes. 
Unfortunately, the depiction of what appears as an all-white 
world of Goose’s Colonial Boston offers ahistorical exclusivity. 
Ultimately, it’s a book as playful and cryptic as many a Mother 
Goose rhyme. 

A dainty dish that needed just a bit more proof in the 
pudding when it comes to historicity. (Picture book. 3-8)

SAVING FABLE
Reintgen, Scott
Crown (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-64668-6
978-0-525-64669-3 PLB 
Series: Talespinners, 1 

Character Indira Story lives in the 
fictional town of Origin and aspires to a 
plot of her own.

She works hard to make her dream 
come true: to travel to the city of Fable and attend Protagonist 
Preparatory, a school where famous characters such as Alice 
(from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland), Fitzwilliam Darcy, and 
Romeo Montague train aspirants to become successful charac-
ters in actual stories. Ultimately, succeeding at Protagonist Pre-
paratory would result in Indira’s being chosen by an Author in 
the Real World for their novel. Indira is determined to become 
a protagonist so that she can find her brother, David, a laborer 

in the town of Quiver, where he mines story nuggets. However, 
Indira fails her audition and begins to train as a side character. 
To make matters worse, her best efforts at school are sabotaged, 
and Fable itself is threatened. The question arises: Can a side 
character become a hero? Reintgen’s middle-grade debut is at 
once a fantastic adventure and a tribute to famous and popular 
literature. The plot feels rushed at times, but witty references—
to literary characters and elements of the act of reading itself, 
like dog ears (envisioned as one-eared dogs who steal watches 
from anthropomorphic bookmarks )—make this novel enjoy-
able and laugh-out-loud funny. There is nothing intrinsically 
Indian about brown-skinned Indira (as her name suggests but 
as her equally brown-skinned brother’s does not), but her-far-
from positive experiences remind readers of the importance of 
working hard at their own stories.

Imaginative, fast-paced, and fun. (Fantasy. 8-12)

FOLLOW CHESTER!
A College Football Team 
Fights Racism and
Makes History
Respress-Churchwell, Gloria
Illus. by Freeman, Laura
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-58089-835-5  

It takes tremendous courage to make history.
At 8, Chester Pierce saved his younger brother when he 

fell in a well, becoming a hero in his small New York town. He 
grew up loving football, basketball, and music. He learned to 
play multiple instruments and even became the first black 
senior-class president of his high school. Despite his principal’s 
doubts, Chester applied to Harvard and was accepted, growing 
his confidence. While there, Chester played varsity football. In 
1947, his team was scheduled to play the University of Virginia 
in Charlottesville, where Jim Crow forbade Chester to play. 
But the coach knew a change was coming, so he told Chester 
to “get ready.” Chester knew “that being the first black person 
to do something was never easy” but that the challenge would 
be worth it. Despite on-campus racism, Chester’s teammates 
believed Jim Crow laws were wrong. They devised an off-the-
field play they called “Follow Chester!” and determined that 
they would stick with him as a team, bolstering his confidence. 
Chester and his team faced a record-breaking crowd and played 
as hard as they could. Telling the tale simply, Respress-Church-
well does not shy away from direct statements about Chester’s 
emotions and challenges. In Freeman’s illustrations, Chester’s 
facial expressions are pensive early in the story, but as he gains 
confidence, they become more determined.

This straightforward sports tale will encourage read-
ers to face adversity head-on. (author’s note, additional 
facts, bibliography, source notes) (Picture book/biography. 6-10)

Respress-Churchwell does not shy away from direct 
statements about Chester’s emotions and challenges.

follow chester!



1 3 6   |   1  j u l y  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

BIRD COUNT
Richmond, Susan Edwards
Illus. by Coleman, Stephanie Fizer
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-56145-954-4  

A young citizen scientist helps count 
birds for the Christmas Bird Count, a hemispherewide event 
run by the National Audubon Society.

On a snowy winter morning, Ava and her mother bundle 
up to spend their day driving and walking around through vary-
ing habitats to count birds in the area designated to them by 
their local organizer. This year, Ava’s old enough to take the 
tally, which, in a clever design feature, runs along the side of 
each spread. Count guidelines are smoothly worked into Rich-
mond’s narrative: Count every bird you see or hear; make sure 
at least two people see or hear it; don’t count any bird more 
than once. She even explains how a tally is marked. The birds, 
familiar to residents of eastern and central North America, are 
faithfully shown in context in Coleman’s digital paintings. Ava 
and her mother have light brown skin, and Ava’s hair is lighter 
and fluffier than her mother’s straight, black locks; team leader 
Big Al presents white. The author builds suspense by including 
Ava’s hope to see a raven again—a bird she saw two years ago 
but not on last year’s count. The story includes common frus-
trations: birds only one person sees and birds that were prob-
ably counted already. Their final tally—24 species, from great 
horned owl in the early morning to the longed-for raven at 
dusk—is quite respectable, and more about each featured spe-
cies appears in the backmatter.

An engaging, informative introduction. (author’s note) 
(Informational picture book. 5-9)

SPUR
A Wolf’s Story
Robertson, Eliza 
Illus. by Aoyagi, Nora
Greystone Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-77164-341-2  

A wolf whose life is disrupted by culling struggles to survive 
in this picture book.

This is not a picture book for very sensitive young readers. 
Its subject matter, shooting wolves from helicopters, is raw. The 
story is told from the viewpoint of Spur, a young wolf who lives 
with her brother and their pack. Lacking food in the logged for-
est, the pack begins to travel to an unlogged grove in the moun-
tains, when a “thunderfly” attacks. Aoyagi’s chilling double-page 
spread shows the ominous shadow of a helicopter hovering over 
the pack, and after the page turn, another double-page spread 
shows a bullet whizzing by Spur. Spur is struck in the paw, and 
the pack scatters. Alone, Spur eventually comes upon another 
wolf pack, which welcomes her, and readers learn about pack 
social structure as Robertson describes how Spur helps mind 

the young pups to gain trust and to pay her debt. Spur’s new 
pack begins to make its way to unlogged ground using the gravel 
logging road, and Aoyagi’s illustrations effectively contrast har-
monious shapes of the pristine natural world with jagged shapes 
in the illustrations of logged forest, log trucks, and another 
helicopter. When the thunderfly comes again, Spur warns her 
new pack, and they reach the high ground safely, where Spur is 
reunited with her brother.

A commendably effective and unvarnished presen-
tation of wolf culling, for readers who are ready for it. 
(author’s note, resources) (Picture book. 5-10)

HAVE YOU SEEN MY BLANKIE?
Rowland, Lucy
Illus. by Metcalf, Paula
Nosy Crow (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5362-0819-1  

Alice, the princess in the palace, 
loves her blankie, but it’s missing, so the 

search is on.
Her brother, Jack, used it as a curtain until a giant stole it to 

use as a hankie, until a witch flew off with it and made a cloak from 
it, until it was taken by…a cranky-looking dragon who happens to 
be snoring on it when Alice finds them. Alice is cranky herself but 
halts a brief blankie tug of war for a better solution: finding the 
dragon his own bedtime snuggly. It’s not easy. The dragon grows 
increasingly weepy, but he won’t snuggle with the witch’s “far too 
scratchy” cat, the giant’s feather pillow (it makes him sneeze), or 
Jack’s stinky socks. What can Alice do? A thorough search of the 
palace finally yields the dragon’s perfect snuggly and earns Alice 
a lifelong friend and protector. Muted mixed-media cartoon 
illustrations create rich backstories for each character combined 
with a sophisticated, smoothly reading rhyme scheme to produce 
a fast-moving friendship story that problem-solving young chil-
dren will appreciate. Princess Alice, Prince Jack, and the giant 
present as dark-haired white characters.

A humorous rhyming romp in which the usual fairy-
tale villains are friends. (Picture book. 3-6)

HEARTS OF ICE
Rule, Adi
Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-33274-2  

Evangeline searches for her long-lost 
identical twin in a wintry fantasy world.

Because 12-year-old Evangeline and 
her single mother are constantly on the 
move, she never has a chance to make 
friends. But wherever they go, an inex-

plicable snow and emptiness seem to follow the girl. When the 
word “Help” appears in a frosty message in her mirror from her 

Muted mixed-media cartoon illustrations 
create rich backstories for each character.

have you seen my blankie?
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unknown identical twin sister, Evangeline accidentally discov-
ers that the reflecting glass is a passageway to a medieval-style 
village in the Winter Kingdom. Here, she meets talking ani-
mals, ice trolls, and other magical creatures and learns that her 
sister, Princess Desdemona, has vanished and that their father, 
King Vair, needs the twins together—but not alive—to achieve 
immortality. Passing as Desdemona, Evangeline undertakes a 
quest to find her sister before the king can find and kill them 
both. Although Rule employs many predictable fantasy tropes, 
the quick-paced story packs plenty of details and red herrings 
to keep middle-grade readers, particularly Frozen fans, guessing 
Evangeline’s outcome. And while one of the animal creatures, an 
arana or spider-girl named Hortense, seems like an odd choice 
in a snowy setting, Hortense’s backstory and interactions with 
Evangeline become an integral part of the plot. Most important, 
in the process of searching for her sister, Evangeline finds her 
own strengths and friendship at last.

This blend of princess power, traditional fantasy, and 
bountiful snow is a win-win(ter) mix. (Fantasy. 8-12)

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

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

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

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

SNACK, SNOOZE, SKEDADDLE
How Animals Get Ready for 
Winter
Salas, Laura Purdie
Illus. by Gévry, Claudine
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5415-2900-7  

Animal behaviors change as they prepare to face the winter.
Migrate, hibernate, or tolerate. With smooth rhymes and 

jaunty illustrations, Salas and Gévry introduce three strate-
gies animals use for coping with winter cold. The author’s 
long experience in imparting information to young readers is 
evident in her selection of familiar animals and in her presen-
tation. Spread by spread she introduces her examples, prepar-
ing in fall and surviving in winter. She describes two types of 
migration: Hummingbirds and monarchs fly, and blue whales 
travel to the warmth of the south; earthworms burrow deeper 
into the earth. Without using technical words, she introduces 
four forms of hibernation—chipmunks nap and snack; bears 
mainly sleep; Northern wood frogs become an “icy pop,” fro-
zen until spring; and normally solitary garter snakes snuggle 
together in huge masses. Those who can tolerate the winter still 
change behavior. Mice store food and travel in tunnels under 
the snow; moose grow a warmer kind of fur; the red fox dives 
into the snow to catch small mammals (like those mice); and 
humans put on warm clothes and play. The animals in the soft 
pastel illustrations are recognizable, more cuddly than realistic, 
and quite appealing; their habitats are stylized. The humans 
represent varied ethnicities. Each page includes two levels of 
text, and there’s further information in the extensive backmat-
ter. Pair with Joyce Sidman and Rick Allen’s Winter Bees (2014).

A good choice for a late fall storytime. (glossary) (Infor-
mational picture book. 3-7)

BLUE SPOT
Sastrawinata-Lemay, Griselda
Illus. by the author
Disney Press (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-368-02459-4 
Series: Walt Disney Animation Studios 
Artist Showcase 

There’s a blue splotch on Daisy’s new 
white dress—but how did it get there?

When Daisy shows Mama the spot, Mama immediately asks, 
“How did that happen?” The answer is anything but immediate. 
Daisy begins reporting events that seem initially to be poten-
tial answers: “It all started when I was drawing during art class 
with a blue pen”; using blue chalk for hopscotch; eating blue-
berries. But none of these caused the spot, and Daisy’s reports 
veer into the fantastical: “then it started raining blueberries!”; 
blueberry rain becomes blueberry jam; the jam spouts like a 
geyser; Daisy surfs a wave of blueberry pie; a blue monster sobs 
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blue tears. The ever stretching tale saves the real answer for the 
end, where its very ordinariness makes a funny cap to the previ-
ous adventure-filled possibilities. Sastrawinata-Lemay’s digital 
illustrations are ebullient, with soft textures, soft edges, and, 
naturally, many shades of blue. Daisy and Mama are anthropo-
morphic cats with wide, round eyes (and the blue monster has 
nine eyes, all googly). Daisy often stares directly out at readers, 
which sometimes feels incongruous but also emphasizes that 
she’s the storyteller, not just to Mama, but to readers. Oddly, 
although their cat-shaped mouths can make plenty of varied 
expressions, Mama often sports an empty smile that doesn’t 
match the moment.

A stain is mundane, but this jovial yarn’s quite the 
opposite. (author’s note) (Picture book. 3-6)

FIVE MINUTES
(That’s a Lot of Time) (No, It’s 
Not) (Yes, It Is)
Scanlon, Liz Garton & Vernick, Audrey
Illus. by Tallec, Olivier
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-51631-6  

Collaborators Scanlon and Vernick (Dear Substitute, 2018, 
etc.) team up once again to explore the relativity of time.

Five minutes is just 300 seconds, but it can feel like an 
eternity when waiting in line or sitting in traffic. Five minutes 
is never enough time to prepare for something scary and defi-
nitely insufficient for roller-coaster rides and bedtime stories. 
From play time to chore time, children and adults alike will 
sympathize with the young protagonist as the child vacillates 
between interminably long and painfully brief five-minute 
stretches in daily life. The sparse and simple text repeats the 

“five minutes” refrain ad infinitum but invites readers to delve 
into Tallec’s energetic and expressive pencil and acrylic illustra-
tions, which communicate the wide-eyed anxiety, frustration, 
and contentment as the clock ticks along. The child writhes 
with discomfort in line for the bathroom and jumps up and 
down with impatience at suppertime, both circumstances chil-
dren will instantly recognize. Careful pacing helps to stretch 
out five-minute eternities and provide funny juxtapositions, 
as in two contrasting scenes at the dentist’s office. The book 
also opens itself to exploration of concepts of emotional intel-
ligence, patience, and the passage of time. The child appears 
biracial, with a white-presenting dad and brown-skinned mom.

An accessible story that entices readers to slow down 
and enjoy a moment (maybe five?) in its company. (Picture 
book. 3-5)

FIVE LITTLE MERMAIDS
Scribens, Sunny
Illus. by Vagnozzi, Barbara
Barefoot (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  Sep. 30, 2019
978-1-78285-831-7
978-1-78285-832-4 paper  

Repetitive verses count down from five to none as playful 
mermaids each chase after a different sea creature in the five 
named bodies that make up the global ocean.

The book starts: “Five little mermaids / Went swimming 
in the sea / to the Atlantic Ocean / To see what they could 
see. / Maria joined a school of fish / And swam away carefree. 
Whoosh! / Now there were….” Maria has curly brown hair and 
freckles and light skin. Makaiya has long brown hair and light 
brown skin and meets a turtle in the Indian Ocean. Ming, with 
straight black hair and what are meant to be Asian features, 

“high-fived a penguin” in the Southern Ocean. Marley, with 
bright curly red hair, a ruddy complexion, and big red glasses, 
follows a giant squid in the Pacific Ocean. Finally, Maya, with 
dark brown skin and dark hair in Afro puffs, swims after an 
orange lion’s mane jellyfish, a showy species surprisingly found 
in the Arctic Ocean. After a double-page spread that depicts an 
underwater castle, coral, sea anemones, fish, and other sea crea-
tures, a page turn reveals all kinds of merfolk having a party to 
welcome the five after their travels. Coral-reef–bright illustra-
tions are vivid and fanciful, with comical mermaids cavorting 
in the sea, and varied compositions help sustain interest, with 
the giant squid starring in one of the most dramatic spreads. 
Following the story, three spreads detail information about the 
folklore of merpeople, the oceans (with generalized location 
maps), and the five creatures highlighted and the depths to 
which they can swim. The music for the undistinguished verses 
is included, as is a CD with audio and video (not seen).

Amusing, colorful illustrations, interesting informa-
tion, and a high-interest theme enliven a pedestrian text. 
(Picture book. 5-7)

DR. SEUSS’S HORSE MUSEUM
Dr. Seuss
Illus. by Joyner, Andrew
Random House (80 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-399-55912-9
978-0-399-55913-6 PLB  

A succinct introduction to art his-
tory via a Seussian museum of equine art.

This posthumously published text 
recently discovered in Ted Geisel’s studio uses horse-focused 
art pieces to provide historical context to artistic movements. 
Showing art ranging from the Lascaux cave paintings to an 
untitled 1994 sculpture by Deborah Butterfield, Joyner’s playful 
illustrations surround the curated photographs of art pieces. By 
using horses as the departing point in the artistic journey, Seuss 
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and Joyner are able to introduce diverse perspectives, artifacts, 
and media, including Harnessed Horse from the northern Wei 
dynasty, a Navajo pictorial blanket titled Oh, My Beautiful Horses, 
and photographs by Eadweard Muybridge. Questions to read-
ers prompt thought about the artistic concepts introduced, 
aided by a cast of diverse museumgoers who demonstrate the 
art terms in action. Joyner further engages readers by illustrat-
ing both general cultural and Seussian references. Glimpses of 
the Cat in the Hat are seen throughout the book; he poses as 
a silent observer, genially guarding Seuss’ legacy. For art enthu-
siasts, some illustrations become an inside joke, as references 
to artists such as Alexander Calder, Salvador Dalí, Marina 
Abramovic, and René Magritte make appearances. Thorough 
backmatter contains notes on each art piece referenced along 
with a study of the manuscript’s history and Seuss’ artistic style. 
Absent, probably unsurprisingly, is any acknowledgment of the 
Cat’s antecedents in minstrelsy and Seuss’ other racist work, 
but prominent among the museumgoers are black- and Asian-
presenting characters as well as a girl wearing hijab and a child 
who uses a wheelchair.

A galloping marvel—enlightening and entertaining. 
(Informational picture book. 6-10)

MR. NOGGINBODY GETS A 
HAMMER
Shannon, David
Illus. by the author
Norton (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-324-00344-1  

Mr. Nogginbody learns that no matter how nail-shaped a 
problem may appear, a hammer isn’t always the solution.

Starring in this absurdist adaptation of the adage about ham-
mer and nails is daft Mr. Nogginbody. Proud of his initial suc-
cess hammering a nail into his floor, Mr. Nogginbody decides to 
similarly remedy more problems, comically whacking naillike 
objects—showerheads, flowers, and (thankfully speedy) prairie 
dogs. After taking careful aim at a fly but hitting his own hat, he 
is struck with the epiphany that “not everything is a nail” and 
sweetly begins making amends, beginning with a new tool—a 
watering can to tend the flowers he crushed. Both the epony-
mous star of Shannon’s earlier David books and Mr. Noggin-
body are kindhearted despite their predilection for chaos, and 
they exude a certain manic energy through their eccentric looks. 
Mr. Nogginbody appears to be a giant, egg-shaped head but is 
proportioned as though he were typically human: A tie is his 
nose, his arms swing askew, and a hat sits jauntily, if jarringly, just 
where the lapels of his shirt meet. Shannon’s signature breezy 
lines, keen sense of when to zoom in on a face or emphasize 
a zany moment, swaths of bright color among mostly black-
and-white sketches, and casually uneven, hand-lettering keep it 
looking and feeling bright.

A novel hero and a novel way to introduce a new genera-
tion to an old saying. (Picture book. 4-6)

WARRIOR QUEENS
True Stories of Six Ancient 
Rebels Who Slayed History
Shecter, Vicky Alvear
Illus. by Mayer, Bill
Boyds Mills (160 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-62979-679-6  

Short biographies of six ancient 
women rulers for a generation of readers 

accustomed to plucky heroines.
Thanks to the bridging colloquialisms among marginalized 

populations and the global vector that is the internet-driven 
media culture, the current language is enriched with a vocabu-
lary of surviving—if not at times vanquishing—the interlock-
ing systems of oppression, from “fierce” to “slay” and “not on 
my watch” to “arm up and kick butt.” Author Shecter employs 
the very same language here. Hatshepsut the pharaoh queen—
whose pivotal reign beginning at age 15 or 16 was nearly buried 
by the misogyny of her own stepson, Thutmose III, and centu-
ries of neglect—starts off the chronology of exploits. It goes on 
to cover the Persian-allied Greek queen Artemisia I’s military 
derring-do; the Nubian (now Sudan) queen Amanirenas’ mar-
tial and diplomatic prowess; and the Trung sisters’ joint rule of 
Vietnam, during which they initially drive out Han Dynasty–era 
China with an 80,000-person army. Britain’s Boudicca and Pal-
myra’s Zenobia round out the collection. These are all stories 
worth knowing. Unfortunately, the author bogs them down 
with the aforementioned slang in a seeming desire to appeal to 
her middle-grade readers: “So how did [Amanirenas] succeed in 
her mammoth smackdown?” Mayer’s busy, Greek vase–inspired 
illustrations don’t add to the stories nearly as much as the occa-
sional photographs pertaining to each woman’s narrative.

History that tries way too hard to be hip. (source notes, 
bibliography, index) (Collective biography. 10-12)

BORN TO FLY
The First Women’s Air Race 
Across America
Sheinkin, Steve
Illus. by Karman, Bijou
Roaring Brook (288 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-62672-130-2  

In August 1929, a talented group of 
female aviators spearheaded women’s 
rights when they participated in an 

all-woman nine-day, cross-country air race that kicked off in 
California.

Henry Ford had remarked, “I pay our women well so they 
can dress attractively and get married.” The women were fight-
ing centuries of bias, but all of them were primarily interested 
in becoming successful fliers; changing the public’s opinion of 
women’s capabilities was a secondary outcome. Marvel Crosson, 

An engaging and enlightening presentation.
born to fly
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Amelia Earhart, Louise Thaden, Ruth Nichols, and others were 
among the 99 (nearly all white) licensed female pilots in 1929; 
the other 8,901 were men. Flying opportunities for women of 
color were even more sharply limited. (Only African Ameri-
can Bessie Coleman is mentioned in this account.) Sheinkin is 
a master at finding and following narrative hooks, as when he 
recounts the already highly controversial Women’s Air Derby, 
which became even more so when a pilot was killed in a crash 
that may have been caused by someone tampering with her 
plane. Although Sheinkin covers much of the same ground as 
Keith O’Brien’s Fly Girls (2019), this effort explores the 1929 
race in detail, using that microcosm to reveal the lives of several 
of the early female fliers. Fascinating prose, a large number of 
period photographs augmented by Karman’s illustrations, and 
outstanding backmatter round out an engaging and enlighten-
ing presentation. Well-rounded collections should include both 
of these excellent resources.

Suspenseful, informative, and remarkably uplifting. 
(Nonfiction. 11-16)

NINA SONI, FORMER BEST 
FRIEND
Sheth, Kashmira
Illus. by Kocsmiersky, Jenn
Peachtree (128 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-057-0 
Series: Nina Soni, 1 

Nina is worried that her best friend, 
Jay, might not be her best friend anymore.

Nina Soni has been best friends with Jay Davenport since 
before she was born. But when Jay’s cousins move to town, he 
has less and less time for Nina—so little time, in fact, that she 
wonders if they’re still best friends. Nina is so distracted that 
she forgets about her Personal Narrative Project, an assignment 
in which Nina is supposed to write about something interesting 
that’s happened to her. At first, Nina wonders how she’ll ever 
write the essay when her family—and, by extension, her life—
is so boring. But when Jay announces that he’s going to write 
the best PNP ever, Nina sees his challenge as a way to recover 
their friendship. Sheth’s language is poetic in its simplicity, and 
her narratorial voice is a pleasure to read. The book particularly 
sparkles whenever Nina interacts with her small but tightknit 
family, especially when she has to rescue her quirky younger 
sister, Kavita, from endless scrapes. The conflict between Nina 
and Jay, however, feels forced and tangential to the story, which 
really centers on Nina’s personal narrative and her loving, albeit 
exasperating, relationship with her family. Both Nina and Jay 
are Indian American; she on both sides of her family and he 
through his mother (his father is white).

A sweet and entertaining series opener about family 
and friendship. (Fiction. 7-10) 

DEAR MR. PRESIDENT
Siers, Sophie
Illus. by Villeneuve, Anne
Owlkids Books (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-77147-391-0  

A young boy weighs the pros and 
cons of building a wall in his bedroom.

In letters addressed “Dear Mr. Presi-
dent,” Sam describes his grievances with 

his big brother, “who exactly fits your description of an unde-
sirable person”: He uses his cellphone at night “even though 
he isn’t allowed,” and “it keeps me awake.” His classmates are 
also talking about the president’s wall. “There didn’t seem to 
be many kids who thought it was a good idea,” but Sam whines 
that “They obviously don’t know what it’s like to share a room.” 
Subdued line-and-wash paintings show Sam learning about the 
Berlin Wall and the Great Wall of China while his family tries to 
broker peace. Recurrent images of extraterrestrials indicate the 
unspoken context of undocumented immigrants. Dad says that 

“communication and negotiation are always preferable to sepa-
ration” (implying, perhaps, that the concentration camps on 
the U.S.–Mexico border are a result of poor communication?), 
and the dispute is eventually settled when the big brother com-
forts Sam after a nightmare. While some children may see in 
Trump’s fascist blatherings a solution to their own domestic 
problems, the kindly, bemused tone this text, a New Zealand 
import via Canada, takes toward a humanitarian crisis feels jar-
ringly inappropriate.

Despite good intentions, this story only makes xeno-
phobia seem palatable. (Picture book. 4-7)

MY JASPER JUNE
Snyder, Laurel
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins 
(304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-283662-5  

Instead of having a grand time at 
camp, Leah’s wandering aimlessly this 
hot Atlanta summer, overwhelmed by 
complicated grief.

Leah, a white Jewish 13-year-old, has 
been going through the motions of friendship this past year. 
Ever since her kid brother drowned last summer, she’s been 
drifting through the world like a ghost, with no help from her 
equally broken parents. With all her friends off enjoying their 
summer plans, Leah first enjoys the depressive nothingness of 
a plan-free vacation but is eventually driven out of the house 
by boredom. And it’s then, on an overgrown farm hidden near 
her wealthy corner of the city, that she first meets Jasper, a girl 
who’s 14. Jasper, an almost magical-seeming white redhead who 
does her laundry in the creek, evokes fairy tales for Leah. In 
the overgrown cottage where Jasper lives alone, Leah feels like 

Sheth’s language is poetic in its simplicity.
nina soni,  former best friend
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she’s in the Vine Realm, having the kind of adventure “every kid 
fantasizes about.” But Jasper is on the run from a terrible home 
situation, and while she treasures her friendship with Leah, 
she still wants Leah to remember that she is homeless: “We 
aren’t playing Narnia or Hogwarts.” It takes Leah a long time 
to understand that the fantastical beauty she sees in Jasper’s 
overgrown encampment is really a desperate reality, but thanks 
to Snyder’s careful symbolism and meticulous tracking of class 
markers, children will see it before she does.

With echoes of Bridge to Terabithia, a nuanced exploration 
of the tension between enchantment and reality. (Fiction. 
10-12)

AT THE MOUNTAIN’S BASE
Sorell, Traci
Illus. by Alvitre, Weshoyot
Kokila (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-7352-3060-6  

The engaging tale of a Native woman 
in the military during World War II.

A Cherokee family sits around a 
hearth in a cabin in the woods. They are weaving and thinking 
of their female family member who is enlisted in the military. 
She flies a support plane, exhibiting courage as she hopes for 
safety and a return to peace. The text is simple and circular: As 
the family prays for their warrior, she is depicted in her plane, 
remembering and praying for them. With her colorful illustra-
tions, Alvitre (Tongva/Scots-Gaelic) introduces an effective 
visual theme, depicting the connection between weaving and 
meditation as threads loop and twine through the artwork. The 
author is Cherokee, which may be the reason she makes the fam-
ily in her story the same, but it makes for a bit of a disconnect 
when the author’s note informs readers that the story is based 
on that of Oglala Lakota pilot Ola Mildred Rexroat, “the only 
Native woman among 1,074 Women Air Force Service Pilots in 
World War II.” Still, the meditative text is lovely, and the art-
work brings the small Cherokee abode to life with warmth and 
love. Children will find comfort in the story’s repetition as well 
as its message of prayer and peace.

A Cherokee family’s worry for their loved one at war 
reminds readers of the sacrifices made by Natives in our 
military. (Picture book. 5-10)

THE COUCH POTATO
Sparrow, Kerry Lyn
Illus. by Huang, Yinfan
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5253-0005-9  

Stay-at-home dad Mr. Russet is dis-
pleased by the appearance of a literal couch potato in his home, 
not to mention his family’s response to it.

After seeing his children off to school and his wife to work, 
the apron-clad, fussy Mr. Russet discovers a potato on the liv-
ing room couch. Annoyed at whomever left it there, amid other 
untidiness, he decides to leave it be. But when his family returns, 
their lack of conscientiousness appalls him. Son Reid pretends 
it’s a boulder before forgetting about it; Mrs. Russet thinks it’s 
a ball and tosses it to the dog; daughter Violet dresses it up as 
though it were a doll; all three ignore it as they crowd onto the 
couch to watch TV. During his “potato protest,” Mr. Russet lets 
the house go into totally disarray and also neglects his own self-
care. When he finally snaps, nine days later, and cleans up, Mr. 
Russet serves his family a big dinner, including a plate of French 
fries. His family is dismayed, but precisely why is unclear since 
they seemed more oblivious to the potato than affectionate. Mr. 
Russet, however, eats the fries with relish—and not the kind 
made of pickles. Huang’s illustrations, done in colored pencils, 
gouache, and watercolor, have a flat-planed, childlike look that 
displays the increasing clutter in amusing detail. The family 
presents white.

Salty but not wholly satisfying. (Picture book. 4-7) 

FAIRY SCIENCE
Spires, Ashley
Illus. by the author
Crown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-525-58139-0
978-0-525-58140-6 PLB  

A precocious fairy promotes the fundamentals of science in 
this picture book that informs as well as it entertains.

Esther is a long-suffering fairy skeptic stuck in a world 
where everyone around her believes in the power of magic. 
Esther, who wholeheartedly believes in fact over fiction, is con-
vinced fairy dust is dandruff, foggy omens are just condensation, 
and that gravity is in fact the law. When a tree begins to wilt, the 
young fairies all try their best wizardry to bring the sapling back 
to life, but Esther deduces the harm done to the tree through an 
experiment based on the scientific method. After discovering 
that the young tree merely needs sunlight, her friends are now 
inspired to ask questions. Of course Esther has a home library 
of books and materials to put them on the road to becoming 
good scientists. The colorful digital illustrations offer whimsi-
cal details as purple-pigtailed, brown-skinned Esther and a bird 
sidekick work to promote science. Speech balloons add extra 
humor. Throughout the book, actual scientific principles are 
introduced to young readers in a way that’s both holistic and fun, 
and the backmatter includes a seed-germination experiment. 
Fans of Ada Twist, Scientist, by Andrea Beaty and illustrated by 
David Roberts (2016), and Charlotte the Scientist Is Squished, by 
Camille Andros and illustrated by Brianne Farley (2017), will 
enjoy Esther’s tale.

A magical addition to the STEM shelf. (Picture book. 5-8)
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SUPER SLOTH
Starling, Robert
Illus. by the author
Andersen Press USA (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-5511-2  

A brown-throated sloth tries on the 
mantle of superhero.

Superheroes—faster than a speeding bullet, able to leap tall 
buildings in a single bound. Or, should the superhero happen 
to be a sloth, able to come to the rescue—eventually. Especially 
when the sloth is a “very ordinary” specimen of that slow-moving 
species. But sloths can dream, too, and after this one discovers a 
comic book left behind by some hikers, he is inspired to tie on a 
cape and get ready for action. In the jungle, with its giant ferns, 
blue tree trunks, and numerous animals, it isn’t long before there 
is a cry for help. An anteater is making off with a toucan’s man-
goes. Sloth rushes over, but by the time he gets there the anteater 
is long gone with all the mangoes. “Oh bother!” moans the sloth. 
It turns out that the anteater is purloining all the animals’ man-
goes, so they turn to their superhero friend to come to their aid. 
Not one to be deterred by a little gum in the superhero works, the 
sloth turns to its strength: slow motion. To get past all the guards 
at the anteater’s fort, the sloth pretends to be a tree, moving 
so slowly no one notices his approach. Voilà, the dastardly ant-
eater and his minions are foiled. A two-page spread of sloth facts 
finishes the book. The blue-caped sloth is a stitch as he inches 
across the page and plummets from the occasional tree.

A sweet salute to talents that come in many guises. (Pic-
ture book. 4-8)

THE SCARE SCHOOL
Stine, R.L.
Illus. by Matthews, Nichole & 
Matthews, Kelly
BOOM! Studios (144 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-68415-416-6 
Series: Just Beyond, 1 

Scaremeister Stine offers a graphic 
chiller about weird middle schools in 
parallel universes.

Dressed in infantilizing school uniforms with shorts and 
Mandarin jackets, Drake, Leeda, and their tag along, Buddy, 
find themselves in the parallel world of the Scare School, which 
has a very strange principal but more-conventionally attired 
students. Pursued by an insectile robot and betrayed by Buddy, 
an undercover captain in the student guard, Leeda and Drake 
are forced back into their own school universe to await an 
ominous punishment at the hands of the Master Dean. Back 
in the Scare School world, Jess, her twin brother, Josh, and his 
snarky best friend, Marco, accidentally fall into the portal that 
lands them in Leeda and Drake’s school. Though the students 
in Leeda and Drake’s school are also middle schoolers, their 

lessons are kindergarten level, as the Master Dean mysteriously 
keeps the students from growing up. After the kids from both 
realities are locked together in an empty room with bars on the 
window, they band together to destroy the Master Dean. This 
diverse cast includes brown-skinned Leeda and Marco; Drake, 
Jess, and Josh present white; the quisling Buddy presents Asian, 
unfortunately. The cluttered and confusingly paced illustrations 
have the feel of second-rate anime and do a disservice to this 
graphic-novel script, which has a bit of a Twilight Zone appeal. 
The open ending hints at a second installment that may offer 
more clues to this rather bizarre middle school wormhole.

Odd. (Graphic horror. 8-12)

CAN U SAVE THE DAY?
Stocker, Shannon
Illus. by Disbury, Tom
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-58536-404-6  

The vowels raise havoc when they quit the farm after being 
insulted by the consonants.

There are five vowels (well, sometimes six or seven) while 
there are 21 consonants (well, sometimes 19 or 20). B seems 
to think that makes consonants better and more important. 

“The letter B stuck out his tongue / and bragged, ‘Our group is 
#1!’ ”A is offended and leaves, warning “You’ll regret / when all 
the vowels are gone, I bet.” When A disappears, the dog goes 

“brk,” the duck goes “quck,” and the frog goes “crok.” E leaves, 
too, and the sheep go “blt.” After I and O depart, the rooster 
goes “cck-ddl-d.” Fortunately, U takes pity on the consonants 
when a sleeping tractor goes out of control and all it can do is 

“hnk.” Clasping its hands over its head, U makes an O, causing 
the tractor to “honk” to wake up. The letters make peace and 
decide they are all one big family. This is a merry outing, with 
simple artwork that illustrates how funny words look when 
they drop a few letters. Fun can also be had for younger readers 
trying to figure out which letters are missing from a pig’s “onk” 
and a bird’s “twt”; classroom extension possibilities seem nearly 
endless. Stocker’s wordplay is the icing on the cake.

The moral of the story: Don’t anger vowels, or horses 
will go “ngh.” (Picture book. 4-8)

FLY! 
Teague, Mark 
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5344-5128-5  

In this wordless picture book, a 
fledgling robin with a vivid imagination 

keeps resisting its father’s encouragement to fly.
The first double-page spread clearly and cleverly shows 

a sequence in which a young robin in its nest passes gradually 
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from the stage of pink and un-feathered to fluffy and then 
flight-ready. The father robin has been busily stuffing the child’s 
beak with whole worms, another signal that the youngster is 
maturing. Bold brush strokes and strong colors depict the birds, 
their nest on a branch, and surrounding foliage—with plenty of 
negative space to make room for speech bubbles. The “speech” 
consists of clear images showing a comical struggle between 
parent and child. Most of the “conversation” takes place on 
the ground, after the fledgling has inadvertently tumbled from 
its nest. The anthropomorphic facial expressions and body 
language are laugh-out-loud funny, as are the fledgling’s ridicu-
lous, naïve pictorial retorts to every reason the adult gives for 
learning to fly. The baby imagines itself using all kinds of trans-
portation—including, but not limited to, gaily colored hot air 
balloons, skateboards, and trains—and the father becomes 
increasingly frustrated. Children will giggle at the power strug-
gle, recognizing human behaviors. Robins, like humans, share 
all aspects of parenting, and it is commendable that the art 
depicts this parent as male. As nightfall approaches, the adult 
finally succeeds in motivating its child, leading to a harmonious 
concluding scene.

Funny, feathery finesse. (Picture book. 2-5)

DOC AND THE DETECTIVE IN 
GRAVEYARD TREASURE
Tingle, Tim
Illus. by Moore, McClain
Levine/Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-23647-7  

The life of 12-year-old Timmy, a bud-
ding detective, changes in one night 
when he discovers a pair of thieves 
creeping around his house.

When Timmy’s next-door neighbor Doc, a white, retired 
professor suffering from dementia, is robbed by these thieves, 
Timmy goes into full detective mode, determined to solve the 
case of the mysterious robbers. Timmy, who is Choctaw, forges 
a bond with local white policeman Officer Holden. After reck-
lessly sneaking out of the house against the will of his parents, 
Timmy begins to put clues together about the thieves. On a trip 
to the park, spotting one of Doc’s stolen items, Timmy and Doc 
learn that it is Doc’s maid who’s colluding with the two thieves. 
Timmy’s impetuous instincts lead him to a graveyard where the 
thieves, who are white, have hidden the stolen treasures. At this 
point, instead of the police assuming responsibility to appre-
hend the thieves and reclaim the stolen goods, the story takes 
a nonsensical turn in which Timmy concocts a plan that Offi-
cer Holden decides to follow. Snippets of Choctaw history are 
sprinkled, sometimes obtrusively, throughout the story, even as 
the main character’s Choctaw identity recedes as he engages 
with white characters—including Doc’s blue-eyed granddaugh-
ter, Julie, whom Timmy positively fawns over.

A smart, likable kid misplaced in a far-fetched plot that 
overshoots and misses. (Mystery. 8-12)

TAXI RIDE WITH VICTOR
Trofa, Sara
Illus. by Klever, Elsa
Prestel (40 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-3-7913-7406-2  

A space taxi ride with Victor prob-
ably won’t get you anywhere near where you ask to go, but….

Victor has always wanted to be a taxi driver, but now that he 
is one, he gets lost. A pale, four-armed, sunglasses-wearing ET, 
Victor always tries to find the right place, though. On Monday, 
he picks up a seven-limbed, five-eyed lady who wants to go to 
the hairdresser but drops her at the amusement park. On Tues-
day, her grandson wants to go to that amusement park; Victor 
takes him to the library. The next day, the head librarian needs 
to get to work but is dropped at the dentist! (Judging by his 
snaggly teeth, this is not so bad an outcome.) The ghost (who’s 
toothless) wants to go to the dentist too, but it goes to the mad 
scientist’s lab instead. Instead of at the tallest mountain, a rain 
cloud finds itself on the driest planet…and the queen of the dri-
est planet ends up at the hairdresser. As the narrator (a three-
eyed, gray creature) says, Victor may not be the greatest taxi 
driver, but he sure excels at bringing people happiness—so they 
all throw him a party. This translation/adaptation of a title orig-
inally published in Germany in 2018 tells its tale without too 
many frills, but Klever’s whackadoodle, literally spacey, bright 
illustrations (shortlisted for the World Illustration Award) are 
outta this world.

A parable of perseverance and positive attitude. (Picture 
book. 3-8)

CURSE OF THE 
DEAD-EYED DOLL
Troupe, Thomas Kingsley
Illus. by Ivy, Maggie
Jolly Fish Press (136 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-63163-348-5 
Series: Haunted States of America 

Alejandro and his eighth grade class-
mates take a field trip to visit the Fort 
East Martello Museum in Key West, 

Florida, where they encounter the titular doll.
The museum hosts a glass-encased exhibit of a “haunted” 

toy by the name of Robert the Doll. The tour guide shares the 
story of the doll’s history and his weirdly devoted adult owner. 
The guide explains that taking Robert the Doll’s photo with-
out permission brings bad luck that will lift only with a written 
apology. Naturally, Al breaks the rule. Not even a few minutes 
into the bus ride from the museum begins a string of bad luck 
for Alejandro. Al ultimately takes his apology letter to the 
museum to rid himself of this curse. The plot is predictable and, 
despite its content, lacks real suspense, as the author relies on 
horror tropes that demand a completely credulous audience for 

Klever’s whackadoodle, literally spacey, bright
illustrations are outta this world.

taxi ride with victor
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success. In the era of Stranger Things, which amps kid-horror to 
a captivating level of scary, all but the very newest to the genre 
will find this story lacking in tension, imagination, and origi-
nality. Continuing the series’ tour of actual, supposedly haunted 
U.S. locales, three other entries publish simultaneously: Phan-
tom of the Tracks (New Jersey), A Starlet’s Shadow (California), and 
Swamp of Lost Souls (Louisiana).

Though based on a real-life exhibit, this outing lacks 
the fear factor. (Horror. 8-10) (Phantom of the Tracks: 978-1-
63163-352-2 paper, 978-1-63163-351-5 PLB; A Starlet’s Shadow: 978-
1-63163-360-7 paper, 978-1-63163-359-1 PLB; Swamp of Lost Souls: 
978-1-63163-356-0 paper, 978-1-63163-355-3 PLB)

ADA LOVELACE AND THE 
NUMBER-CRUNCHING 
MACHINE
Tucker, Zoë
Illus. by Katstaller, Rachel
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7358-4317-2  

“Ada loved numbers and solving 
problems.”

In this brief but informative early biography, originally pub-
lished in German in Switzerland, young listeners and readers 
are introduced to the amazing Ada Byron Lovelace, the world’s 
first computer programmer. “Now, Ada might look like an ordi-
nary little girl,” the tale begins, “but the truth is Ada changed 
the world.” Paired with colorful, geometrically stylized illustra-
tions, the clear, straightforward text succinctly describes Ada’s 
unusual childhood as the daughter of Lord Byron. Ada had a 
privileged upbringing, in part because her mother rejected the 
commonly accepted idea that girls were fit primarily for wifely 
duties and arranged for experts to serve as Ada’s tutors. This 
group included Charles Babbage, an inventor and mathemati-
cian who created a machine to count numbers. Excited by the 
idea, Ada immediately set to work, essentially creating code to 
provide instructions for this fledgling computer to solve other 
sorts of problems. An impressively balanced mix of engaging 
description and important facts with a quick explanation of the 
gender politics of the time and information about Ada’s legacy, 
this appealing volume is a great way to introduce coding and 
computers as well as the lack of notice women’s accomplish-
ments are too often shown.

Inspiring, feminist, and informative in equal parts. 
(Picture book/biography. 5-10)

WHOSE NOSE DO 
YOU SUPPOSE?
Turner, Richard
Illus. by Tolland, Margaret
Starfish Bay (36 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 1, 2019
978-1-76036-062-7  

Twelve different animal noses lead to 12 short, versified 
identifications of each animal and a few facts about it.

Two gray, furry legs with long, dark claws reach into a 
stretch of stark white space on the first verso. On the recto is an 
enormous, realistically portrayed black nose protruding from 
a white, whiskered, foreshortened snout. A pink tongue and 
the bottoms of dark eyes are also visible. A strip of white frame 
underneath sports the boldly lettered question of the title. The 
next page shows a group of meerkats standing upright in an 
ochre desert. The text shows the animal name and then resorts 
to rhyming couplets to explain: “In faraway Africa, you will find 
this nose / where it’s dusty and dry and not much grows.” A few 
more lines describe the meerkat’s claws, burrow, and speed, 
with stumbling syllabic emphases (“marvelous eyesight” rhymes 
with “the cold desert night”). The layout, painterly artwork, 
and repeated litany of the title line work beautifully together 
throughout. The attempted poetry is a detractor, twice exoti-
cizing Africa, sometimes substituting banality for facts to cre-
ate a couplet, and sometimes resorting to absurdly stretched 
near rhymes. Readers will find themselves wishing Turner had 
chosen to write this in straight text. The idea is an original way 
to introduce the youngest children to different kinds of animals, 
and preschoolers will enjoy the interaction of guessing each ani-
mal before the turn of the page.

Nosy fun conveyed in verse that can induce wincing. 
(Informational picture book. 3-6)

THE WILDLIFE WINTER 
GAMES
Turner, Richard
Illus. by Clifford, Ben
Starfish Bay (36 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-76036-075-7  

A winter-sports metaphor to generate open-ended conver-
sations about animal species.

Turner and Clifford have created a complex book that puts 
the power of decision in the hands of its readers. The story 
begins with a summation of the Wildlife Winter Games: 30 
species of Arctic and Antarctic creatures compete for medals 
across 10 different sporting events. It will be up to readers to 
determine who wins each event. On the succeeding pages, dif-
ferent species are described under the filter of specific attri-
butes. For example, in terms of hockey, polar bears’ large paws 
are advantageous when defending the goal, while wolverines are 
tenacious, and penguins are graceful and work well as a team. 
Which has the advantage? In this regard, the book is refreshing; 

An impressively balanced mix of engaging
description and important facts.

ada lovelace and the number- crunching machine
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its goal is not to create a traditionally plotted story but to pro-
vide a framework for readers to consider the merits presented 
and determine which qualities would ultimately lead to victory. 
While this concept should be applauded, there are a lot of mis-
steps along the way, most notably the very narrow presentation 
of the animals’ attributes. Readers do not even learn which are 
from the Arctic and which are from the Antarctic. There is no 
backmatter for further reading nor even a map. Clifford’s illus-
trations of animals with sporting gear are humorous and slightly 
surreal but do little to enhance readers’ decision-making. 

Not a gold or silver but maybe a bronze. (Informational 
picture book. 8-12)

ZANZIBAR
Valckx, Catharina
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Shugaar, Antony
Gecko Press (72 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-776572-55-7  

Animals explore what it means to be 
remarkable in this earnest, mellow story.

Zanzibar the crow enjoys mushroom 
omelets, singing (poorly), and spending time with friends. An 
unexpected knock on the door from a reporter, lizard Achille 
LeBlab, changes Zanzibar’s course of action when he is forced 
to confront his humdrum life. After comparing himself to 
other creatures who can sing, play chess, and dive from great 
heights, Zanzibar vows to take action and complete a venture 
worth a write-up in the local newspaper, The Voice of the Forest. 
To impress LeBlab, Zanzibar sets out on an exceptional journey, 
heading south on the advice of a sea gull. He meets a fennec fox 
and a dromedary who coach him through temporary discour-
agement and celebrate with him when he reaches his goal (to lift 
the dromedary “with a single wing”). Supportive and thoughtful 
models of friendship shine in this story, and unexpected vocabu-
lary choices will engage readers. Valckx’s tricolor sketches have 
a charming vintage feel. However, many adult readers won’t be 
able to ignore the imagery of a black crow paired inexplicably 
with an African name, which has problematic historical conno-
tations in the United States if not in France, where this book 
was first published.

This story about finding the extraordinary in everyone 
gives readers something to crow about. (Animal fantasy. 5-8)

HAWKS KETTLE, 
PUFFINS WHEEL
And Other Poems of Birds 
in Flight
Vande Griek, Susan
Illus. by Hoffmann, Mark
Kids Can (36 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77138-995-2  

Poetry and prose combine to introduce distinctive ways 
birds move through the air.

“Always, and in their own special ways, / birds are on the 
move.” Writer Vande Griek repeats this line in the poems that 
begin and end this title, which introduces young readers and 
listeners to some specialized vocabulary used to describe bird 
movements as well as some interesting behaviors of 12 specific 
species, from Atlantic puffins to wood pewees. Each spread 
features a different species, usually shown as groups in flight 
against the background of a sky and some stylized scenery. Set 
on the illustration are both a poem and a paragraph of explana-
tory text. The free-verse poetry uses many techniques: repeated 
sounds and lines, internal rhymes, measured meter, and even 
shapes. It begs to be read aloud. These words introduce birds 
who might be encountered in at least some parts of North 
America, some splendid new vocabulary (peregrines “stoop,” 
crows “mob,” starlings move in “murmurations”), and a simpli-
fied explanation of the mechanics of flight. Hoffmann’s natural-
hued illustrations amplify the word-pictures. His paintings have 
clear angular lines, emphasizing the idea of flight. They also lead 
readers forward to the next page. Backmatter includes further 
information about each species, including where they can be 
found, details of their feathers, and a helpful glossary.

A fresh and original approach to the study of birds and 
words. (Informational picture book. 6-10)

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF GRANNIES
Veillé, Eric
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Hahn, Daniel
Gecko Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-776572-43-4  

An encyclopedic, humorous study of 
grannies, expressed through a series of 
questions that most readers would have 
never even thought of posing.

Even though this book has heavy stock pages and thick 
board covers, it is anything but a board book for babies. Indeed, 
certain levels of maturity and sophistication are required of 
readers to fully appreciate this whimsical approach to gran-
nies. Questions such as “How flexible are grannies?”; “Why do 
grannies travel on buses?”; and “…exactly how old are grannies?” 
are answered with cartoon illustrations and clever humor. For 
example, in the first scenario, a granny is depicted performing 
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some admirably flexible exercises indeed. The second is 
answered with an acknowledgment that they are often seen on 
buses and an honest “But nobody knows where they go.” In the 
third, three spry-looking grannies pose as the text states: “Some 
grannies are 58…some are 69…and some are even 87!” Originally 
published in French, the text in Hahn’s translation ably incor-
porates rhyme (“slippers” / “flippers”) and puns (“And when it’s 
time to rest, they slip on some Grans N’ Roses…”). Grannies are 
depicted in all sorts of outfits, hairdos, and hair colors, and a list 
of granny nicknames includes some ethnically specific ones, but 
all are white as the paper they are printed on.

An offbeat look at modern-day grannies that is bound 
to elicit a chuckle or two. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE CLEVER TAILOR
Venkat, Srividhya
Illus. by Surendranath, Nayantara
Karadi Tales (40 pp.) 
$13.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-81-9338-890-7  

A tailor fulfills his dream of stitch-
ing something for his family in this Indian import that adapts 
a familiar Yiddish tale.

When poor but talented tailor Rupa Ram goes to a wed-
ding, he is given the gift of a saafa, a colorful headpiece made 
of fine cloth. Rupa Ram wears the saafa until it wears out—but 
instead of throwing it away, he salvages what is left to make an 
odhni (scarf) for his wife. When she wears it out, he uses scraps 
to make a kurta (shirt) for his son, and, with his son’s scraps, a 
gudiya (doll) for his daughter. At last the tailor is left with the 
most precious thing of all: a kahaani, or story, which will never 
wear out. Surendranath’s vibrant illustrations burst with life 
and color, and such details as the school where Rupa Ram’s 
wife teaches add welcome dimension to the story’s characters. 
Venkat’s text is rhythmic, simple, and cleverly repetitive, but 
ultimately, the stereotypes it reinforces detract from its charm. 
Leaving the daughter with only scraps is a cycle that reflects 
deeply entrenched gender hierarchies. Additionally, the glos-
sary in this U.S. edition erases India’s diversity by referring to a 
saafa as a “garment worn by Indian men at weddings,” implying 
that all Indian weddings are Hindu and that all cultures in India 
practice this regional tradition. The tale’s source is given only as 

“a European folktale.”
This beautifully illustrated, rhythmic tale unfortu-

nately reinforces stereotypes about gender, religion, and 
language. (Picture book. 3-6)

DEADLY AIM
The Civil War Story of 
Michigan’s Anishinaabe 
Sharpshooters
Walker, Sally M.
Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-250-12525-5  

Anishinaabe soldiers with the 1st 
Michigan Sharpshooters aim to turn 
the tide of the Civil War in favor of the 

Union.
Of the approximately 20,000 “American Indians” who 

served during the Civil War, Sibert winner Walker (Secrets of a 
Civil War Submarine, 2005) shares stories of several Company 
K veterans who fought for the Union. From the foundations 
of soldiers’ prewar lives—rooted in tradition yet influenced by 
America’s expansion—to their initial muster/shooting qualifica-
tions test and on to their first assignment guarding Confederate 
prisoners at Camp Douglas in Chicago, the first six chapters 
build anticipation for the battles that follow. When the war-
riors of Company K finally engage the enemy in a battle known 
as the Wilderness, it’s a wonder how any of them escape cap-
ture let alone survive to wage other campaigns critical to ending 
the war. Whether enlisting to “abolish slavery or to safeguard 
their homeland,” the Anishinaabe of Company K did so as 
noncitizens of the United States, volunteering to fight despite 
broken treaties and active attempts to eliminate Native peoples. 
Meticulous research and inclusion of historical photographs, 
maps, letters, and other Civil War–era documents, as well as the 
smooth integration of primary source quotes, provide a solid 
nonfiction target worthy of shelf space. However, it’s the final 
chapter and epilogue recounting life after the war that give a 
human depth to the soldiers’ lives and place this work squarely 
in the bull’s-eye.

Hits the mark. (foreword, note to the reader, muster 
roll, prologue, author’s note, appendices, glossary, select 
bibliography, source notes, index) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

BROKEN STRINGS 
Walters, Eric & Kacer, Kathy
Puffin/Penguin Random House 
Canada (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-73526-624-7  

Zayde’s memories profoundly affect 
his young granddaughter.

In the aftermath of 9/11, the school’s 
annual musical is to be Fiddler on the Roof, 
because its themes resonate. Eighth 

grader Shirli is a very talented singer and actor who is disap-
pointed to be given the lead part of Tevye’s wife, Golde, who has 
no solo. She believes that her beloved grandfather can help her 
research background for the play, although she knows almost 
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nothing of his past. Zayde has never allowed any form of music 
in his home, and when Shirli finds an old, damaged violin in the 
attic, it causes him great pain. As the play begins to take over 
Shirli’s life, she shares it all with Zayde, who finds he is able to 
recount bits of their family history. His mother barely survived 
the pogroms in Russia. When he was a child, he played violin in 
his family’s klezmer band. And then came the Holocaust and 
the hell that was Auschwitz, where he lost them all and was 
forced to play music as his fellow Jews went to the gas chambers. 
Shirli’s voice is true and strong as she narrates her own tale of 
rehearsals, her very ethnically diverse friendships, her deep dis-
tress as she witnesses Zayde’s pain, and her joy as he reconnects 
with his music.

A beautiful, painful, heartfelt reminder that the past 
is with us still. (authors’ note, acknowledgements) (Fiction. 
10-14)

NOCTURNAL SYMPHONY
Watson, J.A.
Illus. by Olbey, Arpad
Jolly Fish Press (192 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-63163-300-3 
Series: Science Squad 

Science and story blend in this ear-
nest series entry.

Middle schooler Brubeck “Bru” Fer-
rell wants two things this summer: for 

her mom to marry her longtime girlfriend, Ginger, and for her 
school’s Science Squad team to purchase new, sophisticated 
acoustic monitoring equipment to study local bats. The former 
seems as though it should be simple: Despite her mom’s reluc-
tance to commit to marriage, Bru is positive that Ginger is the 
perfect fit for their family. The latter presents more of a chal-
lenge: Bru’s two best friends, Laura and TaKwon, are the only 
other people equally invested in their Science Squad’s project, 
which involves recording bat calls to contribute to a bat-conser-
vation organization, so the chance of raising enough money for a 
quality ultrasonic recording device seems increasingly slim. On 
top of this, navigation of the trio’s friendship is getting steadily 
more complicated and confusing, causing additional tensions. 
While the book’s resolution is a deus ex machina, readers 
invested in Bru’s story will likely be happy with it. Told in jour-
nal entries that intersperse sidebars of bat facts, the narrative is 
friendly, accessible, and informative. The black-and-white digi-
tal illustrations are contemporary and appealing. Bru is white, 
and her community is multiethnic: Ginger is of Kenyan descent, 
TaKwon is brown, both Laura and the Science Squad’s teacher 
are Asian, and there are other secondary characters of color.

Sweet, optimistic, and engaging. (additional facts, glos-
sary, index) (Fiction. 8-12)

ON SNOWDEN MOUNTAIN
Watts, Jeri
Candlewick (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-7636-9744-0  

When her mother falls into a cata-
tonic depression, 12-year-old Ellen finds 
herself whisked from lively Baltimore to 
an obscure Blue Ridge mountain.

It’s 1942, and Ellen’s daddy is off 
fighting in the war and Mama’s hit one of 

her sad spells. Unable to cope, Ellen summons Mama’s forbid-
ding spinster sister, Pearl, who takes them both back to Virginia 
to live with her. There, Aunt Pearl tends to Mama while Ellen 
attends a one-room schoolhouse. One boy, a nearly illiterate 
15-year-old named Russell, rarely comes to school, and when 
he does he smells strongly of the skunks he traps. When Aunt 
Pearl sends Ellen to Russell’s house with food, she meets Rus-
sell’s abused mother, a childhood friend of her mother’s, and 
his abusive father. An odd friendship develops, in which Rus-
sell shows Ellen some of the beauties of the mountain forest, 
and she tutors him in reading and math. Meanwhile, Russell’s 
mother tries to help Ellen’s mother heal. Told from Ellen’s first-
person point of view, the novel has good sentence-level writing 
but falls short in two key points. Ellen often seems an observer 
in her own story, describing what happens to her but never 
really influencing the action. (Even her initial call for help hap-
pens offstage.) Also, the narrative arcs of the characters fail to 
satisfy—it’s hard to see what each person wants or gains. The 
age difference between Russell and Ellen may cause some read-
ers to find the relationship a bit creepy. The novel adheres to a 
white default.

Smoothly written but not cohesive or memorable. (His-
torical fiction. 8-12)

LITTLE TIGERS 
Weaver, Jo
Illus. by the author
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-110-2  

Pushed out of their current terri-
tory by human encroachment, a mother tiger and her offspring 
search for a new home.

The lightly anthropomorphized animals (they express emo-
tions and have the power of speech but otherwise look and 
behave like real tigers) consider a number of options. Sera, the 
female cub, offers the first suggestion. Unfortunately, although 
the cave behind a waterfall is well hidden, it’s too wet. Puli is next 
to propose an idea, but the tall tree he has them climb is equally 
unsuitable: “it’s a very long way to fall for a tiger,” observes 
their mother. Two further possibilities are rejected before the 
family finds a spot that Mother Tiger deems just right. The 
conversational tone and familiarly patterned narrative contrast 

Weaver’s smudgy charcoal illustrations, digitally 
colored, are lovely and softly luminous.

little tigers
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pleasantly with the tangled jungle setting. Weaver’s smudgy 
charcoal illustrations, digitally colored, are lovely and softly 
luminous. Warm shades of orange enhance the tigers’ shaggy 
coats; effective use of white space combined with hues that 
lean toward yellow and brown effectively evoke the landscape 
and other animals. The author’s focus on parent-child relation-
ships, evident in her earlier books, Little Whale (2018) and Little 
One (2016), infuses this tale as well. The explicit focus on the 
threats created by human activities adds tension and drama. An 
author’s note includes information about Bengal tigers.

Perfectly paced, accessible, and appealing, this glimpse 
into a far-off habitat will entertain young listeners and, 
perhaps, awaken their empathy. (author’s note) (Picture book. 
5-8)

MAX & RUBY AND 
TWIN TROUBLE
Wells, Rosemary
Illus. by the austhor
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5344-4365-5 
Series: Max & Ruby 

Max and Ruby’s sibling skills are put to the test with the 
arrival of twins.

Know-it-all Ruby thinks she’s an expert on babies, espe-
cially now that her mother is pregnant. She tries to explain to 
her little brother where babies come from, but mischievous 
Max knows they come from taxis, as that’s how their cousins 
arrived. Not to be outdone, Ruby uses her Hannah the Howler 
doll (an extremely creepy, wide-eyed white human) to show Max 
how to care for babies. After pressing a button that makes the 
doll cry, Ruby demonstrates how to feed, diaper, bathe, and put 
Hannah to bed. But Max considers their efforts finished only 
when he wakes Hannah up with a final push of her button. Wells’ 
signature illustrations raise the excitement—and humor—when 
Mama and Papa bring home not one, but two babies (by taxi, of 
course!). Piles of laundry and a flurry of adults carrying babies 
to and fro, day and night realistically depict life with newborn 
twins. All seems well, albeit busy, until the day nothing makes 
the babies happy. Not changing their diapers, giving them a 
bath, or winding up their Vibra-Chairs. Then Max remembers 
Hannah! Her wailing makes the twins’ crying turn to giggles 
and, finally, sleep. Youngsters expecting one or more additions 
to their own families will find warmth and wit here to ease the 
transition.

Double trouble finds comic relief. (Picture book. 4-8)

GET CODING 2!
Build Five Computer Games 
Using HTML and JavaScript
Whitney, David
Illus. by Beedie, Duncan
Candlewick (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-5362-1030-9
978-1-5362-0541-1 paper  

A kids’ guide to coding simple games using CSS and 
JavaScript.

The multiethnic group of Ruby, Markus, Grace, Rusty, and 
their cat mascot, Scratch, invites readers to help them as they pre-
pare five different games for a hackathon in which they will com-
pete against their rival, SaberTooth Studios. The types of games 
are tic-tac-toe (called “noughts and crosses,” to align with the 
British creator’s website), a snake game, table tennis, an endless-
runner game similar to Temple Run, and a side-scrolling platformer 
(think: Super Mario). Each lesson takes readers through it one 
game component at a time, ultimately building the code to double-
page spreads that display the full code for each game at the end 
of its chapter. These lessons do a good job of contextualizing and 
explaining how the code functions as well as showing how much 
code goes into even the most basic of games. The Get Coding web-
site is also referenced throughout as a resource for the activities 
and a source for some components of the final game (the short-
est chapter of the book). The hackathon storyline, however, feels 
tacked on and provides little benefit—the premise is repeated a 
couple of times and then resolves off-page between chapters 4 and 
5. The design helps break down explanatory text and walls of code 
into manageable chunks (though the escalating complexity of code 
may intimidate some beginners), and the illustrations will be full 
color. Along with an index, there’s an introduction with an efficient 
history of computer games.

An ambitious coder’s new best friend. (Nonfiction. 10-14)

OUR FUTURE
How Kids Are Taking Action
Wilson, Janet
Illus. by the author
Second Story Press (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-77260-103-9 
Series: Kid Activists 

Ten stories of young people working toward a better future 
worldwide continue a series focused on youth activism.

This fourth in a series that began with Our Earth (2010) follows 
the pattern established previously. Each spread introduces a young 
person (or pair) working in a particular problem area: clean water, 
racial justice, plastic waste, transgender rights, animal slaughter, 
refugees, bullying, gun violence, and environmental protections. 
The left-hand page shows a stylized portrait done by the author/
illustrator using a mixed-media encaustic technique and a quota-
tion from the young activist. On the right are a photograph, text 

The design helps break down explanatory text 
and walls of code into manageable chunks.

get coding 2!
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describing the issue and the subject’s actions, and a sidebar show-
ing other examples of activism in the same field. These actions 
vary: starting or joining a campaign or a walkout, taking a knee in 
a local football game, writing to and meeting with politicians, fil-
ing a court case, writing and performing music, and even propos-
ing legislation. These young subjects range in age, from barely in 
elementary school to high school. They come from widely ranging 
backgrounds, races, and ethnicities, offering models for readers of 
all sorts. In the backmatter there are additional short examples as 
well as suggestions for “What YOUth Can Do.” Finally there is a 
long list of websites for reference and further information.

A useful addition to a growing body of literature chal-
lenging young readers to help make change in the world. 
(Nonfiction. 7-11)

ASTRO GIRL
Wilson-Max, Ken
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5362-0946-4  

This simple story embraces a little girl’s 
determination to become an astronaut.

Astrid wants to be an astronaut. Readers meet the young 
preschooler as she uses her telescope to look at the stars out 
her bedroom window. On the next page, she shares her dreams 
of space with her best friend while they lie in the grass, looking 
up. Some cool facts emerge in Astrid’s conversation with her 
father, like how astronauts “[eat] food out of a tube or a pack-
age every day.” That doesn’t faze Astrid. Papa then prepares his 

“Astro Girl” for zero g by tossing her up in the air before they make 
rocket-shaped cookies together and then turn in. “At last it was 
time to go get Mama.” Papa and Astrid arrive at the space cen-
ter, where readers see three silhouettes in the doorway. One of 
them is Astrid’s mom—she’s an astronaut. Wilson-Max hits the 
trifecta with a nurturing primary-caregiver father and a success-
ful STEM-career mother heading this loving family of color. The 
simple, present-tense text questions none of these things, nor-
malizing them for a preschool audience. His characteristic black-
lined, painterly acrylics place this family in a cozy home complete 
with dog. Backmatter offers some further information, most 
notably a timeline of women, including women of color, in space.

A girl-power book that any child will enjoy. (Picture book. 
4-8)

MEL AND MO’S MARVELOUS 
BALANCING ACT
Winstanley, Nicola 
Illus. by Ferrer, Marianne
Annick Press (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-77321-324-8  

Identical twins prove the value of compromise.

Although Mel and Mo look alike, the identical twins have 
little in common. An escalation in contrast that begins with 
Mel’s preference for reading a book inside on a rainy day and 
Mo’s partiality to enjoying catching rays on a sunny day ulti-
mately finds the twins disagreeing all the time and growing 
further apart. Clues in the patterned illustrations hint at the 
twins’ future—and separate—professions. Mel takes over the 
family umbrella business, while Mo runs away to join a circus, 
becoming a unicyclist with performing poodles on a high-wire 
act. Most picture books about twins would end here, celebrat-
ing their individuality, but Winstanley continues this story with 
another theme. After both twins find years of success, Theo-
dora Tweedle’s Spectacular Raincoats and Roller Skates comes 
to town, and soon no one wants umbrellas or to watch a uni-
cyclist. Mel fails to sell bigger umbrellas, and Mo’s increasingly 
elaborate tricks all end in falling. But one day when Mel visits 
Mo, who is struggling to stay balanced, the twins realize what 
the act needs—an umbrella! They discover they can combine 
their different strengths to make a strong team, and even invite 
Theodora to join them for a brand-new Roller-Skate Umbrella 
Circus. The twins, who are white, are not identified with gen-
der-specific names, clothes, physical features, or pronouns.

Mel’s and Mo’s seemingly silly professions make for an 
amusing approach to teamwork. (Picture book. 4-7)

THURGOOD
Winter, Jonah
Illus. by Collier, Bryan
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5247-6533-0
978-1-5247-6534-7 PLB  

The life journey of the first African American to serve 
on the United States Supreme Court and the incidents that 
formed him. 

Thurgood Marshall grew up in segregated Baltimore, Maryland, 
with a family that encouraged him to stand for justice. Despite 
attending poor schools, he found a way to succeed. His father 
instilled in him a love of the law and encouraged him to argue like 
a lawyer during dinner conversations. His success in college meant 
he could go to law school, but the University of Maryland did not 
accept African American students. Instead, Marshall went to his-
torically black Howard University, where he was mentored by civil 
rights lawyer Charles Houston. Marshall’s first major legal case 
was against the law school that denied him a place, and his success 
brought him to the attention of the NAACP and ultimately led to 
his work on the groundbreaking Brown v. Board of Education, which 
itself led to his appointment to the Supreme Court. This lively nar-
rative serves as an introduction to the life of one of the country’s 
important civil rights figures. Important facts in Marshall’s life 
are effectively highlighted in an almost staccato fashion. The bold 
watercolor-and-collage illustrations, beginning with an enticing 
cover, capture and enhance the strong tone set by the words.

A larger-than-life subject is neatly captured in text and 
images. (author’s note, photos) (Picture book/biography. 5-9)
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CAN YOU HEAR THE 
TREES TALKING? 
Discovering the Hidden 
Life of the Forest
Wohlleben, Peter
Greystone Kids (84 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-77164-434-1  

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

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

A tree-treatise treat. (Nonfiction. 8-12)

NEIL ARMSTRONG
First Man on the Moon
Woolf, Alex
Illus. by Artful Doodlers
Random House (192 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $12.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-593-12401-7
978-0-593-12402-4 PLB 
Series: Trailblazers 

A panegyric to the “reluctant hero” 
who first stepped onto the moon’s surface.

Woolf digs into Armstrong’s life from first airplane ride at 
the age of 5 to his death in 2012, taking some glances behind the 
scenes but with a focus on heroic exploits during the Korean 
War, as a test pilot, and in space. The famous line is rendered 

“That’s one small step for [a] man,” with a disclaimer, but over-
all the author tells a sketchy tale with significant details miss-
ing—such as any mention of the racist and sexist aspects of this 

country’s early space program. Even the return flight of Apollo 
11 is covered in just a timeline and one anticlimactic sentence: 

“After an uneventful ride back to Earth, the astronauts splashed 
down southwest of Hawaii.” Ho-hum. All or most of the 
black-and-white illustrations are (poorly) redrawn from photo-
graphs; despite inserted wisecracks and actual quotes, they are 
so lifeless that even a version of the renowned Earthrise has a 
drab, distant look. A scant handful of further resources and a 
space-exploration timeline that spans only 1973 to 2015 follow a 
closing flurry of tributes to Armstrong’s achievements and char-
acter. Armstrong is definitely a historical figure worth knowing…
but the recent spate of more-nuanced and -dramatic accounts 
of the space program spoil readers for choice, and this doesn’t 
stand out as a first or even second one.

Rosy, bland hero worship. (glossary, index) (Biography. 
10-12)

MULAN
The Legend of the 
Woman Warrior
Wu, Faye-Lynn
Illus. by Ang, Joy
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-280341-2  

When Mulan’s frail father is conscripted into the Chinese 
emperor’s army, she decides to disguise herself as a man and 
take her father’s place.

Over many years of waging war, Mulan’s strength and brav-
ery earn her ever higher ranks and even her own command. 
When the emperor himself rewards her for her many victories, 
she is finally granted what she desires most: to return home. 
There, after reuniting with her family, she reveals herself as a 
woman to her fellow soldiers, who exclaim in surprise. Many 
may already know this story from the 1998 Disney movie adap-
tation or other versions, but this edition is unique in its accu-
rate retelling, bordering on translation, of the original Chinese 
poem. Unfortunately, this strict adherence to a sixth-century 
text (included in the backmatter) makes for a disjointed and 
unemotional experience, as the poem highlights moments 
within the story rather than telling a fleshed-out narrative. For 
example, what Mulan purchased in preparation for departure 
is detailed, but how she evaded detection as a woman for so 
many years is not addressed. And of her return home, “Mulan 
hugged her family. / She was happy to see them.” The retelling 
leaves many questions unanswered and emotional touch points 
underdeveloped. Handsome accompanying illustrations depict 
Mulan’s beauty and strength wonderfully, though backgrounds 
and secondary characters pale in comparison.

This faithful adaptation’s lack of narrative detail will 
fail to engage readers. (Folktale. 4-8)
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A SONG FOR CHINA
How My Father Wrote Yellow 
River Cantata
Zhang, Ange
Groundwood (80 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-77306-151-1  

To commemorate the 70th anniver-
sary of the end of the second Sino-Japa-
nese War, Zhang writes about his father, 

Guang Weiran, the author of a poem that inspired and became 
the lyrics for the Yellow River Cantata.

The piece is a patriotic song made famous as a rallying cry 
throughout China against the Japanese invasion. Despite con-
troversy that included a ban for several years, it is now played 
in concert halls around the world. The main focus of this book, 
however, is the life of Guang Weiran, the author of the famous 
lyrics and a military officer overseeing theatrical troupes 
trained to both perform and fight. Born in the Hubei province, 
Weiran was a gifted student, his politicization beginning at the 
tender age of 12 after learning of the May 30 massacre, in which 
student protests were met with violence by the British police 
who controlled the area. Weiran gets his start speaking at dem-
onstrations, later becoming involved with the Chinese Commu-
nist Party. As an adult officer leading his troupe, he is inspired 
by the power of the Yellow River, known as the mother river 
of China. Soon after sustaining a broken arm, he pens the 130-
verse poem within five days. Digital, woodblock-inspired black-
and-white illustrations with highlights of red visually narrate his 
journey. Maps, photos, and footnotes provide guidance through 
the complex politics and shifts in power that affect his life. The 
complete Yellow River Cantata follows, provided in both Eng-
lish and Simplified Chinese.

An informative resource rich with mixed-media visu-
als. (Biography. 10-13)

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

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

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

“soft and fluffy, and so, so delicious.” Amy “could eat them all 
day.” However, the bao that Amy makes are always too small 
or too big, and sometimes they “fall apart before they reach 
her mouth.” One day, Amy is determined “to make the world’s 
most perfect bao.” (The typeface is determined too.) First, 
Amy’s dad mixes flour, water, and yeast to make dough for the 
bread (yay for dads in the kitchen!). Then “Amy’s mom seasons 

meat for the filling.” Finally, everyone gathers around the table 
to work. Everyone makes perfect bao…everyone except Amy. 
Amy is about to give up when she thinks of the perfect “Amy-
size” plan and gets to work! Zhang’s buoyant, bubbly text is 
complemented by Chua’s charming, animated characters, who 
include an equally expressive kitty as sidekick. In one scene, 
Amy slumps on the floor with flour-covered face and clothes, 
cradling a misshapen bao. Her forlorn face exemplifies despair, 
while kitty mirrors her. Step-by-step illustrations, combined 
with the author’s family recipe, provide readers with a guide to 
making bao. The Wus all appear to be East Asian.

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

BEATRICE ON HER OWN 
(FAR AND AWAY)
Zibert, Rosemary
Kinkajou/Artemesia (194 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-932926-76-7  

A young teen flees London for the 
States only to find she cannot escape the 
far-reaching clutches of war.

Thirteen-year-old Beatrice is from 
an upper-crust family in London. When 

World War II breaks out, her family sends her to New Mex-
ico under the care of Clem, a nurse. Living in a working-class 
household, Beatrice brandishes her newly acquired housekeep-
ing skills with pride while hanging out with her friend Arabella. 
She has also developed a crush on Esteban, a classmate and the 
son of the housekeeper. On the eve of her birthday, news of the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor shatters her peace. Clem is summoned 
to Washington, D.C., to train nurses for war, and Beatrice finds 
herself living with Arabella and her drama-ridden family. A new 
classmate, Francis, also whispers of a camp being built nearby 
meant to imprison Japanese Americans, accused of being spies 
for Japan. Fearful of conflict, Beatrice must find ways to navi-
gate friendships, her increasingly complex living situation, and 
growing racial tensions in her community. Beatrice and the 
majority of characters present white. Esteban and his family are 
Latinx, and Japanese American Mr. Haiyoko makes an appear-
ance, introducing himself to Beatrice with a cultural gaffe. 
Characters are one-dimensional, and plot inconsistencies like 
Beatrice’s extravagant meals despite wartime scarcity stand out.

An intriguing premise based on true events fizzles in 
execution. (Historical fiction. 11-14)

Zhang’s buoyant, bubbly text is complemented 
by Chua’s charming, animated characters.

amy wu and the perfect bao



young 
adult

A MATCH MADE IN MEHENDI
Bajpai, Nandini
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-316-52258-8  

Just because Simran “Simi” Sangha 
is positive that she doesn’t want to pur-
sue her family’s tradition of professional 
matchmaking doesn’t mean that she 
can’t use their wisdom to help her peers 
find love.

Punjabi American Simi and her best friend, Noah, are tired 
of blending into the background. Their sophomore year of high 
school they create a dating app based on knowledge that Simi’s 
family has gathered for three generations. When the app is a 
success, Simi and Noah, who is gay, suddenly become extraor-
dinarily popular—and, even better, seem to be on the path to 
finding love themselves. Everything feels like it’s going per-
fectly until mean girl Amanda doesn’t get the match she wanted 
and, in retaliation, threatens everything that Simi and her fam-
ily hold dear. It’s up to Simi to save their legacy—and decide if 
she wants to continue it herself. Simi is confident, principled, 
and unapologetic, and her voice glitters with optimism and 
honesty. The plot is fast paced and utterly readable, and Simi’s 
family is quirky and lovable without ever being stereotypical. 
Unfortunately, Simi and Noah’s nemesis, Amanda, is a two-
dimensional villain, rendering the conflict between these teens 
an unfortunate distraction from the main story arc of Simi’s 
personal journey, which has a far more rewarding and believ-
able conclusion. Noah and Amanda are white, and secondary 
characters are realistically diverse.

A sweet and quirky romance told by a protagonist who 
will steal readers’ hearts. (Romance. 14-18)

KINGDOM OF SOULS
Barron, Rena
HarperTeen (496 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-287095-7 
Series: Kingdom of Souls, 1 

A teenage girl ashamed of her lack of 
magic must step up when she discovers 
evil at work in her kingdom.

Privileged Arrah has never wanted 
for anything—except magic. Though 

she comes from powerful magical lineages on both her parents’ 

MOMENTOUS EVENTS IN THE LIFE OF A CACTUS 
by Dusti Bowling ............................................................................... 153

UNPREGNANT by Jenni Hendriks & Ted Caplan ...........................159

BUTTERFLY YELLOW by Thanhha Lai ............................................162

THE DOZIER SCHOOL FOR BOYS by Elizabeth A. Murray ......... 164

THE STARS AND THE BLACKNESS BETWEEN THEM 
by Junauda Petrus ..............................................................................165

NOT HUNGRY by Kate Karyus Quinn .............................................165

HOPE IS OUR ONLY WING by Rutendo Tavengerwei ....................167

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE DOZIER SCHOOL FOR BOYS
Forensics, Survivors, and a Painful Past
Murray, Elizabeth A.
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (120 pp.)
$37.32 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5415-1978-7
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sides, when she turns 16 without developing any gifts, she must 
finally admit she won’t be blessed with magic. Heartbroken, 
Arrah throws herself into discovering who’s behind the recent 
child abductions in her kingdom. The magic needed to accom-
plish such a task has a high cost, and her discovery of the culprit 
proves to be a devastating revelation. In Arrah’s West African-
based world, there are orishas as well as other gods and demons, 
and orishas are able to converse directly with humans. Arrah, 
aided by her friends (including love interest Rudjek), must mine 
hitherto unknown depths in herself in order to stop the ascen-
sion of the Demon King, who supposedly was vanquished by 
the orishas long ago. Though the pace is sometimes slow and 
the page count perhaps higher than needed, Arrah’s a compel-
ling heroine, relatable in her fallibility, and her story is intriguing. 
Most characters are black; Rudjek is biracial (his light-skinned 
mother and a handful of other characters hail from the north).

An imperfect but promising series opener. (Fantasy. 
12-18)

THE LADY ROGUE
Bennett, Jenn
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5344-3199-7  

In 1938, 17-year-old explorer and 
occult aficionado Theodora Fox goes 
on the hunt for an ancient relic and her 
missing father.

Theo’s father, Richard, is a wealthy 
American antiquities collector and 

adventurer, but when it comes to fathering Theo, he falls short, 
perhaps consumed by grief since the death of Theo’s Romanian 
mother, archaeologist Elena Vaduva. But when he leaves her 
high and dry in Istanbul, Theo suspects trouble. When her for-
mer best friend and “more-than-a-friend” Huxley “Huck” Gal-
lagher, whose warm hazel eyes and sexy Northern Irish accent 
conjure up plenty of memories, shows up in her hotel room after 
breaking her heart more than a year ago, she’s shocked. Huck, a 
jack of many trades, has been traveling with Richard and claims 
he went missing while searching for a powerful ring of bone 
rumored to have belonged to Vlad Ţepeş, aka Vlad the Impaler. 
Pursued by shadowy figures and armed with Richard’s journal, 
Huck and Theo venture deep into Romania in search of her 
father and the ring before it falls into the wrong hands. Theo 
and Huck’s witty banter and scorching chemistry are delights, 
and the independent Theo sparkles with verve and feminist 
flair. Bennett’s breathless cat-and-mouse tale brings a Europe 
teeming with magic and verdant history to vivid life. Main char-
acters are white.

A captivating caper. (map) (Paranormal historical adventure. 
14-18)

FIVE DARK FATES
Blake, Kendare
HarperTeen (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-268617-6 
Series: Three Dark Crowns, 4 

Four rival queens, civil war, vengeful 
ghosts, lethal mists, torture, madness…
any happy ending seems very unlikely in 
this conclusion of a pitch-black fantasy 
quartet.

As Arsinoe turns to low magic in a frantic effort to cure Jules’ 
legion curse, Mirabella abandons the rebel army for Katharine. 
But the dead queens possessing the Queen Crowned grow ever 
more bloodthirsty, and all Fennbirn Island may have to pay the 
cost. The earlier books assembled huge casts to wrangle and an 
enormous tangle of plot threads to tie off, so it’s no surprise that 
even with its considerable heft, this tome feels a bit crowded 
and rushed. But if Blake (Two Dark Reigns, 2018, etc.) relies on 
a deus ex machina (or, more accurately, a dea ex caverna) to 
resolve otherwise intractable narrative knots, she does not stint 
on her characters: Each one is a complicated, sympathetic indi-
vidual with intelligible motivations despite their often bloody 
deeds. As the story digs into the legendary history of Fennbirn’s 
matriarchal culture—apparently default white but also intrigu-
ingly default female and explicitly not default heterosexual—it 
gains greater depth and richness. Yet this world remains harsh, 
dark, and graphically violent, filled with impossible choices and 
dreadful sacrifices; As everyone fights, betrays, or tries to flee, 
all are inevitably drawn to the climactic clash that leaves no one 
unscathed.

Things may not end happily ever after, but they do end 
just right. (cast of characters, map) (Fantasy. 14-adult)

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

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

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

coach Pass with her adoptive parents when everything changes 
again. She’s entering high school, which means that 2,300 new 
kids will stare at her missing arms—and her feet, which do 
almost everything hands can (except, alas, air quotes). Aven 
resolves to be “blasé” and field her classmates’ pranks with 
aplomb, but a humiliating betrayal shakes her self-confidence. 
Even her friendships feel unsteady. Her friend Connor’s moved 
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Last month Twitter erupted 
in another controversy over a 
non-#ownvoices YA title, this 
one a story about a trans teen 
which many felt perpetuated 
harmful stereotypes. The book 
in question has not crossed my 
desk, however I watched, dis-
mayed, from the sidelines as 
all the worn-out, clichéd criti-

cisms of #ownvoices reared their heads—pre-
tending that #ownvoices means no one can write 
about anyone the least bit different from them-
selves and reducing complex and meaningful no-

tions of identity to ridiculous-
ly and grotesquely granular 
parodies.

By contrast, author Taiye 
Selasi’s TED Talk “Don’t ask 
where I’m from, ask where 
I’m a local” sets forth a far 
more sophisticated notion of 
belonging that those who ridi-
cule #ownvoices could do well 
to learn from. She says, in part:

“What if we asked, instead of “Where are 
you from?”—“Where are you a local?” This 
would tell us so much more about who and 
how similar we are. Tell me you’re from France, 
and I see what, a set of clichés? Adichie’s dan-
gerous single story, the myth of the nation of 
France? Tell me you’re a local of Fez and Par-
is, better yet, Goutte d’Or, and I see a set of 
experiences. Our experience is where we’re 
from. 

So, where are you a local? I propose a three-
step test. I call these the three “R’s”: rituals, 
relationships, restrictions.”

Selasi elaborates on meaningful distinctions 
about lived experience in ways that cross some 
boundaries while highlighting the often invisible 

barriers between those who 
outwardly may seem to in-
habit the same spaces. The 
primary goals of #ownvoic-
es are to amplify the voices 
of those who for too long 
have been silenced and to 
allow readers to experience 
a greater variety of perspec-
tives. Understanding identity 
in a nuanced way is a critical 
piece of appreciating what this means and how 
powerful it is.

While many authors conscientiously do their 
homework and produce fantastic works about 
communities where they are not “locals,” there is 

a degree of texture in #own-
voices titles that evokes in-
stant recognition from cul-
tural insiders—and can en-
rich the lives of those who 
are not. Check out Randy 
Ribay’s Patron Saints of Noth-
ing (June 18), about a Michi-
gan teen visiting family in 
the Philippines, Sona Chara-
ipotra’s Symptoms of a Heart-
break (July 2), which portrays 

a New Jersey Punjabi family, and Kissing Ezra Holtz 
(and Other Things I Did for Science) by Brianna R. 
Shrum (June 4), which features a Sephardic Jew-
ish protagonist. All three were commended by 
our reviewers for the quality of their #ownvoices 
portrayals along with other merits. —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

#ownvoices: what does it 
really mean?
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away and made a new friend who, like him, has Tourette’s syn-
drome: a girl. And is Lando, her friend Zion’s popular older 
brother, being sweet to Aven out of pity—or something more? 
Bowling keenly depicts the universal awkwardness of adoles-
cence and the particular self-consciousness of navigating a dis-
ability. Aven’s “armless-girl problems” realistically grow thornier 
in this outing, touching on such tough topics as death and 
aging, but warm, quirky secondary characters lend support. A 
few preachy epiphanies notwithstanding, Aven’s honest, witty 
voice shines—whether out-of-reach vending-machine snacks 
are “taunting” her or she’s nursing heartaches. A subplot explor-
ing Aven’s curiosity about her biological father resolves with a 
touching twist. Most characters, including Aven, appear white; 
Zion and Lando are black.

Those preparing to “slay the sucktastic beast known as 
high school” will particularly appreciate this spirited read. 
(Fiction. 12-14)

ZIGGY, STARDUST & ME
Brandon, James
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 6, 2019
978-0-525-51764-1  

A white, gay teen living in 1973 Mis-
souri begins a life-changing relationship.

Jonathan has asthma, a deadbeat 
dad, and one friend—biracial (black 
and white) Starla. He suffers homopho-
bic slurs and physical bullying at school 

while secretly—and willingly—attending conversion therapy 
sessions with harmful side effects. Jonathan copes by retreating 
into his imagination, where he speaks to his idol, Ziggy Stardust 
(Jonathan feels like “some space oddity who’s landed here on 
earth”). When Starla leaves for the summer, Jonathan connects 
with Web, an Oglala Lakota boy from out of town who also 
endures slurs and violence. When they move beyond friendship 
to something more, Web helps open Jonathan’s eyes to what his 
gut has been telling him all along: Being gay isn’t wrong. Read-
ers will be immersed in Jonathan’s close first-person narration, 
characterized by his own lingo and tendency to escape into his 
own head. Debut author Brandon deftly incorporates historical 
events and realities, including the criminalization of homosexu-
ality, the Vietnam War, Watergate, the occupation of Wounded 
Knee, and police brutality against Native people. Web is a 
rich character with a backstory of his own, though both he 
and Starla do all the heavy lifting when it comes to educating 
Jonathan about contemporary social justice movements that he, 
focused inward on his traumatic home life and own identity cri-
sis, has remained ignorant of.

A poignant depiction of a boy’s journey to accepting his 
gay identity despite the odds. (author’s note) (Historical fic-
tion. 14-adult)

FEVER YEAR
The Killer Flu of 1918
Brown, Don
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (96 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-358-16851-5  

A general overview of the flu pan-
demic of 1918.

While World War I was raging, a 
particularly virulent influenza began to 

strike civilians and soldiers alike. No one knew, at first, that a 
virus caused the disease, and it spread rapidly and apparently 
randomly—a fact underscored by Brown’s (The Unwanted, 2018, 
etc.) use of statistics regarding mortality rates and the pace of 
infection from locations around the globe. One of the more 
confusing aspects of this flu was that it seemed to strike the 
healthy and young rather than the old and infirm. But this infor-
mation, along with other facts—e.g. why black American nurses 
were not allowed to serve overseas—is not explored further. 
Also not explored, frustratingly, is what made this particular flu 
so deadly. The story emphasizes the important work of nurses 
as well as the complete ineffectiveness of health officials and 
civic leaders in combating the disease and preventing its spread, 
but it doesn’t delve beneath the surface. Brown’s illustrations, 
done in a sketchy style with a muted palette, are clear but lack 
vigor. The majority of people portrayed are white, and charac-
ters of power and interest are mainly white men, but this white 
male default as a Western society norm is not challenged. The 
term “colored” is modified with “sic” but is not contextualized.

Long on death, short on depth. (source notes, bibliogra-
phy) (Graphic history. 12-14)

LOST AND FOUND
Card, Orson Scott
Blackstone (288 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-9826-1341-9  

A teen with the micropower (much 
smaller than a superpower) of finding 
lost things is asked to help in a kidnap-
ping investigation.

Long ostracized as a thief because no 
one believes him, freshman Ezekiel has 
tried to tamp down his ability to recog-

nize lost items and compulsion to return them. His loner act 
is interrupted by Beth, an almost 14-year-old sophomore with 
proportionate dwarfism who wants to befriend him so that his 
isolation bubble can protect her from the bullying she faces. 
He’s jerkish as a defense mechanism; she’s persistent; they’re 
both precocious intellectuals with snarky, dark humor—most 
importantly, she believes in and encourages his micropower. 
Also encouraging him is a desperate detective who wants 
Ezekiel’s help in a missing child case (though Ezekiel’s more 

A poignant depiction of a boy’s journey to 
accepting his gay identity.

ziggy, stardust & me
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accustomed to being accused and mistreated by police). The 
pacing of the multilayered mystery enables a buildup of dread 
leading to the revelation of how incredibly dark the crime story 
really is. The story’s psychological elements—both traumatic 
fallout and beautiful interpersonal relationships—are given 
breathing space in a satisfying denouement. Physical and racial 
descriptors are largely absent, creating a white default. The slur 

“Paki” is used without contextualization in reference to a Ban-
gladeshi American character. Despite the infantilizing descrip-
tive phrase “pitter patter of little feet,” Beth is portrayed as 
strong and capable.

A winning combination of wit, a twisted crime drama, 
and a fresh take on teens with powers. (Thriller/science fiction. 
15-adult)

CASTER
Chapman, Elsie
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-33262-9  

In a dystopian world broken apart by 
magic, Aza Wu struggles to unravel the 
mystery of her sister’s death while fend-
ing off gangsters and dodging Scouts who 
hunt full-magic casters like herself.

The rules of magic set up by Chap-
man (Hungry Hearts, 2019, etc.) come down to this: The more 
magic you use, the more magic you pull from the Earth, leav-
ing behind a scar ranging from a buckled road to an earthquake 
that levels buildings. A full caster is limited by their level of 
control and the physical pain that follows a spell. Despite the 
dangers and the guilt she feels for damaging the world around 
her, Aza desperately casts magic for marks to pay off the family 
debt. This leads her to the underground Tournament of Cast-
ers, where she will risk her life for marks and answers. The main 
character identifies as Chinese, and though some racial and cul-
tural discrimination is discussed, the story focuses more heavily 
on the haves and have-nots of magic and power. The pacing is 
fast and furious, upheld by the deadline Aza faces of a single 
week, which almost becomes a running joke. Some characters 
are ham-handed in their villainy, but most are genuine in their 
struggle to do what it takes to survive.

A dark and, at times, vicious and violent story of will 
and questionable honor. (Dystopian fantasy. 13-17)

PERMANENT RECORD
Choi, Mary H.K.
Simon & Schuster (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5344-4597-0  

A chance encounter between a col-
lege dropout and a pop star in a New York 
City deli leads to unexpected romance—
and expected complications.

Korean Pakistani American Pablo 
Rind, a former NYU student struggling 

to figure out what he wants to do with his life, is weighed down 
by a mountain of student loans and credit card debt. Feeling 
paralyzed by his Korean anesthesiologist mother’s high expec-
tations, he works the graveyard shift at a deli. Into his monoto-
nous existence comes Carolina Suarez, aka mega-star Leanna 
Smart, who enters the store early one morning on a snack run. 
Mutual attraction (and a shared love of snacks) leads to a whirl-
wind, jet-setting romance, but when the disparity between their 
worlds puts pressure on their relationship, Pablo is given the 
opportunity to come to some hard realizations about himself 
and the responsibilities he’s been avoiding for too long. That, 
along with some prodding from friends and family compels him 
to finally face what he needs to do in order to change his life, 
stop taking his loved ones for granted, and pursue his dreams. 
While the language has a contemporary feel and the range of 
diverse, appealing characters accurately reflects modern-day 
New York, the plot frequently drags, and character develop-
ment is weak.

Hip characters and jargon adorn a predictable storyline 
and unconvincing romance. (Fiction. 14-18)

COLOR ME IN
Díaz, Natasha
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-525-57823-9  

Schisms abound in the life of a half-
black, white-passing, Jewish teen in New 
York City.

Since her parents separated, 15-year-
old Nevaeh and her mother, who is 
deeply depressed, have lived in Harlem 

with her mother’s family, headed by her Baptist pastor grand-
father. Not to be pushed out, her religiously unobservant father 
has set Nevaeh up with a rabbi to prepare for a slightly belated 
bat mitzvah. But rather than help Nevaeh feel more connected 
to her Jewish heritage, having to study Torah with elementary 
schoolers just adds to the disjointedness in her life. Her black 
cousins think she doesn’t understand their struggles, and 
wealthy kids at her fancy school treat her with derision. Her 
best friend, Stevie, is the one person who gets her, but when she 
starts dating Jesus, a neighborhood boy (his name’s pronounced 
the Spanish way—and there is not enough angst or Jewish 

Free of the melodrama often associated with 
half-this, half-that issue books.

color me in
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humor paid to that irony), and spending more time pursuing a 
new passion, poetry, tensions arise. Sophomore year is fraught 
for Nevaeh, and for the most part debut author Díaz wields 
it smoothly, save for one forced plot device in the form of her 
mother’s old diary. In Díaz’ skillful hands, the many aspects of 
Nevaeh’s intersectional identity are woven together so that they 
are, as in real life, inextricable from each other.

Broadly appealing and free of the melodrama often 
associated with half-this, half-that issue books. (author’s 
note) (Fiction. 14-18)

JUST LUCKY
Florence, Melanie
Second Story Press (168 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-77260-104-6  

Following her grandfather’s sudden 
death and the worsening of her grand-
mother’s dementia, 15-year-old Lucky 
Robinson is placed in foster care, where 
she encounters several very different 
families.

Abandoned by her irresponsible mother years ago, Lucky 
lives with her grandparents in an unnamed Canadian town. 
After her widowed grandmother accidentally sets the house on 
fire, Lucky is removed by Children’s Aid and brought to her first 
foster home. There, she must contend with a superreligious, 
conservative household and a predatory foster father. Lucky 
is brave, resourceful, and fierce in fending him off. Subsequent 
homes are not dangerous, which gives Lucky the stability to 
grapple with her grandmother’s worsening Alzheimer’s. An 
appealing thread woven through the book is Lucky’s love of 
comic books, which offer her a way to bond with friends and 
foster siblings. Lucky is Cree, and she is bullied with racial slurs 
by a mean girl in one of her schools; her response, while under-
standable, has significant repercussions. This fast-paced novel 
is a sensitive portrayal of the challenges of coping with demen-
tia, and the exploration of the feelings related to having a loved 
one suffering this condition feels authentic. Lucky’s best friend 
is Ryan, a blond boy who is in love with another boy and wants 
to ask him to the prom; he has homophobic Christian parents.

An uplifting and hopeful #ownvoices novel revealing the 
complexities of foster care and the heartbreak of dementia. 
(Fiction. 13-18)

SPEAK NO EVIL
Gardner, Liana
Vesuvian Books (350 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-944109-84-4  

A mute teenager needs to find her 
voice in order to testify in her own 
self-defense.

At age 15, Melody is arrested for stab-
bing Asheville, North Carolina, high 
school sports sensation Troy Alexander. 

Melody, who’s in foster care, hasn’t spoken in two years and is 
court-ordered to attend daily sessions with a therapist. Melody 
eventually begins to respond through music. In alternating 
chapters that switch between third- and first-person, Melody 
tells stories from her past, starting with hunting rattlesnakes 
with her Cherokee father for her mother’s family to handle in 
church. After Mama dies from a snakebite, Daddy disappears. 
Melody ends up with a foster family where she’s repeatedly 
raped. At 14 she has semiconsensual sex with a boy who publicly 
humiliates her, and then, already mute, she’s raped again. While 
Melody endures horrific ordeals, shedding light on the plight 
of vulnerable young people, the nature of the writing does a 
disservice to this serious topic. The language used to describe 
the sexual assaults is likely to be severely triggering to sexual 
assault survivors. The jumbled timeline requires extraordinary 
patience from the reader, and the characterization mostly 
tells, not shows, rendering characters two-dimensional and 
making the ending overly pat. The musical verses don’t convey 
the strong emotion they’re clearly intended to, and elements 
of mountain folklore and magical realism feel misplaced. The 
book defaults to white, although Melody’s mother and uncle 
are half-white and half-black, and colorism pervades the story. 
The Cherokee characters invoke stereotypes around Native 
mysticism.

Not recommended. (Fiction. 14-18)

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

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

When Grace, a white trans woman and aspiring actress, runs 
away from conscription into the Georgia Infantry, she finds her-
self caught in the talons of the Ghost Hawk, a half-woman, half-
hawk demon bandit—or so the rumors say. Despite the wild 
stories, the mysterious Ghost Hawk turns out to be a “short 
brown lady” named Flor who dreams of living out the rest of her 
life on her own patch of land with some goats as soon as she gets 
the money from one last, big heist. With the help of Grace’s 
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acting skills and understanding of upper-class, white Georgian 
culture, they plot to steal secrets from a backroom meeting at 
a cotillion and sell them to the Union. Gillman (Steven Universe: 
Punching Up, 2018, etc.) captures the Southwestern atmosphere 
with a soft, dusty color palette. Panels full of movement and 
vivid character expression create an immersive reading expe-
rience. The narrative unites two women with different back-
grounds, depicting a relationship in which they support one 
another. Their romance develops naturally through moments of 
flirtation and fond glances. An open-ended but still satisfying 
resolution suggests a bright, hopeful future while leaving room 
to imagine more adventures for Grace and Flor.

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

DEBUNK IT!
How to Stay Sane in a World 
of Misinformation
Grant, John
Zest Books (304 pp.)
$37.32 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019  
978-1-5415-7856-2

A helpful and humorous tool to help 
teens understand and unpack the prolif-
eration of unethical nonsense. 

Grant’s (Eureka!: 50 Scientists Who 
Shaped Human History, 2016, etc.) authorial voice—sometimes 
clever, sometimes corny—helps readers understand the spread 
of misinformation in the media and ways to detect such falsifi-
cations. Grant unpacks the rhetorical strategies by which liars 
and spin doctors operate, allowing readers to better distin-
guish and analyze quote mining, cherry-picking, intimidation, 
false anomalies, and other deceptive traps. Although Grant 
overuses the word “bullshit,” the message is clear: We live in 
a world where facts frequently go unchecked and misinforma-
tion spreads instantaneously. Thoughtfully and methodically 
examining case studies such as climate-change deniers and anti-
vaxxers, Grant guides readers in a clearheaded yet entertaining 
approach to distinguishing falsehoods from facts. The value of 
this volume goes far beyond the news, as the author explains 
psychological traps such as confirmation bias and stereotyping 
and the tragedy of the prejudice that led to a slow response to 
the AIDS crisis, among other examples. Originally published 
in 2015, this revised and updated edition includes an additional 
section on fake news and even addresses how that term is mis-
appropriated. This introduction to the importance of critical 
thinking in the age of misinformation is both well researched 
and academic as well as teen friendly. 

In an era of fake news, click-bait, and viral media, this 
book demands to be read. (bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 
14-18)

RATED
Grey, Melissa
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-28357-0  

Six mismatched students fight against 
the societal rating system that rules every 
aspect of their lives.

Grey (The Savage Dawn, 2017, etc.) 
provides a glimpse into the panoptic 
future of globalized and wearable tech-

nology where teachers, parents, and peers can influence some-
one’s future by docking points from personal ratings. Access 
to food, hospitals, and education are all regulated by a person’s 
rating. A motley crew of students at Maplethorpe Academy are 
urged into action when someone graffitis, “THE RATINGS 

ARE NOT REAL,” onto the front door of their school. Bex, the 
overachieving dark-skinned brain; Javi, the ambiguously Latin 
and bronze-skinned gay beauty; jocks Chase (coded white) 
and Hana (Japanese)—dealing with an alcoholic father and an 
unspecified eating disorder, respectively; Tamsin, the white 
tarot-reading, rating-defying rebel; and Noah, the photography 
enthusiast, bi-curious, white recluse are individually targeted 
as all six receive personal messages. Unsure of who is sending 
them, the sextet investigates, uniting to fight the tyranny of the 
school princess and destroy the oppressive rating system. Ever 
wondered what a dystopian John Hughes young adult novel 
would be like? Grey closely hits the mark in her departure from 
fantasy and incursion into science fiction: The novel unfortu-
nately falls into predictability, and the dystopian world is rid-
dled with teen character stereotypes.

An unappealing plot peopled with two-dimensional 
characters. (Science fiction. 13-17)

HAVE A LITTLE FAITH IN ME
Hartl, Sonia
Page Street (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-62414-797-5  

When CeCe gets dumped by her 
boyfriend, Ethan, soon after she loses 
her virginity to him, purportedly because 
of his religious-based guilt, she follows 
him to a Christian summer camp to win 
him back.

Her best friend, Paul, who attended the camp in his Chris-
tian days (before his pastor father left his mom for the church 
secretary), goes along to support her. When Ethan turns out 
to be dating one of the other campers, CeCe pretends Paul is 
actually her boyfriend, though she still wants Ethan back. Told 
from CeCe’s first-person, non-Christian point of view, the story 
starts out frothy, with condom water balloons and plot manipu-
lations to get CeCe and her new white (everyone seems to be 
white, a missed opportunity) counselor-in-training friends to 
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the point where they’re discussing sex more than Jesus. CeCe’s 
infatuation with Ethan doesn’t make sense at first, and the 
Christian camp setting doesn’t fully ring true, until suddenly 
Paul asks CeCe, “Did you say no before you said yes?” Ethan 
tells the entire camp that CeCe deceived and seduced him, and 
from there the novel blossoms—yes, blossoms—into a thought-
ful story of consent, sexual education, friendship, and honest 
communication. For all the talk about Christ, there isn’t much 
religion here, but there’s a lot of truth and some genuine good-
ness, as CeCe and her friends learn that their virginity, or lack 
thereof, doesn’t define them.

Recommended for teens no matter what they believe.
(Fiction. 14-18) 

UNPREGNANT 
Hendriks, Jenni & Caplan, Ted
HarperTeen (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-287624-9  

Seventeen-year-old Veronica Clarke’s 
perfect life screeches to a halt when she 
discovers she is pregnant.

A contender for valedictorian, she 
will be the first in her family to attend 
college—but her boyfriend intention-

ally compromises their birth control, and her life is thrown 
into chaos. Kevin’s always been “intense,” but Veronica and her 
straight-laced, straight-A friends thought it was romantic...until 
he proposes marriage rather than supports her plan to get an 
abortion. Veronica’s seen the impact of young motherhood on 
her sister and knows it’s not the right choice for her, but the 
nearest abortion clinic that serves minors without parental con-
sent is nearly a thousand miles away, in Albuquerque. If Kevin 
won’t take her, who will? Enter Bailey: Veronica’s former best 
friend, high school loner, and, perhaps most importantly, owner 
of a car. A stilted transaction between frenemies soon becomes 
a whirlwind road trip. Both entertaining and educational, the 
novel contains detailed descriptions of Veronica’s abortion 
research, phone call to Planned Parenthood, and time at the 
clinic, which demystify abortion and build empathy for those 
who make that choice. Instead of centering the decision itself, 
Veronica’s narrative emphasizes the situational and emotional 
hurdles keeping her from what she knows she wants. All main 
characters are assumed white, and a diversity of experience is 
evident in characters’ socio-economic class and sexuality.

Timely, hilarious, and heartfelt. (Fiction. 14-18)

SEA WITCH RISING
Henning, Sarah
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-293147-4 
Series: Sea Witch, 2 

A besotted mermaid surfaces to 
claim the object of her affection, with 
tragic results.

It’s 1914, 50 years since human witch 
Evie became a tentacled sea witch, anchored to an underwater 
lair by a powerful sea king. When Alia, a young mermaid prin-
cess, asks for Evie’s help in winning the love of Niklas, young 
king of a small Danish kingdom, Evie agrees, taking Alia’s voice 
as payment. However, Alia’s twin sister, Runa, asks Evie to help 
her bring Alia back home: After all, the king is betrothed to 
another, and for all of Alia’s allure, she doesn’t stand a chance. 
Unfortunately, Runa’s rescue attempt takes a dark turn, and 
the threat of war between human nations grows, as does the 
sea king’s desire for revenge on those who threaten his people’s 
existence. Runa just might be able to use her magic to throw a 
wrench into the war effort. Meanwhile Evie seeks to free her-
self from her prison and restore magic’s balance. Henning never 
lets her oceancentric tale get too deep but keeps the stakes high 
and the focus more on friendship and sisterly devotion than 
romance, although Runa does bond with a handsome young 
human. Driven by Runa’s and Evie’s narratives, this story works 
as a stand-alone, but Sea Witch (2018) fans will be happy to learn 
Evie’s fate. All characters are assumed white.

An atmospheric twist on the classic Hans Christian 
Andersen tale. (Fantasy. 12-15)

CRACKING THE BELL
Herbach, Geoff
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-245314-3  

A troubled Wisconsin teenager finds 
solid ground and grievous injury alike on 
the gridiron.

If a whole family could be said to 
suffer from PTSD it would be Isaiah’s, 
devastated by sudden, violent deaths. 

Bad friends and behavior have seemingly locked him in a down-
ward spiral—until his parents offer a choice of football or a 
group home. In football, Isaiah not only finds salutary physi-
cal and mental challenges, but a perfect outlet for the destruc-
tive tendencies driven by his rage and grief. When the latest in 
a series of concussions leaves him struggling to cover up some 
scary symptoms, though, an agonizing dilemma presents itself: 
to walk away from both commitments to teammates and the 
source of his prized, hard-won stability or to stay on and risk 
permanent damage? By surrounding Isaiah with a supporting 

Timely, hilarious, and heartfelt.
unpregnant
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For some teens, there is a very clear path to the 
future: Finish high school, go to college, get a job, 
start a family. But, novelist Michelle Ruiz Keil asks, 

“What if you weren’t able to do that path and you 
were on your own and trying to create your own 
meaningful rites of passage?” What does it look like 
to create your own life from scratch when you’re 
barely out of childhood?

That’s the central question of Keil’s debut, All 
of Us With Wings (June 18). Fleeing trauma and loss, 
17-year-old Xochi, who is queer and biracial (Mexi-
can American and white), finds herself in San Fran-
cisco working as a governess to Pallas, the preco-
cious child of a group of polyamorous rock stars. 

Keil jumps among perspectives as Xochi—and the 
nature spirits she and Pallas accidentally summon—
upsets the balance of this unconventional family. 

“My stories’ bones are made of fairy tales,” Keil says, 
and she doesn’t mean the Disney kind. The book 
casts an uneasy, but nonetheless magical, spell on 
the reader.

But the story never feels too far from reality. “For 
me, magical realism is kind of an everyday Tuesday,” 
Keil says. “It’s reflective of how I experience the 
world.” Despite their unusual lives, the characters 
are recognizably, and stubbornly, human.

Xochi is challenging in exactly the way a teenag-
er with no supervision and a lot of sorrow might be. 
She gets a tattoo, tries drugs, and has ill-advised sex. 

“They may not be perfect choices, but things can feel 
really empowering and even be empowering to you 
at 17 that you look at later and think, that was more 
complicated,” Keil says. It was important to Keil to 
empower Xochi to chart her own course.

 For a reader today, the most surprising part of 
the book is probably its depiction of a San Francis-
co where punks and pagans outnumber yuppies and 
tech bros. “I wanted it to be in the time before the 
city changed,” Keil says. She didn’t settle on an exact 
year, but the prevalence of cassette tapes, the lack of 
cellphones, and the post-punk vibe suggest the late 
’80s.

That was the version of San Francisco Keil fell in 
love with when she left home for the city at 17, much 
as Xochi does. “The city itself had a healing power 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Michelle Ruiz Keil

HER DEBUT NOVEL OF FOUND FAMILY AND RECOVERY WEAVES AN 
UNFORGETTABLE PUNK ROCK–INFUSED SPELL
By Alex Heimbach

Photo courtesy Angelika Keil
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cast that, from ineffectual parents to clueless coaches and an 
alcoholic former girlfriend, seems notably weak on “support” 
potential, Herbach (Hooper, 2018, etc.) gives his conflicted nar-
rator agency to make his own decision…but also sets up a cli-
mactic round of revelations and confessions that reveal those 
individuals to be less feeble than he supposed. Along with tack-
ling the deadly hazards of concussions, this novel offers a bulle-
tin to readers facing life-altering changes, telling them that they 
might not have to go through them alone. A lack of physical 
descriptions points to a white default. Backmatter not seen.

Provocative entry centered on a sizzling topic. (Sports 
fiction. 15-18)

THE HIDDEN CODE
Hoover, P.J.
CBAY (328 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-944821-91-3  

A girl sets out to find her long-van-
ished parents, tracing their path to a 
powerful artifact.

Hannah Hawkins’ geneticist parents 
disappeared 11 years ago. Since then, 
she’s lived with her Uncle Randall at his 

opulent estate in Boston. Then a mysterious letter arrives from 
her mother, and she learns that her parents and their friends 
once sought an artifact called the Deluge Segment and, in doing 
so, had assembled a map to the Code of Enoch, which could 
create life and cure disease. Hannah’s parents decided the Code 
was too dangerous and absconded to hide their piece of the 
Segment. Emboldened, Hannah sets out on a quest to find her 
parents, who she desperately hopes are still alive. But she isn’t 
the only one interested in the artifact; her parents’ old friend 
works for a nefarious pharmaceutical company that could ben-
efit from the Code of Enoch, and his son, Ethan, will do any-
thing to impress his father. Thrust together, Hannah and Ethan 
set out, trailed by dangerous men every step of the way. With 
nods to archaeological adventures like Indiana Jones, Hannah’s 
journey features intermittent excitement and dips into intrigu-
ing myths and history. However, her wealth, luck, and uncanny 
athletic prowess make for a low-stakes adventure until the end 
delivers a more satisfying reveal. Major characters are presumed 
white.

An uneven adventure too reliant on well-worn tropes 
and the protagonist’s privilege. (Fiction. 14-18)

for me,” she says. “There was something about how 
beautiful it was and the way the sky looked and the 
buildings and the way you could be anonymous but 
not feel alone.”

Keil had a long and unconventional journey 
to publishing a novel. She met her partner at 21, 
went back to school, had two kids, finished college, 
worked with nonprofits, and started a small indie 
theater before she ever considered writing a novel. 
She never thought then that it was something she 
could pull off. But she was inspired to try when she 
agreed to teach a class at her kids’ school for Na-
tional Novel Writing Month and thought her par-
ticipation might help motivate the students. That 
book eventually became All of Us With Wings.

All of Us With Wings counters the idea that an un-
conventional path is necessarily an undesirable one 
and that bad decisions necessarily lead to bad out-
comes. “That path doesn’t always lead to destruc-
tion,” Keil says. “Sometimes when we are at that 
edge we learn how to catch ourselves and pick our-
selves back up.”

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California. All 
of Us With Wings received a starred review in the May 
1, 2019, issue. 
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THE ART OF TAXIDERMY
Kernot, Sharon
Text (240 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-925603-74-3  

A German Australian girl discovers a 
path toward resurrection in the wake of 
several family deaths.

Lottie feels lonely at school, where 
peers accuse her of loving Hitler 
because of her German heritage, and 

in her family, where the three caring adults in her life—her 
emotionally absent father, rigorously traditional Aunt Hilda, 
and ageing, mournful Oma—all struggle under the weight of 
the family’s multilayered grief. Lottie’s parents and grandpar-
ents faced internment camps and isolation during the Second 
World War and were still working toward recovery when Lot-
tie’s older sister accidentally drowned; afterward, her mother 
died following a stillbirth. Lottie begins collecting the bod-
ies of dead birds and other creatures, a hobby that horrifies 
and unsettles those around her. The only understanding soul 
she finds is an Indigenous boy named Jeffrey; they bond over 
their shared ostracization, and he helps her find animals for 
her collection. Lottie and other major characters are white, 
and the discrimination German Australians faced during the 
war is thoughtfully addressed. Lottie’s family worries that her 
new interest betrays morbidity or violence, but as Lottie’s 
steady, naturalistic verse narration shows, it truly centers on 
a longing for resurrection, manifested in her dream of becom-
ing a museum taxidermist. The ample backstory is sometimes 
muddy and slows the pace, but vivid descriptions and Lottie’s 
confident, complex voice atone for this.

A thoughtful exploration of rebuilding life after death, 
told in grave and tactile verse. (Verse novel. 12-18)

BUTTERFLY YELLOW 
Lai, Thanhha
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-222921-2  

The day after Hang arrives in Texas 
from a refugee camp, she heads toward 
Amarillo to find her little brother.

On that same day in 1981, an 18-year-
old aspiring cowboy named LeeRoy is 
traveling to Amarillo to pursue his rodeo 

dreams. After some helpful meddling from a couple at a rest stop, 
LeeRoy finds himself driving Hang on her search instead. They 
make an odd pair, a white boy from Austin and a determined 
Vietnamese refugee on a mission. But their chemistry works: 
Hang sees through LeeRoy’s cowboy airs, and LeeRoy under-
stands Hang’s clever English pronunciations, cobbled together 
from Vietnamese syllables. When they find Hang’s brother and 
he remembers nothing about Vietnam, Hang and LeeRoy settle 

in at the ranch next door. Hang’s heartbreaking memories of 
the day her brother was mistakenly taken by Americans at the 
end of the war, her harrowing journey to America, and the fam-
ily she left behind are all tempered by LeeRoy’s quiet patience 
and exasperated affection. It is their warm and comic love/hate 
relationship, developing over the course of the summer into 
something more, that is the soul of award-winning Lai’s (Lis-
ten, Slowly, 2015, etc.) first young adult novel. Every sentence 
is infused with warmth, and Lai shows readers that countless 
moments of grace exist even in the darkest times.

Masterfully conjures grace, beauty, and humor out of 
the tragic wake of the Vietnam War. (author’s note) (His-
torical fiction. 13-18)

IT’S A WHOLE SPIEL
Love, Latkes, and Other 
Jewish Stories
Ed. by Locke, Katherine & 
Silverman, Laura
Knopf (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-64616-7  

A revelatory short story collec-
tion whose spiel is teenage longing and 
devotion.

Locke (The Spy With the Red Balloon, 2018, etc.) and Silver-
man (You Asked for Perfect, 2019, etc.) have compiled #ownvoices 
stories by some of the hottest names in YA in which young 
people strive for self-discovery and belonging. From sports 
camp to synagogue, from a Shabbat table to an airplane, from 
America to Israel, readers encounter teens who feel they are not 
enough—not Jewish enough, not secular enough, not sexually 
experienced enough. Jewish teens travel alone, have crushes, 
make space for God, feel inadequate, and confront shame 
around not feeling like a good Jew. They kvetch and cry, show 
surprising amounts of chutzpah, and most, eventually, find their 
ways to what is sacred, which is not always religious. The sto-
ries are vibrant and honest portrayals of contemporary teenage 
life, with the stronger ones stacked at the end of the volume, 
most notably Locke’s layered narrative of a fractured friendship 
healed digitally via fan fiction and Moskowitz’s (Salt, 2018, etc.) 
purposefully fragmented and artful narrative of a young woman 
in her first lesbian relationship dealing with identity and disor-
dered eating on the holiest day of the year. There is diversity in 
sexual orientation and levels of religious observance; one pro-
tagonist is Latinx. 

Although racially myopic, these are sincere and enlight-
ening stories about achieving self-acceptance. (contributor 
biographies) (Short story collection. 14-18)

Lai shows readers that countless moments of 
grace exist even in the darkest times.
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THE HIVE
Lyga, Barry & Baden, Morgan
Dev. by Beals, Jennifer & Jacobson, Tom
Kids Can (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5253-0060-8  

Trial and punishment are carried out 
via a social media process called the Hive 
in this futuristic thriller created by a 
team that includes an actress, a film pro-
ducer, and two writers.

The daughter of a famous hacker, high school senior Cassie 
is still grieving her dad’s recent death. Her mother, a classics 
professor named Rachel, is struggling both to make ends meet 
and with the ongoing presence of National Security Agency 
agents who keep nosing around her late husband’s doings. 
Alternating between Cassie’s and her mother’s third-person 
narration, the difficult relationship between the pair provides 
a believable emotional backbone for this high-concept, fast-
paced, sometimes overly detailed cautionary tale of the morally 
fraught territory that results when technology and mob men-
tality mix. After Cassie makes a tasteless joke online about the 
new grandchild of the president (a figure who is so obviously 
Trump that the pretense of his name being fictionalized seems 
pointless), she must flee the ensuing violent wrath of the Hive, 
discovering its secrets along the way. Readers may be frustrated 
by the intelligent and sarcastic Cassie’s apparent inability to 
identify people who are clearly likely to betray her. Cassie is 
biracial—her mother is white, and her dad was black—and the 
secondary characters are realistically diverse.

Energetic but at times heavy-handed, this dystopian 
tale seems destined for a screen adaptation. (Science fiction. 
14-18)

AMERICAN ROYALS
McGee, Katharine
Random House (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-984830-17-3 
Series: American Royals, 1 

Grab a cup of mead and gather round 
for a story of kings, queens, princes, prin-
cesses, lords, and ladies: the modern rul-
ing families of America. 

With the ease of a curtsy, McGee 
(The Towering Sky, 2018, etc.) has established a monarchy made 
up of the direct descendants of George Washington. There’s 
enough palace intrigue, royal shenanigans, and even a smidgen 
of sex to satisfy anyone who loves a bit of gossip. Set in the con-
temporary United States, there are characters we love to love, 
love to hate, and those we want to send to timeout. Princess 
Beatrice, who will be the first queen regnant, her twin siblings, 
Princess Samantha and Prince Jefferson (those noble scamps), 
Jefferson’s wicked ex-girlfriend, and a couple of commoners 

who make falling in love with the wrong person too easy all 
tell their sides of the story in alternating third-person chapters. 
Critical questions tantalize readers through the foibles and 
flaws of characters who are frustratingly human. Crown jewels 
aside, the events of the story are as familiar as college parties 
or family dinners. Not all questions are answered, and readers 
will eagerly await the next installment to find out whether true 
love will win or stodgy tradition will triumph. A Latinx main 
character with two mothers lends a bit of diversity to the major-
ity white cast.

An entertaining royal family modeled after the resi-
dents of Buckingham Palace. (Fiction. 14-19)

DEAR HAITI, LOVE ALAINE
Moulite, Maika & Moulite, Maritza
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-335-77709-6  

A riveting tale of testing one’s mettle 
while finding one’s roots.

Alaine Beauparlant is a 17-year-
old Haitian American senior living 
in Miami with her psychiatrist father. 
Alaine plans to follow in the footsteps 

of her renowned journalist mother by majoring in journalism at 
Columbia. With mere months to go before graduation, though, 
Alaine’s world starts unraveling and is later turned on its side 
when she royally messes up a school presentation. Her punish-
ment is to spend two months volunteering in Haiti—though 
she wasn’t given much of a choice. Alaine wants to go to Haiti—
the country both of her parents are from—but she would pre-
fer it to be under much different circumstances. With the help 
of her Tati Estelle and, later, her usually distant mother, Alaine 
comes to find that there is much more to her family’s history 
than she imagined. In the process, she discovers an even deeper 
love for the ancestral homeland that she had only known from 
afar. The Moulite sisters’ joint debut has heart and humor. The 
varied formats, such as emails, texts, and letters, add interest 
and serve to make the story feel modern. However, the exces-
sive pop-culture references are unnecessary additions to an oth-
erwise captivating novel. This exploration of a culture steeped 
in magical realism beautifully showcases the sacrifices we are 
sometimes called to make for the ties that bind us.

Enchanting. (Fiction. 15-adult)
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THE DOZIER SCHOOL 
FOR BOYS 
Forensics, Survivors, 
and a Painful Past
Murray, Elizabeth A.
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (120 pp.) 
$37.32 PLB  |  Sep. 3, 2019  
978-1-5415-1978-7

The history of a reform school that 
abused and tortured the young people 
sent there. 

The Florida State Reform School, opened in 1900 and later 
named after former superintendent Arthur G. Dozier, was 
intended to be a place where youth could be educated and given 
the skills they’d need to become independent citizens. However, 
almost from the beginning the school was problematic for the 
boys: The work was dangerous, and strict discipline protocols 
involved severe beatings, deprivation, psychological torture, 
and, some claimed, outright murder. Until 1968 the facilities 
were racially segregated, with black youth receiving more haz-
ardous work assignments. In the early 21st century, survivors 
began telling their stories, and a 2007 case of physical abuse was 
caught on surveillance cameras. State-led investigations into 
the school cemetery and the survivors’ stories drew attention 
from media and activists. The author, herself a forensic scien-
tist, explores how the school operated without much oversight 
or reporting and the ways criminal science was used to piece 
together a picture of the horrors many endured. The testimo-
nies of the survivors and the forensic research into those who 
died at Dozier are the most compelling aspects of the book. 
The many photographs and sidebars will make this accessible 
for young readers.

A grim, harrowing, and important read with insights 
into the troubled juvenile justice system. (source notes, 
glossary, selected bibliography, further information, 
index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

DON’T SAY A WORD
Natusch, Amber Lynn
Tor Teen (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-7653-9771-3 
Series: Hometown Antihero, 2 

Kylene “Ky” Danners sleuths her way 
into the dark heart of a teen exploitation 
ring in Natusch’s follow-up to 2018’s Dare 
You To Lie. 

It’s only been about a week since 
Kylene and FBI agent Cedric Dawson exposed the secret 
behind the success of Jasperville High’s football success (hint: It 
wasn’t talent). It left her best friend, Garrett, in the hospital and 
Ky physically and emotionally battered and the pariah of her 
high school football–obsessed Ohio town. She also discovered 
who really took those topless pictures over two years ago that 

completely ruined her reputation. Ky could care less about her 
rep, but she does care about finding out who framed her ex–FBI 
agent dad for murder and about getting him out of prison. Pos-
ing as Ky’s ex—much to her chagrin—Dawson goes undercover 
as a high school student to find out who is behind the death of 
one of the girls Jasperville deems disposable, and Ky agrees to 
help if Dawson will consider new evidence in her father’s case. 
The narrative spins its wheels a bit while Ky chases various leads 
(and a few red herrings), but Natusch makes up for it in the har-
rowing finale when she cranks the danger quotient up to 11, and 
Ky’s instinct to help those who are most vulnerable makes her a 
winner. All main characters are assumed white.

A heart-pounding mystery. (Thriller. 14-adult)

STEEL TIDE
Parker, Natalie C.
Razorbill/Penguin (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-451-47883-2 
Series: Seafire, 2 

Following Seafire (2018), Caledonia 
needs new allies in her continuing fight 
against Aric’s tyranny.

After being badly wounded, Cale-
donia wakes up in a camp of renegade 

former Bullets. Having shaken their forced drug addictions to 
Silt, they call themselves Blades and have built a small culture 
where consent is paramount. Caledonia’s convalescence with 
the Blades opens the door for more worldbuilding but soon is 
interrupted by Bullet hostility. Caledonia, who’s been eager to 
get back to sea, rallies the Blades in a scheme to steal a ship with 
a deal—they help her get a ship, and she’ll help them break the 
Net and escape Aric’s sphere of control. But a revelation inten-
sifies her need to find her crew without delay. The fast-paced 
plot—packed with fight scenes, naval battles, and adventurous 
sailing—still manages to devote time to fleshing out the philos-
ophies and agency of secondary characters as well as Caledonia’s 
struggles and growth as a leader of an unconventional coalition. 
Romantic storylines for the most part take a back seat in favor 
of more pressing survival concerns, though queer relationships 
are positively represented. Race’s only significance is descrip-
tive—most characters are varying shades of brown, though 
some—like Caledonia—are white. The explosive finale breaks 
the fictional world’s status quo in a way that will have readers 
eager for the final installment.

An immersive, adventurous pleasure that improves on 
the first book. (Post-apocalyptic/science fiction. 12-adult)
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THE STARS AND 
THE BLACKNESS 
BETWEEN THEM 
Petrus, Junauda
Dutton (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-5255-5548-3  

In Petrus’ bewitching debut, Aquar-
ius meets Scorpio and contemplates 
what comes next.

Audre has found religion in the form 
of Neri, the pastor’s granddaughter, much to the chagrin of her 
religious mother. Sent from Trinidad to Minneapolis to live with 
her father, Audre is afraid of leaving her beloved grandmother, 
being cut off from her home culture, and starting over in a new 
country. Meanwhile, fascinated with Whitney Houston and 
the singer’s supposed romance with a female friend, Mabel is 
attempting to fit the pieces of her sexuality together. Although 
she’s been feeling sick, she agrees to entertain her father’s 
friend’s newly arrived daughter, and Audre and Mabel grow 
close over the summer. As the school year ramps up, Mabel can 
no longer ignore her chronic fatigue and pain and must grapple 
with life-altering news. She finds comfort in reading an old book 
of her parents’, learning about astrology, and seeking Audre’s 
healing presence. Audre’s voice is lyrical, and readers will practi-
cally hear her Trinidadian accent as she overcomes her fears and 
self-doubt. Through a nonlinear storyline and two secondary 
characters, Afua and Queenie, the author beautifully interjects 
elements of magical realism while delving into the complexities 
of spirituality. Readers seeking a deep, uplifting love story will 
not be disappointed as the novel covers both flourishing feel-
ings and bigger questions around belief and what happens when 
we face our own mortality. Main characters are black.

A cosmically compelling read. (Fiction. 14-adult)

NOT HUNGRY 
Quinn, Kate Karyus
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8270-7  

Free verse provides an introspective 
voice for a teen struggling with an eating 
disorder.

Unhappy with her weight, June 
engages in severe dieting and keeps her 
determined attempts to starve herself 

secret. When Toby moves in next door, she learns he has his 
own private shame. Consequently, he keeps his relationship 
with June hidden and separate from his life as a popular basket-
ball player. While June tries to binge and purge her way to thin-
ness, she still sees the beauty in her own plus-sized sister, Mae, 
and awaits the day Mae sees it, too. Quinn (Down With the Shine, 
2016, etc.) reveals what her characters want to hide as readers 
hope for a righteous ending. The physical layout of the text 

conveys profound truths about friendship, loyalty, and payback 
in accessible language that never obstructs the power of the 
message. Conversations are italicized, and lines that slip and 
slide, stagger and indent quietly communicate all the drama of 
high school to readers. Parents are inconsequential as the teens 
navigate societal expectations while trying desperately not to 
let their masks slip. Exquisite writing allows each poem to be 
savored individually as readers find bits of themselves reflected 
in the situations and characters and cheer on the unlikely hero. 
Characters are presumed white.

Rhythm, repetition, and carefully crafted writing 
relate the challenges of a teen girl reluctant readers would 
love to befriend. (Verse novel. 14-18)

THE TRUTH IS
Ramos, NoNieqa
Carolrhoda (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5415-2877-2  

A coming-of-age novel about coming 
out and overcoming.

Verdad De La Reyna is having a rough 
time. Her best friend, Blanca, died when 
a white supremacist shot up a movie 
theater. Verdad has a scar from where a 

bullet hit her leg and post-traumatic symptoms like trichotil-
lomania, but she still finds comfort in Blanca’s ghostly visits. 
Verdad, who doesn’t speak Spanish, also doesn’t feel completely 
confident in her Boricua identity. The arrival at school of attrac-
tive white trans boy Danny makes her wonder if she’s lesbian, 
or queer, or some other LGBTQ+ identity. Strong insightful 
prose, sometimes disjointed, showcases Verdad’s unique voice, 
not shying away from her pain or her stubbornness. A lot of her 
growing up has to do with the question “How could you be so 
woke and so ’sleep at the same time?” as a queer woman of color 
who has to work through transphobic thoughts, anti-black rac-
ism, and other prejudices, which may help some readers in their 
own understanding while alienating or hurting others. A diverse 
cast of homeless queer youth provides a lot of catalyst for her 
growth, which at times verges on exploitative, but young people 
underserved in literature will find fully fleshed, mostly posi-
tive—though somewhat tragic—representation here. Teen ban-
ter about racism, cultural appropriation, police brutality, and 
transphobia showcases the complexity, brilliance, and power of 
young activists.

Shaky at times but powerful. (Fiction. 13-18)

Readers seeking a deep, uplifting love story 
will not be disappointed.

the stars and the blackness between them
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CROWN OF CORAL 
AND PEARL
Rutherford, Mara
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-335-09044-7  

Two impoverished sisters aspire to 
be chosen to become a royal bride.

Nor and her identical twin sister, 
Zadie, dive for pearls along with other 
struggling villagers in Varenia, a tiny, 

oppressed kingdom of wooden homes built on stilts in the sea. 
Tradition holds that when the crown prince of the kingdom of 
Ilaria is ready for marriage, the elders select the loveliest girl in 
Varenia for him to marry. Sweet-tempered Zadie is her family’s 
expected choice; Nor isn’t really a contender, having sustained 
an injury that left a scar on her cheek. In some ways, this liber-
ates her: She is outspoken and defiant, questions society’s preoc-
cupation with beauty, and dreams of one day setting foot on dry 
land. When Zadie reveals that she is in love with the governor’s 
son, their neighbor, the sisters quickly realize that a simple acci-
dent can produce the necessary flaw to keep her home and send 
Nor in her stead. Debut author Rutherford’s saga begins with 
the promise of originality, with intriguing kingdoms and wor-
thy heroines. However, the characters can feel two-dimensional, 
particularly the gallantly handsome love interest and cold, cruel 
villain. Despite some predictability, it’s a fun read, as the tempo 
canters along. In tropical Varenia, citizens have a wide range of 
hair and skin colors and value them all as beautiful.

A fun and adventurous bit of fantasy romance. (Fantasy. 
12-15)

ONLY ASHES REMAIN
Schaeffer, Rebecca
HMH Books (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-328-86355-3 
Series: Market of Monsters, 2 

Continues the violent misfortunes of 
two teens on the run for their lives.

Picking up right after Not Even Bones’ 
(2018) cliffhanger ending, Nita finds her-
self facing Fabricio, the boy who betrayed 

her to the black market, and revenge is all Nita thinks of. But Nita 
has even bigger problems now, as a video of her self-healing abil-
ity is on the dark web, marking her as a vulnerable target. When 
she realizes that to ensure her freedom she needs to send a mes-
sage to her enemies not to mess with her, Nita turns to Kovit, the 
monstrous boy she both fears and likes. But even the best-laid 
plans have flaws….While the setting moves from Latin America to 
Canada, the story is still very much concerned with ongoing ques-
tions of nature, nurture, and accountability when it comes to one’s 
humanity—or one’s monstrosity, as the case may be. As Nita and 
Kovit grow closer to one another, the book never shies away from 

its characters’ psychopathic tendencies, with little respite from 
the graphic violence that they both endure and induce. Although 
there is little actual plot progression (the characters start and end 
the book in the same kind of danger), there is undoubtedly a strong 
character arc toward self-knowledge and self-determination for 
both protagonists. Both Nita and Kovit are brown skinned; Nita 
has a Chilean father and a nonhuman mother.

A gory, thought-provoking sequel mixing Dexter and 
John Wick and not for the faint-hearted. (Fantasy. 15-adult)

NOWHERE TO HIDE
Sigafus, Kim
7th Generation (120 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-939053-21-3 
Series: PathFinders 

An Ojibwa girl learns to rely on tradi-
tion and family support to tackle modern 
problems.

Autumn Dawn loves her home on 
the White Earth reservation in Minne-

sota, it’s just that nothing else in her life seems to be going right: 
Schoolwork is a struggle, a speech impediment leads to bully-
ing, and her divorced, overworked mother is handing over more 
and more household responsibilities to her daughter. Autumn’s 
Aunt Jessie comes for a visit in the nick of time, tangles success-
fully with a bully, and enlightens a classroom teacher—model-
ing for her niece how to set aside her role as a victim and show 
some grit. Sigafus’ (Perilous Choices, 2017, etc.) Ojibwa back-
ground brings authenticity and accuracy to this #ownvoices 
book. Unfortunately, the hurried telling of a complicated plot 
leaves readers with flat characters and a predictable ending, as 
problems are solved too quickly and easily. The potential recon-
ciliation of Autumn’s parents and the remediation of her learn-
ing disability are described in unrealistically simple sequences. 
Autumn’s story had the potential to be culturally authentic, 
strong literature, but the tell-don’t-show writing leaves read-
ers with a linear tale in a world that is anything but. Autumn’s 
mother is white; the remaining main characters are Ojibwa.

This novel for reluctant readers presents rather than 
explores complex topics. (Fiction. 12-16)

HARLEY QUINN
BREAKING GLASS
Tamaki, Mariko
Illus. by Pugh, Steve
DC Ink (128 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-4012-8329-2  

Tamaki’s (Laura Dean Keeps Breaking 
up With Me, 2019, etc.) version of Harley 
operates with a moral compass while still 
being bubbly and outgoing.

Not for the faint-hearted.
only ashes remain
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Harley has been sent to live with her grandmother in 
Gotham City. She discovers her grandmother has died, but 
apartment manager Mama, a white, gay man who also manages 
the local drag queen bar, lets her stay. Harley finds her place 
among a colorful “mutiny of queens” and makes a new best 
friend, Ivy Du-Barry. Ivy, who is biracial (Chinese and black), 
carries the bulk of the load when it comes to educating Harley, 
who is white, about intersectionality, representation in media, 
and the gentrification of their neighborhood. Harley’s happi-
ness doesn’t last—Mama receives news of an impending eviction 
and crosses paths with the Joker. Through flashbacks, shaded in 
orange, readers get a deeper understanding of what motivates 
her to fight for what she loves. Pugh (Supergirl, Vol. 3: Girl of No 
Tomorrow, 2018, etc.) uses a mostly gray and black color palette 
with background bursts of scarlet. When characters are truly in 
their element, their signature colors are used: a red and black 
scheme for Harley, shades of green for Ivy, and the Joker’s sig-
nature purple. The fast-paced plot enhanced by Harley’s trade-
mark style of speech examines the impact of gentrification, and 
Harley’s character development follows a redemptive arc that 
will have readers rooting for her and her colorful family.

A riotous read. (Graphic novel. 13-18)

CHOOSING TO LIVE, 
CHOOSING TO DIE
The Complexities of Assisted 
Dying
Tate, Nikki
Illus. by Wuthrich, Belle
Orca (276 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-4598-1889-7 
Series: Orca Issues 

A multifaceted exploration of the complex issues surround-
ing medical assistance in dying.

Through a combination of narrative, facts, quotations, 
provocative questions, case studies, and captioned full-color 
photographs, this book encourages readers to ponder whether 
medical assistance in dying can be an appropriate option for 
some. The author describes her own family’s experience with 
the challenges of honoring end-of-life wishes before presenting 
topics such as hospice care, legal issues, ethical concerns, the 
nature of suffering, and the challenges of being asked to help 
someone die, and more, including a somewhat thin last chap-
ter on what it means to have a good death. Choppy and mean-
dering by design—the author explains that the structure leads 
readers along a winding path—it may be more suitable for dip-
ping into than reading cover to cover. Variations of the phrase 

“committing suicide” are used, although this terminology is now 
often viewed as pejorative. The absence of footnotes or end-
notes in favor of a general list of references limits its usefulness 
for report writers. While the text is broken up with informa-
tive sidebars, the font used for the case studies is punishingly 
small. Focusing primarily on the Western world, despite noting 
in passing that Japan has the world’s largest right-to-die group, 

this is a frank, dispassionate, and accessible guide that respects 
the ability of teen readers to understand the nuances surround-
ing a complex topic.

A thought-provoking, easy-to-understand resource. 
(glossary, references, photo credits, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

HOPE IS OUR 
ONLY WING 
Tavengerwei, Rutendo
Soho Teen (216 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-64129-072-2  

Following the tragic and mysterious 
death of her journalist father while on an 
investigative trip to the family’s home-
land of Zimbabwe, 15-year-old Shamiso 
and her mother leave England. 

Returning to the country she left at age 5 is disorienting 
for Shamiso—she doesn’t even remember her paternal grand-
mother. She unsuccessfully tries to keep her grief and anger 
under wraps, bound up in resentment over being in this place 
that is now home. At her new boarding school, Shamiso initially 
seeks to keep to herself, but Tanyaradzwa, another student, 
who has her own reasons for deep sadness, extends an offer 
of friendship that Shamiso initially rebuffs, although later the 
girls become close companions. Inspired by actual events from 
2008 Zimbabwe, debut author Tavengerwei masterfully knits 
together a literary quilt with prose that evokes heartbreaking 
and hopeful truths. Mainly portraying events from a teenager’s 
perspective, readers also learn about the political and economic 
downfall of a once prosperous country. Filled with tales of strug-
gle, sacrifice, corruption, and resilience, the novel showcases a 
cast of characters whose formidable spirits in the face of life-
threatening crises take readers on a roller-coaster ride of emo-
tions via a gripping page-turner.

A narrative of courage and optimism in the face of 
loss, this novel is brilliant storytelling. (glossary) (Fiction. 
14-adult)

THE WORLD ON EITHER SIDE
Terrana, Diane
Orca (288 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4598-2217-7  

In Terrana’s debut, a grieving Toronto 
teen travels to Thailand for a mountain 
trek that goes terribly awry.

Valentine is overwhelmed with 
despair when her boyfriend, Amir, is 
punched to death at a football game. 

After Valentine is hospitalized following a drug overdose, her 
mother, a newly minted Buddhist, takes her on a “shock-treat-
ment” tour of the mountains near the Thai-Myanmar border. 
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Valentine’s journey opens her eyes to issues such as the ethical 
paradoxes of tourism and the atrocities of armed conflict in the 
region. But her grief is still so raw that she mutilates herself; and 
Lin, the mahout’s helper she’s attracted to despite her guilt, is 
tortured by his own past. A gruesome encounter with elephant 
poachers separates Valentine and Lin from their party. The two 
plunge deeper into the jungle to flee the savage hunters and 
guide an orphaned baby elephant to safety. The visceral first-
person narrative moves fluidly between Valentine’s harrowing 
flight, her conflicted relationships with Lin and her mother, and 
the poetry in which she seeks an answer: Even when besieged 
by violence and death, can one keep walking toward love and 
life? The trekkers are assumed white, and Amir is an Arab Cana-
dian Coptic Christian. Other characters are Thai, Burmese, and 
Karen. Despite her mother’s gentle pushback, Valentine and 
fellow trekkers never fully move past their judgmental reac-
tions to local customs.

An often grim, sometimes lyrical, and ultimately hope-
ful tale of grief and redemption. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
14-18)

THE MAGNOLIA SWORD
A Ballad of Mulan
Thomas, Sherry
Tu Books (352 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-62014-804-4  

New life is breathed into the ballad 
of Mulan.

The Hua and Yuan families share a 
legacy: As caretakers of the deftly made 
swords Sky Blade and Heart Sea, each 

generation must fight to determine the next guardians of the 
swords. Hua Mulan has only known a life of being disguised as 
a boy, trained in weaponry by her father. What her father does 
not know is that Mulan already spars with her future duel part-
ner. On the eve of the showdown, the Hua family receives a let-
ter citing political unrest threatening the Yuans as a reason to 
withdraw from this year’s duel. When the Hua family receives a 
conscription notice requiring one male per household to report 
for duty, Mulan enlists, quickly being recruited into the prince-
ling’s elite team for her skills. Mulan finds herself caught in a 
web of sabotage, battles, and strained loyalties, trying to main-
tain her own cover and handling the growing affection between 
the princeling and herself. While the resolution may seem too 
neat for some, Thomas (The Hollow of Fear, 2018, etc.) brings 
new dimensions to the iconic character, weaving emotional 
depth and ethnic political issues into the plot. She immerses 
readers in bustling city streets and freezing swaths of wilder-
ness. Scaffolded by detailed research, the story is based on 
actual historic conflicts and artifacts.

A refreshing new take that pays homage to a legendary 
character. (author’s note, linguistic and historical notes) 
(Historical fiction. 12-15)

THE RED ZONE
An Earthquake Story
Vecchini, Silvia
Illus. by Sualzo
Trans. by Barton, Anna 
Amulet/Abrams (144 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4197-3368-0  

When people in a small Italian town 
lose everything in an earthquake, its 
youth must find a way to heal.

The 2016 earthquake in central Italy offers a backdrop 
for this graphic novel. Matteo; his girlfriend, Giulia; and their 
school friends are frightened: Their world has been destroyed, 
and they feel aftershocks daily. Many of their neighbors have 
moved away, but Matteo’s mother and stepfather work in the 
village, and they must stay. Matteo is luckier than most—his 
father brings them an old camper trailer so they can leave emer-
gency housing. But tensions run high for others, and problems 
began to arise. Matteo’s friend seeks his lost dog in the forbid-
den zone. His little sister has trouble sleeping, and someone 
at their school commits vandalism. Matteo and Giulia set off 
to find the culprit and help a friend in need, leaning on an art 
teacher who teaches them an important lesson from Japan. 
Unfortunately the language feels stiff, and the friendships at 
the heart of the story are too generic. Readers learn little about 
these characters before the earthquake, and they fail to emerge 
as individuals afterward. The simple frames, awash in blue for 
nighttime scenes and shades of ocher for day, feel static for such 
an energetic premise. Most characters appear white; there is a 
Muslim refugee family; and Giulia is brown skinned.

Lacking in character development and depth. (author’s 
note) (Graphic novel. 12-14)

CITY OF BEASTS
Wang, Corrie
Freeform/Disney (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-368-02662-8  

The nuclear fallout that destroyed 
most of civilization left room for some-
thing new: a society of fees, finally free 
from inequality and hate, even if they are 
still surrounded by beasts.

Glori’s family has a secret: A beast 
lives with them, born after Glori’s mother was kidnapped 
from their island by beasts and brutalized. Despite the beast’s 
dark conception, to Glori it is just Twofer, and she knows it’s 
good—there’s no way it’s like other beasts. When Twofer is also 
kidnapped, Glori leaves the safety of her community to rescue 
him. There, she finds the beasts are violent and dangerous, but 
they are also intriguing and more varied than she could have 
imagined, just like fees. Which is good, because working with 
the beasts is the only way to save Twofer. Glori and most others 
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her age are multiracial; there are also some explicitly Chinese 
characters. Though set in post-apocalyptic America, society 
has clearly been influenced by several cultures, especially East 
Asian. The treatment of gender and sexuality also avoids falling 
prey to overarching generalities: Glori, the beasts, and the read-
ers all have something to learn about gender, difference, and 
relationships, whether in the present or the apocalypse. Quirky 
characters offset darker themes, making this a brutal yet opti-
mistic portrayal of a possible future.

A post-apocalypse scenario combining ethics and 
action explores whether society can be taken apart and 
rebuilt for the better. (Science fiction. 14-18)

NO BARRIERS (THE YOUNG 
ADULT ADAPTATION)
A Blind Man’s Journey to 
Kayak the Grand Canyon
Weihenmayer, Erik & Levy, Buddy
St. Martin’s Griffin (224 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-250-20677-0  

An adaptation for teens of blind 
sportsman Weihenmayer’s 2017 memoir 
of the same name.

The prologue offers a brief overview of Weihenmayer’s 
life, from losing his vision completely just before entering high 
school to his accomplishment as the first blind person to sum-
mit Mount Everest in 2001. The leader of this expedition told 
him not to make Everest the greatest thing he ever did, so the 
following year, he made another mark, becoming the first blind 
person to scale all of the Seven Summits, the highest mountains 
on each continent. When a young quadruple amputee working 
toward his goal of climbing Kilimanjaro inspires Erik to solidify 
his own dream of kayaking the Grand Canyon, he begins several 
years of grueling preparation. A year before embarking on the 
trip, he’s dismayed to find out he won’t be the first blind person 
to kayak all 277 miles of the Grand Canyon, but he pushes his 
jealousy aside and invites the man, retired Navy veteran Lon-
nie Bedwell, to join his all-male team. Weihenmayer’s voice is 
clear, direct, and honest, and his descriptions of learning how to 
navigate white water rapids as a blind person vividly convey his 
frustrations and triumphs. This story of human versus nature 
will appeal to readers who enjoy wilderness and survival stories.

A gripping tale for dreamers, thinkers, and adventur-
ers. (glossary) (Memoir. 13-17)

HOME GIRL
Wheatle, Alex
Akashic (288 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61775-753-2  

Naomi Brisset, a 14-year-old white 
British girl in foster care, moves rest-
lessly from home to home.

After Naomi accuses her latest foster 
father of being “a perv with a big prick P,” 
her social worker places her with a “sec-

ond-generation British, West Indian” family, and Naomi begins 
to build familial connections with the parents, Tony and Col-
leen, who was also a foster child, and their two children, Pablo 
and Sharyna. Wheatle (Kerb-Stain Boys, 2018, etc.) has created a 
distasteful study in misogynoir, ableism, and homophobia. The 
book fast-tracks Naomi through situations where she leans into 
socially problematic scenarios with no apparent awareness: She 
begs her black foster mother to braid her hair so that she looks 
like Solange Knowles or Alicia Keys then is accused of cultural 
appropriation by a black girl who confronts her and is locked up 
in in-school suspension before being carted away. Wheatle’s fic-
tional Crongton leans into every negative stereotype of spaces 
where there are large concentrations of black communities. An 
opportunity to discuss issues of race in contemporary Britain is 
squandered when Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech is quoted out of context, with Tony’s father being labeled 
racist while Naomi’s own racist commentary is not interrogated. 
The only queer relationship and characters in the story are 
demonized through violent and degrading behavior. 

The use of extreme trauma to further this story’s devel-
opment creates an unredeemable disconnect. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE BABYSITTERS COVEN
Williams, Kate M.
Delacorte (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-525-70737-0  

A fashion-minded babysitter in small-
town Kansas discovers her magical pow-
ers and the responsibility that comes with 
them.

Seventeen-year-old Esme Pearl can’t 
explain the strange things happening to 

her until the new girl, Cassandra Heaven, reveals to Esme that they 
both have powers. The girls bumble their way through beginning 
spellcasting until Brian, the school football coach, explains that 
they are Sitters: girls (typically babysitters) predestined to pro-
tect humanity from interdimensional monsters. Brian is their 
mentor, or Counsel. The characters themselves draw the obvi-
ous comparison to Buffy the Vampire Slayer (“So basically, we’re 
like Slayers, and you’re our Watcher”), but despite basic world-
building parallels, the novel misses the mark if it’s attempting 
to fill the cult classic’s large shoes. The tongue-in-cheek humor 

A gripping tale for dreamers, thinkers, and adventurers.
no barriers
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never manages to find a balance with the purportedly high-
stakes plot. To debut novelist Williams’ credit, much of the 
humor lands; her unusual descriptions delight (Esme’s hands 
shake “like cold Chihuahuas,” while “nice” is “the chicken Cae-
sar wrap of compliments”), as do Esme’s and her best friend 
Janis’ daily wardrobe inspirations. However, the explanation 
behind Esme’s powers comes late, and even as the conflict 
heightens, readers will struggle to buy in. Many secondary char-
acters feel hollow, including Esme’s crush (Cassandra’s brother, 
Dion). Esme is presumably white, Cassandra identifies as Mexi-
can, and Janis and Brian are black.

Esme may be witty, but when it comes to fulfilling her 
destiny, Buffy she is not. (Fantasy. 13-17)

WATCHES AND WARNINGS
Wolf, Ryan
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8272-1  

A tornado mows through an Okla-
homa town, causing a local teen to con-
template life’s big questions.

Philip’s been spending the summer 
helping a neighbor stock his storm cel-
lar and secretly giving half his earnings 

to his brother, Victor, who was evicted from the family home. 
Philip chooses to believe Victor’s lies, pretending the money’s 
not feeding his brother’s heroin addiction, a result of opioid 
dependence following a sports injury. He internally questions 
his Baptist youth-pastor parents’ sincerity—Mom prays “like 
she’s put makeup / on her voice.” When a storm comes, the 
family shelters in their basement, ultimately remaining safe, 
although their house sustains serious damage. A couple of 
nights later, Victor comes home “like the prodigal son,” forced 
into withdrawal by the destruction of his drug stash in the tor-
nado. He decides to detox cold turkey with his family’s support, 
a realistically messy, roller-coaster affair. During the cleanup 
following the natural disaster, 16-year-old Philip meets Catho-
lic Mariana, who genuinely believes life has meaning. Philip 
and his family are presumed white except for his sister who has 
Down syndrome and was adopted from South Korea; Mariana 
is cued as Latinx. The short stanzas make the text accessible, 
while the topics addressed are deep and complex. Philip’s voice 
feels authentic to the teen experience, alternately conflicted, 
profound, and critical.

Intense, emotionally charged realism for reluctant 
readers. (Verse novel. 13-16)

THE STARLIGHT CLAIM
Wynne-Jones, Tim
Candlewick (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5362-0264-9  

A teen journeys into the wilderness 
searching for a lost friend.

It’s been four months since Nate’s pal 
Dodge disappeared in a terrible boating 
accident. Nate’s been haunted by night-
mares ever since, desperate for closure 

over his friend’s demise. Armed with survivalist skills his father, 
Burl (the main character of the author’s 1995 book, The Mae-
stro), taught him from a young age, Nate travels to his family’s 
secluded camp only to find it already occupied by some nefari-
ous characters: a trio of felons who’ve escaped from a nearby 
prison. Trapped by a winter storm and joined by a mysterious 
ally, Nate is forced to use his smarts and unique skills to make it 
out alive. There’s a lot going on here, and the disparate elements 
never effectively congeal. The beginning of the tale reads more 
like an equipment checklist and some smart survival tips strung 
along a simple adventure narrative, but when the story pivots 
toward an emotional, introspective tone, there’s no foundation 
beneath it. Readers itching for an adventure story will be bored 
by the ponderous passages, and those uninterested in outdoorsy 
pursuits won’t make it past the field-guide nature of the first 50 
or so pages. The book assumes a white default.

A misfire. (Survival fiction. 12-16)

THE GIRL THE SEA GAVE BACK
Young, Adrienne
Wednesday Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-16848-1  

Able to see the future, a tattooed 
traveler wonders if she can change it.

It’s been several years since the long-
feuding Riki and Aska clans united to 
fight the “demon” Herja invaders in 
Young’s debut Sky in the Deep (2018), and 

the once-bitter enemies have formed unexpected families and 
friendships. A chief-in-training, 18-year-old Halvard is supposed 
to lead the newly forged Nādhir in peacetime but instead faces 
war. Reviled rather than revered by the Svell, Tova—whose tat-
toos mark her as a Kyrr Truthtongue—predicts the future by 
reading rune stones and interpreting the Fate Spinners’ plans 
but cannot remember her own past. (Mis)led by violent Vigdis 
and their Tala’s (mis)interpretations of Tova’s visions, the ambi-
tious Svell attack the unprepared Nādhir. Soon, battle-untested 
Halvard races to protect his people while Tova tries to survive 
the Svell. The forests and fjords suggest a Scandinavian setting, 
and the weaponry indicates a medieval era. Aside from Tova’s 
seer skills, the tale skews more history than fantasy; tribal gods 
are worshipped but not witnessed. Battles are described in 

Personal struggles with identity, fate, and community shine 
against the minimalistic plot and slowly building tension.

the girl the sea gave back
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precise, cinematic detail, as are their terrible consequences, yet 
resist glorifying violence. Halvard and Tova’s world is described 
as brutal and beautiful—their personal struggles with identity, 
fate, and community shine against the minimalistic plot and 
slowly building tension. Even amid violence, the protagonists 
recognize the humanity of their enemies (or once-enemies, 
now-allies), and even villains are explored sympathetically.

Often grim, sometimes gory, and occasionally senti-
mental. (Fantasy. 12-18)

THE EVERYTHING I HAVE LOST
Zéleny, Sylvia
Illus. by BluePanda Studios
Cinco Puntos (256 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-947627-17-8  

In short vignettes, Julia details her 
rocky adolescence as she and her family 
migrate across the Juárez–El Paso border.

Poetic diary entries chronicle her 
transformation from sheltered preteen 

to cynical teen. The unevenly paced narrative takes place against 
the backdrop of family drama, missing girls, and her father’s 
criminal dealings. The work is peppered with secondary char-
acters who are not as fleshed out as Julia but who anchor the 
young woman as she slowly realizes the source of her father’s 
recent windfall. The protagonists who live in the U.S.—Bis, the 
strong-willed great-grandmother who is possibly dealing with 
dementia; Tía, the religious aunt who takes the siblings in when 
tragedy strikes and their neglectful artist mother stays behind 
in Juárez; and Jonás, an older, Americanized cousin—represent 
stability and freedom for Julia. In El Paso, they don’t have to 
worry about shootings, ransoms, and narcos. However, Texas 
carries its own troubles, including learning English, making 
new friends, and La Migra. Odd jumps in time and rushed plot 
twists confuse, and the main character’s overly naïve voice in 
the first half will turn off older teens, but her sexual curiosity 
and expletive-filled second half might overwhelm more sensi-
tive readers. Rudimentary line drawings in the early entries dis-
tract rather than add nuance to the tale.

A contemporary border story that hovers between too 
earnest and too nostalgic, never quite capturing an authen-
tic teen voice. (Fiction. 13-16)
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Oblong Books & Music, named for a once-disputed 2-mile 
strip of land in the Hudson Valley that Connecticut and New 
York both claimed, opened its first location in 1975 in Miller-
ton, New York, and its second in 2001 in Rhinebeck. Oblong 
focuses fully on its communities, especially its younger mem-
bers. “We carry books on all subjects and are especially proud 
of our children’s and young adult sections,” said second-gener-
ation bookseller and co-owner Suzanna Hermans. “Growing 
the next generation of readers is a key part of our mission, so 
we value kid lit just as highly as adult.”

If Oblong Books were a religion, what would be its 
icons and tenets? 
Oh goodness, let’s not use the word religion! How about phi-
losophy? Books open the mind, encourage discussion, stretch 
and challenge our thoughts and beliefs. They offer escape and 
entertainment—a moment away from the real world. At Ob-
long we combine our love of books with our desire to be a 
good neighbor, to support our fellow small businesses, and be 
a community gathering place.

How many events do you host?
Right now we do about 120 events a year and love connect-
ing readers and authors. A fair number of those are off-site 
events—we take any opportunity to bring books out of the 
bookstore and into our community.

Which was your favorite event and/or most mem-
orable disaster?
I’d have to say my most memorable event (and also our largest) 
was our book signing with Hillary Clinton for What Happened. 
The event was just a few weeks before Christmas, our busiest 
time, and I am relieved to say it was definitely not a disaster 

but a massive success. Our store is only about 3,500 square 
feet, but we managed to pass about 1,200 people through the 
store for the signing in just over three hours. The coordina-
tion of this event was a massive undertaking overseen by our 
unflappable event director, Helen Seslowsky, and involved 
working with the Secret Service, state and local police, and lo-
cal businesses. Everyone (including HRC herself!) was amaz-
ing—it was an incredible night. 

How does the bookstore reflect the interests of 
your community?
In our community, food and 
farming are big employers 
as well as drivers of tourism. 
We’re just 20 minutes from 
the Culinary Institute of 
America, and many of their 
graduates have stayed in the 
area and opened amazing 
restaurants. We definitely 
sell more cookbooks than 
your average bookstore! We 
also do very well with na-
ture titles—people come to the Hudson Valley to escape the 
city, and we have lots of books to help them bring the country 
back home with them.

What trends are you noticing among 
young readers?
Kids want diverse books! It’s so wonderful to see all kinds of 
kids gravitating toward books featuring characters of color 
and LGBTQ characters. Things have changed so much in 
the 12-plus years I’ve been in bookselling full time. We are 
still raising readers, but now they are reading books about all 
kinds of people, not just white kids.  

What are your favorite handsells?
Friday Black by Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah is the best book 
I read last year and one of the most memorable books I have 
ever read. I don’t think I will ever forget the first story in this 
collection. In 50 years, this book will still be taught in schools. 
It’s a masterwork. The Gauntlet by Karuna Riazi is one of my 
favorite books to hand to kids who love Rick Riordan. It’s a 
Muslim Jumanji. Just wonderful!

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

Shelf Space
By Karen Schechner
We talk to Suzanna Hermans, co-owner of Oblong Books & Music

Suzanna Hermans

Photo courtesy Seth H
arrison



indie
HIGH DIVE 
Amon, Elizabeth 
Manuscript (340 pp.) 
  

A middle-aged woman considers what 
constitutes infidelity in this debut novel.

As an award-winning photojournalist, 
Alex used to travel to war-torn parts of 
the globe to capture scenes of suffering, 
hoping to awaken the American public 

to problems that their government helped create. Now, she’s a 
43-year-old mother of two who photographs family portraits in 
her Westchester, New York, studio. Her lawyer husband, Martin, 
tells people that she left her previous job because she decided 

“It was time for something new”; Berks, her fellow photojour-
nalist and former lover, accuses her of selling out in exchange 
for stultifying suburban bliss. Alex knows that neither descrip-
tion tells the whole story, but she isn’t quite sure how to frame 
her own life. She doesn’t miss the danger of her past work, but 
she does miss its exhilaration and sense of purpose. When her 
glamorous older sister, Maggie, casually mentions that their late 
father had an affair and that she herself is sleeping with a mar-
ried man, Alex feels something spark inside her. She resolves to 
capture the essence of extramarital affairs in photos, starting 
by taking covert pictures of Maggie and her boyfriend. But the 
project forces her to confront her motives as a photographer; 
maybe her new obsession with “cheating,” she thinks, is a func-
tion of her compulsion to “chas[e] after other people’s sadness.” 
A lesser novelist would draw clearer lines between career and 
motherhood, history and loyalty, desire and morality. Author 
Amon, however, effortlessly balances such seemingly conflict-
ing truths. She shows how the topic of infidelity shadows Alex’s 
own marriage as well as her protagonist’s interactions with her 
siblings and mother. Each conversation carries rich undertones 
of unspoken emotional baggage; the scenes with Berks are par-
ticularly loaded, featuring frustration, romance, comfort, jeal-
ousy, and admiration within the span of a few paragraphs. Amon, 
in clean, polished prose, poses messy questions: How do you 
enjoy your version of happiness in a world full of misery? And 
how do you appreciate a person’s love for you when you see that 
his or her love for someone else is greater?

A layered and insightful exploration of how people seek 
meaning in careers and relationships.
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MINI-DROIDS AND TEA
A Seattle Romance
Bastedo, Victoria 
CreateSpace (256 pp.) 
$13.00 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Mar. 4, 2017
978-1-5440-0665-9  

A woman must deal with the sudden 
reappearance of a man who abruptly left 
her 10 years ago in this romance novel.

Penelope “Poppy” Carter met Cole-
pepper McSimmons in Montana when 

she was only a teenager, and he was her first love: “Colepep-
per had been a crush, the first important one of her life. People 
don’t fall in love just out of the gate at seventeen and then have 
no chance for the rest of their lives.” But Colepepper breaks her 
heart when he suddenly disappears, a wound that is reopened 
when she discovers that one of the new mobile phones he 
designed, the “Mini-Droid,” looks and sounds strikingly famil-
iar—it’s a remarkable replication of her 17-year-old self. Then, 
to make matters even more emotionally challenging, he sim-
ply appears unannounced and demands that she sign a legal 
waiver surrendering any claims she might make to the Mini-
Droid’s considerable profits given its obvious likeness to her. 
Penelope indignantly refuses and, out of exasperation, starts a 
blog—Killpoppy—that delivers some measure of catharsis and 
attracts a surprisingly wide following. Meanwhile, Colepepper 
tries to wrangle his way back into her good graces, but while 
she still harbors feelings for him, she also carries resentment 
and distrust in her heart. Bastedo (The Time Machine, 2018, etc.) 
generously packs this short, delightfully eccentric novel with 
drama: Penelope’s tea shop just barely makes ends meet, and 
she’s doggedly pursued by a creepy stalker who won’t take no 
for an answer. And Colepepper suspects he’s under surveillance, 
potentially by a business rival, and that his ever popular devices 
have been “hijacked.” The author’s story is artfully outlandish—
somehow both deeply implausible but also entirely authentic. 
The quirky plot almost reads like a comic fairy tale—even the 
names of the two protagonists have a cartoonlike character 
to them. Bastedo achieves a comic lightheartedness that rises 
above simple frivolity—Penelope in particular is a complex, 
layered character, both fiercely independent and earnestly vul-
nerable. The result is a charmingly readable effort, humorous 
and tender. 

A sweet, spirited tale of love rediscovered. 

The Walt Disney Company cel-
ebrated the 90th anniversary of 
Mickey Mouse’s first appearance on 
film last year, and the classic Beverly 
Cleary children’s novel The Mouse and 
the Motorcycle hit shelves nearly three-
quarters of a century ago. Laura Joffe 
Numeroff ’s 1985 picture book, If You 
Give a Mouse a Cookie, illustrated by 
Felicia Bond, remains popular more 
than 30 years later. It’s clear that kids 

love rodent protagonists—perhaps because they can re-
late to being little themselves. Here are few intriguing ex-
amples that Kirkus Indie has highlighted in recent years:

In the 2018 picture book One 
Gray Mouse, by author/illustra-
tor Ovi Nedelcu, four colorful 
characters—Green Mouse, who 
longs for unspoiled food; angry 
Red Mouse; fearful Blue Mouse; 
and doubtful Gray Mouse—meet 
a fifth, Yellow Mouse, who prom-
ises a way for them all to be hap-
py. Kirkus’ reviewer calls it “a fine message of hope with a 
charming cast of rodents.” 

Squeaky and the Stinky Mouse 
(2017) by Sarah Cash, with il-
lustrations by Jason Smith, tells 
the story of a mouse who refus-
es to share his food with anoth-
er in need—simply because he 
doesn’t like how he smells. How-
ever, a later brush with danger 
and an act of kindness change 
Squeaky’s perspective. It’s “a 

sweet animal tale [that] effectively conveys a basic but im-
portant message,” according to our reviewer.

The illustrated children’s book Max the Mouse and the 
Secret of Mars (2016), by Michael Cantwell, with illustra-
tions by Cantwell and Ali Sutjianto, delivers an environ-
mentalist tale that also addresses the dangers of technolo-
gy. In it, the titular character leads other mice on a balloon 
trip to the red planet, where they encounter robotic ro-
dents, a princess named Bling Bling, and a senator named 
Blabbermouth, who’s literally full of hot air. Our review 
praises it as “adventurous, thought-provoking, fast-paced, 
and subtly hilarious—in short, a delight to read.” —D.R.

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.

little things
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GO DOWN 
THE MOUNTAIN  
Battle, Meredith 
Mascot Books (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-64307-013-1  

Battle’s first novel tells the story of 
a 1930s Blue Ridge Mountains commu-
nity whose way of life is threatened by 
the government. 

The novel opens with a letter from Bee Livingston to her 
3-year-old daughter, Amelia, intriguingly stating that Amelia 
has been raised to believe that the wrong man was her father. 
By way of explanation, Bee shares her life story so that when 
Amelia is old enough, she can judge what kind of man her bio-
logical father was, but she adds a warning: “You ought to know 
there are some downright ugly secrets in this story about your 
own kin and your mama to boot.” Bee’s story begins in “the 
Hollow,” the impoverished Blue Ridge region in Virginia where 
she was raised. Born Ada Anabelle, she was nicknamed “Bee” 
by her father, as she was always “buzzing around looking for...
trouble.” When she’s still young, her father is killed when a reli-
gious snake-handling show goes tragically wrong. The girl is left 
in the care of her mother, but their relationship is like “oil and 
water.” As Bee grows older, she’s told that her father was a gam-
bler who took out three mortgages on the family home. The 
state government, in the shape of the repugnant Mr. Rowler, is 
poised to seize property in the area. Bee’s mother has plans for 
her daughter to marry the government man—but Bee has her 
eyes on Miles, a big-shot government photographer, or perhaps 
Torch, a boy who grew up with her “on the mountain.” 

Battle’s storytelling will draw readers in from the opening 
page: Why is Bee writing her daughter this letter—and who’s 
Amelia’s real father? The novel draws, in part, on real-life events; 
in the 1930s, Blue Ridge neighborhoods were indeed cleared to 
make way for Shenandoah National Park. Battle spends some 
time re-creating the atmosphere of the “now-vanished” area. 
Narrator Bee is a straight talker with an easy wit and a wry opin-
ion on everything. When discussing Torch, for instance, she 
notes, “We came up like brother and sister but once I sprouted 
hooters, he got it in his head he wanted things to change.” The 
author effortlessly captures the timing and tenor of Appalachian 
speech patterns, and she conjures a world that may be unfamil-
iar to many, where the Hollow folk sing ballads and pass quart 
jugs of “white mule” (“that’s what us mountain folks called whis-
key”). Readers are also introduced to unusual characters, such as 
Ruth Evers, described by Bee as a “kind of goddess…of wild and 
helpless things,” who makes medicine for the community using 
mountain plants, such as “prince’s pine and deadly nightshade,” 
and secretly keeps stillborn babies in mason jars. The world that 
Battle creates is unnerving and enchanting in equal measure and 
always utterly beguiling. The overall Southern drawl may grate on 
some, but those who are keen to burrow into the overlooked lives 
of mountain people will find satisfaction. 

A vivacious, absorbing, and accomplished debut. 

TALI NOHKATI
The Great Crossing
Belleli, Koza 
Trans. by Heller, Dorine 
Black Rose Writing  (144 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 9, 2019
978-1-68433-258-8  

Belleli (Contes de la Lune, 2005, etc.) 
tells the story of a continent-crossing hero 
in this mythology-infused children’s novel.

Tali Nohkati is the child of the first 
man and first woman, watched over by Moon and Coyote, the 
two primordial beings who created the world. After a great fire 
kills Tali Nohkati’s parents and renders the land barren and 
dead, the Moon and Coyote are forced to send the boy on a 
journey to find a new home in the lands beyond the horizon. He 
first goes to the White Land of ice and snow, where the polar 
bear Yupik teaches him to hunt. When winter comes, he builds 
a boat and follows the whale Atii south to warmer climes. Along 
the way, Atii helps him fish, and when a storm destroys his skiff, 
the whale allows him to ride in her throat. After further adven-
tures in forests, plains, and deserts among wolves, bison, and 
snakes, respectively, Tali Nohkati finally reaches the Land of the 
Red Earth, where he finds his fellow men. Rakenika, a man who 
wears an eagle feather in his hair, adopts the boy into his tribe 
and teaches him the ways of the Great Hunt. The world of men 
is even more complex than that of animals, however, and Tali 
Nohkati will have to weather a host of dangers—both human 
and superhuman—before he’ll find peace. Belleli, as translated 
from the French by debut translator Heller, tells the story in 
the simple but often lyrical prose style of a folktale, as in this 
passage, in which injured bison Atsina entreats the boy to make 
use of his body: “ ‘But who talks of leaving me?’ the bison said 
reassuringly, in a last effort. ‘You will take me with you. You 
will eat my meat, and I will give you my strength. You will tan 
my skin, and I will shelter your nights.’ ” The novel appears to 
borrow bits of mythology from across the Americas, from the 
Eskimo-Aleut names of the polar bears to an appearance by the 
monstrous Huracan of the ancient Mayans. Often allegorical 
and always magical, the book manages to feel simultaneously 
ancient and contemporary.

A delicately rendered homage to Native American 
storytelling.
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COLLECTIVE AMNESIA: 
AMERICAN APARTHEID
African Americans’ 400 
Years in North America, 
1619-2019
Bétit, Eugene DeFriest
Xlibris (502 pp.) 
$34.94  |  $23.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Feb. 14, 2019
978-1-79601-107-4
978-1-79601-106-7 paper  

An accomplished American historian explores the roots 
and effects of the mistreatment of African Americans in the 
United States.

Much of the history in Bétit’s (War’s Cost, 2016, etc.) care-
fully researched and thoroughly detailed chronicle makes for 
painful reading. Nonetheless, the story of the abuse endured 
by black Americans, from slavery to 21st-century racist political 
campaigns, should be required reading for anyone who wishes 
to understand the nature of race in modern American society. 
Bétit begins his narrative with an analysis of modern concepts 
of race, which he traces to 17th-century French, white physician 
François Bernier. He then points out how European colonial-
ists transmuted the idea of racial divisions into a belief in white 
supremacy, which then became the “heart of the justification 
for American slavery.” With the precise eye of the historian and 
the captivating tone of the storyteller, Bétit details the persis-
tent efforts of black Americans to forge their place in American 
society, often at risk of violence and death and always facing 
aggressive opposition. For example, the narrative traces how 
black soldiers resolutely fought discrimination to participate 
in almost every American war only to face more bigotry and 
segregation when hostilities ended. Six chapters are devoted 
to exploring the complexities of the Civil War, demonstrating 
how its heartbreaking aftermath led to the injustices of Jim 
Crow and the powerful civil rights movement. Bétit’s narrative 
is dense, exhaustive, and well-researched. Pages of references 
follow each chapter, and lengthy footnotes expand on such 
issues as the United States’ refusal to support a United Nations 
resolution condemning “glorification of Nazism.” Perhaps the 
most forceful chapter is the last one, “Conclusions: Whither 
America?” which recaps the chronology of racism against black 
Americans, points out the dangers of rising white supremacist 
groups, and poses important questions about what actions may 
be taken to heal the legacy of slavery and segregation. An exten-
sive appendix details the 2016 findings of the U.N. Working 
Group of Experts on People of African Descent.

A scholarly and grippingly readable historical narrative 
of race relations in America.

IN THE FLOYD ARCHIVES
A Psycho-Bestiary
Boxer, Sarah
Illus. by the author
International Psychoanalytic Books 
(160 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 17, 2019
978-1-949093-18-6  

Boxer’s debut graphic novel takes a 
satirical look at Sigmund Freud by way of 
anthropomorphic animals who regularly 

see an avian psychoanalyst.
Mr. Bunnyman enters Dr. Floyd’s office and says that he’s 

hiding from a wolf that’s chasing him. The doctor believes the 
wolf is merely a symbol for Mr. Bunnyman’s deeper fears. But 
later, there’s a Mr. Wolfman at Dr. Floyd’s door who’s question-
ing his own identity. His father, he says, used to dress him up in 
lambskin, which he admits that he enjoyed. At his next appoint-
ment, Mr. Wolfman, dressed as a lamb, introduces his alter ego, 

“Lambskin.” Dr. Floyd insists on seeing them separately, so Mr. 
Wolfman routinely drops off the Lambskin costume at the office. 
It can talk but not move on its own; the doctor carries her to the 
couch for therapeutic discourse. Another recent patient is Rat 
Ma’am, a self-professed thief who fixates on returning a pair of 
glasses that she says she stole from Dr. Floyd—despite his asser-
tion that he’s still wearing his own spectacles. There’s a bevy of 
material for the doctor to psychoanalyze, such as Mr. Wolf-
man’s apparent fear of castration and Lambskin’s discernible 
limpness. But when the patients’ increasingly complicated lives 
begin to intersect, it may be a bit too much for even Dr. Floyd 
to handle. Boxer explains in a preface that although she doesn’t 

“worship” Freud, neither does she condemn his work. Her book 
is an endlessly amusing parody of some of Freud’s real-life case 
histories, including the “Wolf Man” and the “Rat Man,” which 
Boxer meticulously details in concluding notes. The novel, 
however, has a hysterically off-kilter tone, particularly when it 
comes to Dr. Floyd’s literal-mindedness. For example, when Rat 
Ma’am’s sessions consist of giving the doctor crumbs of infor-
mation about herself, he complains of the literal crumbs she’s 
leaving on his couch. Boxer’s line-art illustrations are appro-
priately stripped down—Dr. Floyd’s office is just a door and 
a couch—and the squiggly renderings of her characters make 
them appear animated.

A charming, respectful examination of Freud’s work in 
comic form.
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THE BEAUTIFUL BEAST
The Life & Crimes of SS-
Aufseherin Irma Grese
Brown, Daniel Patrick
Golden West Historical Pubns (143 pp.) 
$41.47 paper  |  Dec. 15, 2004
978-0-930860-15-8  

This scholarly biography of the most 
notorious female SS concentration camp 
guard pursues a fuller portrait than the 
caricature shaped during her 1945 war 

crimes trial. 
Brown (The Camp Women: 2002, etc.) scours documentary 

evidence and interviews with surviving witnesses for clues to 
explain why Irma Grese, only 22 when she was hanged three 
months after her trial, became part of the SS killing machin-
ery. She grew up 50 miles north of Berlin in a rural community 
where her father was a dairyman. When Grese was 12, her 
mother committed suicide by drinking hydrochloric acid. At 14, 
Grese left school, worked menial jobs, apprenticed as a nursing 
aide and joined Nazi youth groups. After an incident with a pis-
tol, her father banished her. Brown surveys the environment in 
which Nazism and Grese came of age together and concludes: 

“After serious conflict with her father and following the futil-
ity of attempting to find her niche in business, medicine, and 
farming, she sensed a genuine feeling of accomplishment as 
an SS Aufseherin.” Nazi ideology filled a void. Less clear is why 
she so thoroughly embraced the sadistic brutality that marked 
her tenures at Ravensbruck, Auschwitz, and Bergen-Belsen. 
Brown’s scholarship is solid and exhaustive. A six-page glossary, 
historical photos, appendix of supporting documents, exten-
sive source list, and index supplement the text. Footnotes often 
fill one-fourth of the page, creating an almost parallel narrative. 
The writing is clear and fluid, but the text, riddled with German 
terms, and the research the author crams into footnotes will 
challenge casual readers. The notes should be read and perhaps 
should have been incorporated into the narrative. First pub-
lished in 1996, Brown updated this second edition in 2004, six 
years before retiring as a dean at Moorpark College. Given the 
growth of women’s studies programs, it’s easy to imagine new 
sources informing another update, but this work holds up well 
and remains relevant. 

An enduring, informed contribution to our under-
standing of the Holocaust. 

SEARCHING FOR FAMILY AND 
TRADITIONS AT THE 
FRENCH TABLE 
Champagne, Lorraine, 
Alsace, Ile de France
Bumpus, Carole
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-63152-549-0 

Bumpus (Recipes for Redemption, 2015, 
etc.) offers a travelogue packed with his-

tory and recipes. 
In 2002, the author, a retired American family therapist, set 

out to discover what has held “European families together.” She 
found that by “focusing on a family’s favorite foods” in inter-
views, she could capture not only recipes, but key details of 
family history. This inspired this first book in a series on French 
and Italian family traditions and accompanying cuisines. Ini-
tially traveling with her husband, Winston, and Josiane Selvage, 
their French friend who served as their translator, Bumpus first 
went to Reims to visit their first local hosts, Martine and Jean-
Claude Zabeé. In the text, she tours the ancient city and dis-
cusses the couple’s favorite foods, offers cooking lessons, and 
reveals local historical detail. A recipe for spinach tortellini, for 
example, came from Jean-Claude’s mother, who got it from a 
neighbor from Italy. The coal mines of the area, Bumpus notes, 
attracted workers from Italy, Poland, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, 
and Germany, transforming the area into a multicultural melt-
ing pot. Bumpus takes readers on an engaging tour of France’s 
northeastern regions, including Champagne, Alsace, and Lor-
raine, and she highlights the local festivities, customs, and food 
in each. Over the course of this book, Bumpus’ writing is per-
spicuous and economical, particularly when she shares conver-
sations with her hosts: “They erupted into loud guffaws again 
as the invisible memories came crashing into our conversation.” 
The author’s discussions with locals, which make up a sizable 
portion of the book, are descriptive and successfully place read-
ers in the midst of the conversations, as in this offhand descrip-
tion as Selvage’s friend Christine Lochert discusses doing 
laundry with her mother: “ ‘Yes, at a lavoir.’ Christine turned 
from the stove, rinsed her hands at the sink, and grabbed a hand 
towel before she continued.” The recipes, too, are enticing and 
detailed, and the book as a whole should appeal to Francophiles 
and ambitious cooks.

A culinary adventure that’s enhanced by familial and 
regional histories.

Bumpus takes readers on an engaging tour of France’s northeastern 
regions, and she highlights the festivities, customs, and food.

searching for family and traditions at the french table
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SAVING PSYCHOTHERAPY
How Therapists Can Bring 
the Talking Cure Back From 
the Brink
Caldwell, Benjamin E. 
Self (216 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Sep. 22, 2015
978-0-9888759-6-8  

An impassioned critique of psycho-
therapy with salient suggestions for 

improvement.
Family therapist and associate professor Caldwell (Couples 

and Family Therapy/Alliant International Univ.; Preparing for 
the California MFT Law and Ethics Exam, 2015, etc.) minces 
no words in his critical assessment of his profession, claim-
ing, “We don’t know who or what it is that therapists are fighting for.” 
His main point is that, despite therapy’s proven effectiveness, 

“fewer people are going,” and he believes it’s up to the individual 
psychotherapist to take specific actions to repair the field’s rep-
utation. The book begins with an overview of psychotherapy, 
citing studies and statistics that show therapy yields positive 
results, but those seeking help often choose prescription medi-
cation instead. Included is an excellent, insightful discussion 
of broad issues surrounding psychotherapy, like the perceived 
social stigma of counseling and the negative portrayal of the 
profession in movies and TV. Early on, Caldwell introduces the 

“five tasks” therapists can employ to “save psychotherapy,” which 
include “embrace science” and “accept accountability,” and, in 
subsequent chapters, describes them clearly and in consider-
able detail. Caldwell tackles knotty issues head-on, including 
the incompetence of some therapists: “When a profession itself 
is relatively undefined in the mind of the professional…a natural 
consequence is that it can be hard for that professional to know 
what it means to be good at their job.” Regarding training and 
licensure, the author is even more blunt: “Increasing evidence 
suggests that many of the requirements to become a therapist 
don’t serve their intended purposes.” Still, the intent here isn’t 
to lambaste psychotherapy; Caldwell offers rational, pragmatic 
ideas to improve the profession. In terms of individual account-
ability, for example, Caldwell urges therapists to gather data on 
their practices and make it public as well as “Hold your peers 
to a higher standard.” 

Tough love and astute suggestions for a profession in 
need of reform. 

THE FIRST VILLAGE
Evans, Ian M. 
Vanguard Press (398 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Mar. 28, 2019
978-1-78465-533-4  

Political intrigue and erotic charge 
fuel this novel set in the waning years of 
the Roman Empire. 

“Stories get better and better after 
four hundred years,” according to this 
tale about Gen. Magnus Maximus, com-

mander of the Roman forces in Britain in the twilight years 
of the fourth century. But if a 400-year-old story is great, a 
1,600-year-old yarn must be even better. Such is the logic of 
Evans’ (Menace, 2017, etc.) engrossing work of historical fiction, 
which puts flesh on the biography of Maximus, one of Rome’s 
more intriguing figures. Maximus is a military leader—and a 
fine one at that—but the grumblings of his troops against the 
local emperor, Gratianus, have given the general dreams of the 
throne. Could he turn his military power into an empire? The 
temptation is real. Yet Maximus has other dreams too; these 
nighttime visions are of a woman of surpassing grace named 
Elen, who the author is at great pains to remind readers is the 

“most beautiful woman” that just about anyone has ever seen. 
Driven by his ambitions—both political and romantic—Maxi-
mus puts two plans in motion, one to become emperor and the 
other to win the literal woman of his dreams. All good histori-
cal fiction must start with superb history, and Evans has picked 
an excellent source. The general is complicated in all the right 
ways: Ambitious and talented, proud and provocative, Maximus 
is a protagonist pulled directly from central casting. And while 
the author is supported by the historical record, he is not con-
fined by it, and he tweaks and bends the story adeptly to fit his 
own narrative needs. Perhaps the only small defect lies in the 
prose itself: Evans is an academic by training, and sometimes 
his book reads less like a novel on ancient Rome than a scholarly 
essay about it. But his writing is never too purple, and readers 
will be happy to trudge through the occasional linguistic thicket 
to find out what happens next. 

A maximally engaging tale of ancient Rome. 

THE LATE BLOOMER 
Falkin, Mark 
Rare Bird Books (320 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $13.99 e-book
Oct. 16, 2018
978-1-947856-54-7  

Falkin (Contract City, 2015, etc.) syn-
thesizes multiple unnerving apocalypse 
scenarios into something entirely new in 
this horror novel.

Kevin March of Austin, Texas, is 
revealed to the reader in fits and starts. He was once a slacker, 
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idly dreaming of being a published writer, who spent a lot of 
time smoking marijuana and got kicked out of a marching 
band. But later, he’s determined and forthright, trying to stay 
alive with Kodie Lagenkamp, the girl he loves, as they confront 
what appears to be the end of the world. The novel is deliv-
ered in an epistolary style, ostensibly a transcript of Kevin’s 
late-2018 voice recordings, detailing his journey. This conceit 
gives the novel a strong voice that ably conveys the terror and 
uncertainty of Kevin’s situation, as well as the bleak wonder 
of a rapidly changing and crumbling environment. The novel’s 
style also highlights the protagonist’s flair for poetic language, 
and the overwhelming situation that he finds himself in allows 
readers to learn more about him as he sees deeper into himself. 
The apocalypse itself is a mystery that drives the entire story, 
starting with a sound like whale song, a strange ripple in the 
Colorado River, shadows cast by nothing, and a glimpse of an 
inhuman monster in some trees. The crisis rapidly escalates 
as the adults die off—choking on a strange, fiberglasslike sub-
stance or killing themselves en masse, while young children 
change, becoming full of dark purpose and growing menace. 
Through all of this, Kevin has to contend with the possibility 
that survival is a false hope, but he also finds that recording and 
remembering are acts of defiance in and of themselves. Read-
ers will feel a rising sense of trepidation with every page turn, 
but the brisk pace ensures that they’ll keep moving forward 
despite the danger. The secondary characters can sometimes 
feel slightly flat, as seen through Kevin’s eyes, but the depth of 
his own development and that of the world around him more 
than make up for it. 

A compelling tale with a dynamic, engaging protagonist.

LIGHT, BRIGHT & SPARKLING
Famous, Elizabeth 
The Miri Group (255 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Aug. 19, 2018  

A medical emergency leads to an 
unexpected chance at romance for 
an outgoing Hollywood starlet and a 
reserved doctor in this novel. 

Singer and dancer Annabelle Mont-
clare lives for the spotlight. She gained 
fame for her provocative music and vid-

eos and her outspoken persona. Her career means everything 
to her, and she puts her drive to succeed ahead of her health. 
Everything changes when she is hospitalized with a ruptured 
ovarian cyst. Her operation is a success thanks to her surgeon, 
Warren Fitzgerald. Despite the circumstances, Annabelle finds 
Warren handsome but “a hard nut to crack.” During her follow-
up appointments, she engages in teasing repartee with him, 
but when she asks him to dinner, he ends their professional 
relationship and refers her to another physician. Months later, 
Annabelle and Warren reconnect and realize that they share a 
mutual attraction. But he is concerned about Annabelle’s youth 
and the fact that they are at “disparate stages of life.” As their 
relationship deepens, Annabelle lands a role in a major film, and 

Warren discovers the public scrutiny that comes with dating a 
controversial entertainer. Warren is captivated by the efferves-
cent Annabelle, and she sees a future with the dashing doctor, 
but a series of personal and professional pressures causes the 
couple to wonder whether their relationship can withstand the 
glare of the Hollywood spotlight. Famous’ (Love & Candy, 2013, 
etc.) novel is a spirited contemporary romance that features 
dynamic characters, witty dialogue, and a lively plot brimming 
with twists and turns. Annabelle and Warren are well-devel-
oped protagonists whose relationship develops gradually as 
their droll banter evolves into a passionate and life-changing 
connection. One of the tale’s strongest elements is the way the 
author adeptly balances the playful and erotic aspects of their 
relationship through snappy exchanges that reflect their chem-
istry (He: “Sometimes it’s hard to tell whether you’re being sin-
cere or not.” She: “Just assume I’m never for real.” He: “But then 
there’s the whole metalevel where you joke about whether or 
not you’re joking”). The story moves at a brisk pace, enhanced 
by subplots involving Annabelle’s burgeoning acting career and 
Warren’s adjustment to dating a celebrity. That said, the editing 
is inconsistent at times. For example, a roadie is described as 
carrying a “base guitar” instead of a bass guitar, and Annabelle’s 
gynecologist’s name is given as both “Dr. Loo” and “Dr. Lo.”

A breezy, appealing, and sexy love story.

THE THOUGHT 
LEADER FORMULA
Strategically Leverage Your 
Expertise to Drive Business & 
Career Goals
Farmanfarmaian, Robin 
Indigo River Publishing (284 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Feb. 28, 2019
978-1-948080-80-4  

A comprehensive strategy for becom-
ing a “thought leader.”

Farmanfarmaian (The Patient as CEO, 2015) defines a thought 
leader as “A person whose views on a subject are taken to be authori-
tative and influential.” The author appears to qualify, herself, as 
she not only invests in medical technology, but is also an inter-
nationally successful professional speaker. In this highly infor-
mative book, she offers a solid formula for thought leadership 
that draws on her own experience. Some of the general advice 
regarding goal setting, personal branding, and networking will 
be familiar to business-book readers, but the author compe-
tently packages her content in a novel way. For example, she 
targets her book at people with special expertise, such as cor-
porate executives, entrepreneurs, or educators, which may be 
useful to others. Her clearly stated, overarching theme is how 
it’s important “to become visible” and to treat one’s expertise 
as a business: “You, Inc.” She advises prospective thought lead-
ers to understand their unique skill set and how they may use 
it to achieve a larger goal. She also makes a compelling case 
for “Creating Multiple Revenue Streams” by being a keynote 

Famous’ novel is a spirited contemporary romance that features 
dynamic characters, witty dialogue, and a lively plot.

light, bright & sparkling
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kylie Scott

THE HYBRID PUBLISHER/AUTHOR HAS A GLOBAL REACH—AND A LOT OF 
FUN WRITING HER BESTSELLERS
By Rhett Morgan

Kylie Scott grew up in Australia devouring books like 
Anne of Green Gables and anything by Jane Austen. As an 
adult, Scott combined these romantic influences with her 
other passions for rock music and B-grade horror movies 
to create several series that blend suspense, sci-fi, post-
apocalyptic settings, and romance. Her raucous Dive Bar 
series earned her fans around the world and time on the 
New York Times bestseller list. Since 2017, Scott has been 
reaching those fans directly through self-publishing with 
new work that breaks into even more genres. She spoke 
with us about being a hybrid author with a global reach 
and about what she loves in a good romance. 

How have music and movies influenced your writing? 
My first published series was about a zombie apocalypse 
and my second about a rock band, so I guess the influ-
ences there are pretty clear. People talk about needing to 
fill the creative well, and I think any kind of art does that. 
Story is everywhere. In songs, films, books, paintings…
you name it.

When did you first want to be a writer? 
I always loved books and carried around a notebook from 
a young age, making up all sorts of short stories. But I 
first got serious about writing about 10 years ago and 
started attending courses at the state writing center, at-
tending conferences, and working with a mentor. We all 
seem to have a tendency to think our first work is genius 
and not a single precious little word should be changed. 
That belief has to go for you to get anywhere. It was a 
steep learning curve. 

What drew you to the romance genre in particular?
My favorite books growing up were ones with a reason-
ably strong romantic relationship threaded through them. 
I read broadly, but I always return to romance in the end. A 
guaranteed happy-ever-after isn’t any more formulaic than 
the dead body in a detective book or murder mystery. Any-
thing could happen between the beginning and the end. 
And it does. 

What made you decide to try self-publishing? 
It was a YA book and therefore a little off-brand for me 
back then. When my then publishers passed on it, it 
seemed like the perfect time to try self-publishing. I en-
joy getting to be fully in charge of the process, from pick-
ing covers to which editor, etc. to work with. 
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Do you intend to keep working as a hybrid author? 
The traditionally published romance landscape has 
changed a lot in the last few years. It’s often hard for tra-
ditional publishers to compete with the price point and 
turnaround time a writer can manage in self-publishing. 
But getting onto bookstore shelves as a self-published au-
thor can be a problem. I think there are definite benefits 
to both, and I enjoy working with different editors and 
marketing teams, mixing things up. 

How do you find new readers in other countries? 
Facebook and Instagram seem to be the most effective 
right now. Being professional yet authentic online was 
the best advice I ever received on that front. Build rela-
tionships, make friends. And hopefully sell some books 
while you’re at it.

What do you think readers like about your Dive 
Bar series? 
I think the sense of community or family you can estab-
lish in an ongoing series adds an extra level of emotion 
and richness to stories. You get to watch characters grow 
and evolve over time. Then there was the fun of tattoos 
and beards and the hipster scene. 

What are you working on next? 
I just finished my first action romance in years, which was 
fun. Next up is a novella with the wonderful 1,001 Dark 
Nights ladies, and then I’ll see what story is speaking to 
me the loudest. If I plan too much, my muse inevitably 
says no. She’s a contrary thing. But as long as I’m writing 
something, I’m happy.

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator living in Paris. 
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speaker, hosting an online or in-person event, or even creating 
a high-priced consulting event called a “mastermind.” Farman-
farmaian cleverly demonstrates how she conceived a platform 
for her “Thought Leader Formula” that she could then lever-
age into a book, a workbook, an online learning program, an 
hourly consulting package, a keynote speech or workshop, and, 
potentially, an online conference, an in-person conference, or a 
mastermind conference; she believes that “people pay for pack-
aging and delivery, not content.” Another engaging aspect of 
the book is Farmanfarmaian’s discussion of the gender bias that 
she faced during her journey. She also ably addresses other top-
ics, such as how to build confidence and credibility, how to cre-
ate valuable content, and how to prepare and present material 
onstage. Each chapter closes with clearly written “Workbook 
Action Steps” detailing exactly what the reader needs to do to 
implement the author’s suggestions. 

An on-target, well-organized manual for branding and 
marketing one’s expert knowledge.

WELCOME TO WASHINGTON, 
FINA MENDOZA
Felde, Kitty 
Black Rose Writing  (185 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Feb. 28, 2019
978-1-68433-223-6  

A girl tries to break the curse of a leg-
endary Demon Cat in this debut middle-
grade novel.

Things are going from bad to worse 
for Fina Mendoza. After losing her 

mother to a terminal illness, Fina, a 10-year-old Latina, and her 
older sister, Gabby, moved from California to Washington, D.C., 
to live with her kind but preoccupied Papa, a first-term U.S. con-
gressman. One afternoon, while in the deserted, history-filled, 
basement-floor Crypt museum under the Capitol rotunda, 
Fina hears odd noises; spots a giant, feline-shaped shadow; and 
catches a “flash of yellow eyes.” A Capitol policewoman informs 
her that anyone who sees the fabled Demon Cat of Capitol Hill 
will be cursed with bad luck. Is that why small disasters are pil-
ing up? There’s Abuelita’s broken leg; an injury to the dog Fina 
was hired to walk; a fight-provoking, shattered spaghetti sauce 
jar; Gabby’s car mishap; and more. Determined to protect her 
family from anything worse happening, Fina sets out to learn 
all she can about the Demon Cat and break the curse, even if 
no one else believes in it. Engaging authenticity is the hallmark 
of this well-crafted mystery by Felde, an award-winning public 
radio journalist, prolific playwright (A Patch of Earth, 2014, etc.), 
and host of the Book Club for Kids podcast. Fina’s first-person 
view of Washington, especially the colorful, well-informed 
environs of Capitol Hill, where her father serves on the Rules 
Committee—and where she spends her time after school until 
Papa is done working—rings true. So do the three-dimensional 
characters: Fina, her warm extended family, her busy but car-
ing Papa, and, through the girl’s memories, her vivacious and 
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loving mother. The author deftly wraps Fina’s quest to solve the 
Demon Cat mystery into the story of family members doing 
their best to deal with loss in their separate ways, which are 
grounded in a strong foundation of love and understanding.

A lively mystery with a touch of spookiness, an intrigu-
ing setting, an appealing family dynamic, and an enterpris-
ing Latina heroine.

LOST IN STARTUPLANDIA
Wayfinding for the 
Weary Entrepreneur
Fitzsimmons, E. Keller 
Lioncrest Publishing (342 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Apr. 29, 2019
978-1-5445-0285-4  

A serial entrepreneur shares her per-
sonal successes and failures in an intro-
spective debut.

Fitzsimmons isn’t negative about startups. After all, she 
managed to launch six firms herself, five of which are still in busi-
ness, including her current virtual-reality venture, Custom Real-
ity Services. But two main themes of her book are that being an 
entrepreneur “is a struggle against reality” and that “failure is 
synonymous with iteration”—concepts that will test the mettle 
of even the most optimistic dreamer. That said, Fitzsimmons’ 

“field guide” is steeped in personal insights, many of which show 
how she forged success out of failure, and she supplements 
these with stories of other entrepreneurs who overcame adver-
sity. Unlike typical how-to business books, this manual concen-
trates almost exclusively on developing the self, as evidenced by 
such chapter titles as “Self-Awareness,” “Sighting Your Summit,” 

“Self-Belief,” and “Focus.” Indeed, there’s a very personal slant to 
the book, overall; Fitzsimmons offers numerous accounts of her 
family, her health problems, and business setbacks. But there’s 
also a clear sense of growth and progress as the author uplift-
ingly notes how all of her experiences helped to strengthen her 
along the way. Fitzsimmons’ self-analysis is engaging, but so too 
is her authoritative counsel as well as her well-designed self-
help exercises. The author also shares useful tools, such as “The 
Relationship Matrix” and “The Decision Matrix,” to help read-
ers navigate entrepreneurial waters. Her perspective should be 
invaluable to novice entrepreneurs who may not fully under-
stand the challenges that lie ahead of them. A chapter on seek-
ing funding is compelling, if not surprising; Fitzsimmons makes 
it clear that she’s not a fan of venture capital for most startups. A 
unique aspect of the book is the author’s emphasis on confront-
ing self-imposed conditions, such as “entrenchment”: “when 
our startup is draining our life force, it is easy to entrench and 
think that persevering is our only option.”

A poignant and potent self-help business book.

THE PARIS PHOTO 
Gabin, Jane S.
Wisdom House Books  (506 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2018
978-0-692-09751-9  

Gabin’s (American Women in Gilded 
Age London, 2006, etc.) character-driven 
novel is set in Paris in the 1940s and pres-
ent day.

 Ben Gordon is pushing 30 and itch-
ing for real life to begin. He enlists in the 

good fight against Hitler, gets engaged to Sylvia Stern, a nice girl 
from the neighborhood, and is off to France, assigned to a mili-
tary postal unit. He was asked to look up a family in Paris, which 
is how he meets Simone Daval; her mother, Mira; and her young 
son, Guy. Simone’s husband and her father, we eventually learn, 
were lured away and killed in the camps. The Germans are now 
on the run, but trauma remains. With their shared Jewish heri-
tage—they get by in Yiddish—a strong bond develops between 
Ben and the Davals. Ben, a real mensch, tries to fill the void as a 
father figure for Guy and, inevitably, becomes something more 
than a friend to Simone. But he can’t bring himself to confess 
that he’s engaged. He is transferred to Frankfurt, and that is 
the last that the Davals hear from him. In Part 2, Judith Gor-
don and her brother, Michael, are going through their father’s 
effects after his funeral when Judith finds Ben’s photographs 
taken in Paris. Ben married Sylvia and had a good life, but like 
many veterans, he never talked about his Army days, and Judith 
is intrigued. She eventually tracks Guy down. He is thrilled to 
make contact but is adamant about not living in the too-painful 
past. However, the book explores their atypical connection.

 Gabin’s is a quietly powerful book, and Part 2 is especially 
engaging—a study in long-lasting hurt. She is not a flashy writer—
no rococo flights to exploit and cheapen the pain. When Guy 
writes, “Your letter…brought back so many memories. It was 
a sorrowful and also a joyful time,” this is closer to Hemingway 
than to Faulkner—as it should be. Guy is a gracious host but 
gets angry when Judith presses him too much about the past. 
He can’t forget the pain of his stunted childhood, the Holo-
caust, the French collaborators, and his mixed feelings now for 
Ben, the “father” who abandoned him. But he refuses to wallow 
in it. Judith captures him perfectly as “this witty, sardonic, dam-
aged man who drinks too much.” The mystery of Ben’s behav-
ior remains. Did he realize that he wasn’t the adventurer he’d 
hoped to be? Did he use his promise to Sylvia as a cop-out? We 
only know that he made a comfortable living for the family as an 
accountant and that he and Sylvia retired to Florida—almost a 
parody of the dutiful burgher’s life. This, Gabin seems to be say-
ing, is how culture and experience shape a life. Ben perhaps was, 
in the final analysis, the typical well-meaning but naïve Yank.

 A thoughtful delineation of characters and a sensitive 
study of a culture and an era.
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AN ANGEL IN MY GARDEN
Grams, Mart 
Illus. by Achterberg, Jennifer 
XlibrisUS (96 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $15.96 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jan. 26, 2019
978-1-79601-215-6
978-1-79601-214-9 paper  

A widower compiles a collection of 
older and newer poems.

Grams (Grandpa, I’m Afraid, 2018, 
etc.) begins with a frank introduction, in which he acknowl-
edges taking his first steps in the healing process a year after 
his wife Linda’s death: “How do I fill this abyss? I have begun.” 
Looking back at 35 years together, the author calculates that 
they spent only 50 nights apart during 32 years of marriage. In 
this historical record of sorts—most writings date from the 
1980s—he contextualizes each work with compelling back-
ground information. One distinctive feature of this volume is 
that a number of poems are written in Spanish; Grams explains, 

“Our secret code was our Spanish; she understood it well, and I 
could abandon all discretion with it.” These rapturous descrip-
tions suggest a lover’s passion and an enthusiasm for express-
ing oneself in a second language, but there are occasional errors. 
While describing Linda’s height in “Cuando La Veo” (“When I 
See Her”), Grams mixes up “pulgadas” (inches) with “pulgares” 
(thumbs). Likewise, although the author most likely intended 
to write, “I felt as if I were dreaming of Venus” (“me sentí como 
si estuviera soñando con Venus”), he writes “sounded with 
Venus” (“sonado con” instead of “soñando con”). That said, he 
sets up some notable juxtapositions in both languages, such as 

“Caring anger” in “A Lonely Boy,” and “Los sueños están nevando” 
(“Dreams are snowing”) in “A sleepy night after Thanksgiving.” 
Readers gain insight into Linda’s personality when Grams 
observes, “A nose that smells burning toast yet withholds fiery 
disdain.” The author’s presentation of a 1984 love letter curi-
ously combines writings from Lionel Richie and Edna St. Vin-
cent Millay, and “A Child Is Born” offers a humorous take on 
differing reactions to news of pregnancy. Still, the depth of his 
loss permeates the book, as evidenced by a more recent poem, 

“When Emptiness Is Full”: “Meals taste like the sawdust of an 
oaken casket. / Sleep a sweltering eternity. A rose a crumbling 
parchment. / Holidays are eves of forever.” (Includes illustra-
tions and seemingly candid black-and-white photos by Achter-
berg, whose subjects are unidentified.)

An earnest outpouring of grief and memory despite 
occasional flaws.

JUST EFFING ENTERTAIN ME
A Screenwriter’s Atlas
Gray, Julie 
Lulu (270 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Apr. 7, 2019
978-1-304-40483-1  

Hollywood script consultant and 
blogger Gray offers a debut soup-to-nuts 
guide to creating a script and getting it to 
the people who can get it made. 

The author states that the most 
important part of any screenplay is its “Entertainment Quo-
tient,” which she defines as “the reason the reader can’t put 
your script down,” “the reason your script gets a ‘consider,’ ” 
and “the reason scripts get sold and movies get made.” What 
motivates gatekeepers in the entertainment business is putting 

“behinds in seats” and “dollars in…pockets,” she says. However, 
she also notes that this doesn’t necessarily mean that a writer 
must sell out and write a soulless rehash of whatever’s popular 
at the moment. Gray does counsel writers to keep an eye on 
the zeitgeist but also to work hard on perfecting basic elements 
of plot, character, tone, dialogue, and tension—all of which she 
addresses in chapters in a highly modular format with lots of 
headings and lists as well as writing exercises and end-of-chap-
ter reviews. The book also has a highly conversational tone, and 
Gray even points this out: In Chapter 3, she specifically talks 
about ways that a writer’s distinctive “voice” can come through 
in his or her writing. Her own voice, she says, is a “Mary Poppins, 
spoonful-of-sugar voice” that’s “not terribly different from how 
I sound in person. But it’s still a voice.” She effectively tackles 
other basic concepts, such as overcoming a bad draft and how 
to write a voice-over. She also takes writers through the essen-
tials of networking and finding an agent. Over the course of this 
manual, Gray provides very clear instruction, and her methods 
are consistently simple and helpful. Fledgling screenwriters 
having organizational difficulties, for example, should check 
out the author’s thoughts on outlining using smaller scenes, 
each with their own setup and resolution. On the whole, her 
tips are practical and positive. 

A comprehensive resource on screenwriting basics.

JOHN LEE JOHNSON
Into the Pits of Hell
Hamlett, Conn
AbbottPress (246 pp.) 
$35.95  |  $17.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Aug. 8, 2018
978-1-4582-2195-7
978-1-4582-2196-4 paper  

This sixth installment of a series 
finds the eponymous Texas hero once 
again facing off against the minions of 

a Philadelphia-based former Union officer hellbent on having 
him killed.

Gray effectively tackles some basic script concepts, such as 
overcoming a bad draft and how to write a voice-over.

just effing entertain me
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It is 1865, the Union has occupied Texas, and James Stevens, 
a young carpetbagger from up North, is a powerful state legis-
lator in Austin. He is the loathsome Frank McGrew’s man in 
Texas. As per instructions received from Philadelphia, Stevens 
is implementing a complicated plan that will rid McGrew of 
rancher John Lee Johnson—and add to the legislator’s fortune. 
Stevens orders his henchman T-Dilly Whitaker to organize 
the kidnapping of John’s cousin Duchess Thompson. This will 
force John into a contract to fight El Toro de Sanchez in a place 
called “the pit” on the edge of Mexico’s Chihuahua Desert. 
Meanwhile, in Baileysboro, Texas, bank president Seth Johnson 
(another of John’s cousins) is looking for a wife. He has recently 
rescued four little girls and wants to adopt them, but Texas law 
won’t permit that until he marries. Then there is the mystery 
surrounding G.W. Lambert, an older fellow who signs on as a 
ranch hand working with young Sand Burr Rogers, John’s most 
trusted ramrod. The various storylines ultimately intersect but 
not before a plethora of gunfights leaves the landscape littered 
with bodies. There is little time for character development in 
this action-driven, rip-roaring Wild West novel with so many 
players even the author occasionally has trouble keeping them 
all straight—in two instances, he refers to Sand Burr as Seth. 
Although the breakneck pace never slackens, Hamlett (John 
Lee Johnson Will Hurt You Bad—Real Bad, 2017, etc.) manages to 
include moments of charming tenderness. In an approximation 
of a morality play, bad guys are destroyed by their own desires 
for revenge and good guys are rewarded for their unexpected 
acts of kindness. John is rather comically huge—tall, with a 

“thick neck corded with ropelike tendons and powerful shoul-
ders that were a yard wide”—but he is a most enjoyable lead.

Page-turning excitement for fans of old-fashioned 
Westerns, with a satisfying final reveal. 

DENVER MOON 
The Saint of Mars
Hammond, Warren & Viola, Joshua
Hex Publishers (220 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-73391-770-4  

In the continuation of this briskly 
paced sci-fi series, Mars private investi-
gator Denver Moon investigates the pos-
sibility that invaders on the red planet 
are plotting to enslave human colonists.

Denver is working a case of miss-
ing persons when she stumbles on an alien’s lab with human 
experiments. She’s already aware of nameless, shape-shifting 
invaders on Mars and their attempts to control humans. But for 
now, Denver remains mum. The colony of Mars City needs the 
aliens’ tech for successful terraforming. She subsequently takes 
a case for Jard Calder, who runs a botsie (robot) prostitution 
business. Church of Mars monks are disrupting his business, 
and Jard wants Denver to get Bishop Rafe Ranchard excom-
municated. That shouldn’t be difficult since Denver previously 
had the bishop excommunicated when she discovered he was 

embezzling. Why the church’s leader, Cole Hennessey, rein-
stated Rafe is a mystery, and Hennessey isn’t returning Den-
ver’s calls. With help from her trusty AI, Smith, who’s installed 
in her Smith & Wesson revolver, Denver quickly finds a link 
between the bishop and the aliens’ experiments on colonists. 
Rafe, however, is a menacing individual with botsies at his 
command, and the plot against humans is bigger and deadlier 
than Denver anticipated. Hammond and Viola’s (Denver Moon: 
Metamorphosis, 2018, etc.) novel deepens an ongoing mystery 
within the series. New readers will easily settle into the story, 
but it’s best read from the beginning. The latest narrative deftly 
expands ongoing themes, from Denver’s relationship with her 
grandfather Tatsuo to her softening feelings toward botsies. In 
fact, botsie Nigel is her friend, and the image of Denver carry-
ing and conversing with his head—his torso is on backorder—is 
a definite highlight. Despite relatively few characters, there are 
surprising turns among allies and apparent foes. And the prose, 
as always, is well imagined: “I closed my eyes against a blowback 
of detritus and sprinted as fast as I dared in the dark, a confetti 
made of charred leaves peppering my face and arms.”

Another blistering installment with a cool, clever 
female lead.

THE DILSBERG ENGAGEMENT
Love, Dissent and Reprisals
Jaussaud, Danielle 
Self (266 pp.) 
$12.50 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Feb. 20, 2019
978-1-79568-379-1  

In this memoir, young love and a sol-
dier’s fight against military misconduct 
intertwine.

In 1971, author Jaussaud was teach-
ing high school in Morocco, where she met her future husband, 
Mike McDougal, an American student from the University of 
Texas. The memoir’s giddy early chapters recount their knock-
about romance on a long rideshare from Casablanca to France, 
accompanied by her irrepressible dog, Benji. Despite her oppo-
sition to the Vietnam War, she stuck with Mike after he joined 
the U.S. Army and followed him to a military base in Kaiser-
slautern, Germany, in 1973, where they lived mainly in a tent in 
a campsite. Mike, a clerk in a military intelligence unit, discov-
ered secret documents detailing Operation Penguin-Monk, a 
clandestine Army program that involved spying on dissident 
American soldiers and deserters in Germany, their lawyers, the 
church workers who helped them, and journalists—complete 
with illegal wiretaps. Mike secretly divulged the documents 
to the aforementioned attorneys and crusading, left-leaning 
reporter Max Watts. The story promptly blew up in the New 
York Times and the outraged German press, and Army inves-
tigators started zeroing in on Mike as the source of the leak, 
threatening a court-martial and imprisonment. Jaussaud’s brisk 
narrative includes numerous accounts of anxiety and paranoia; 
once, the author spied a man who was secretly photographing 
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her, and she says that Mike received menacing threats from 
other soldiers and was roughed up in an Army interrogation. 
But Jaussaud also delivers a warmhearted, sometimes-inspiring 
portrait of anti-war protestors who rallied around Mike with 
public outcries and media campaigns to defend him from Army 
retaliation. She also reveals Mike to be a charismatic, idealistic 
man who embodied the best impulses of the era’s left politics 
despite facing considerable risk. Jaussaud’s limpid, sometimes-
lyrical prose captures the troubled but hopeful time; at one 
point, for instance, she describes West Texas as a place “where 
trees don’t grow and fields of yellow crops extend all the way to 
the base of barren red mesas, where the sunsets are explosions 
of colors and black oil wells jump up and down perpetually, like 
giant tarred grasshoppers.”

A vibrant and absorbing Watergate-era adventure with 
a romantic glow.

THE SCHOHARIE
Johnson, Diane M. 
BookBaby (254 pp.) 
$14.03 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 5, 2017
978-1-5439-0767-4  

A bridge collapse becomes compli-
cated by an outbreak of Native American 
sorcery in this debut supernatural thriller.

When a wet spring in upstate New 
York leads to heavy flooding and the col-

lapse of a bridge over the Schoharie Creek, soccer coach and 
fireman Aaron Bonner almost drives his pickup into the sud-
denly gaping chasm on the I-90 thruway. Even more unsettling 
is the apparition of a Native American warrior in buckskin, war 
paint, and a braid beckoning Aaron from across the gap. More 
frightening visions plague Aaron as he does emergency flood 
work: He sees the warrior, who is invisible to others, scalping 
the corpse of a drowned motorist and starts hearing the voices 
of dead people shrieking inside his head. He thinks he is going 
crazy, as do his girlfriend, Sara Harrigan, and her dad, Ben, a 
hard-bitten sheriff with a prickly attitude toward him who 
remembers that Aaron’s half-Iroquois father also exhibited 
bouts of insane violence before he was killed by police. Things 
escalate when the warrior manages to cut off Aaron’s toe. The 
talisman enables the warrior to turn Aaron into a puppet com-
pelled to repeat any act he pantomimes, no matter how horri-
fying. Johnson creates a believable world of small-town people 
and first responders with long memories and complex relation-
ships as a setting for eruptions of eeriness. She writes vivid 
action and flood scenes, filled with “the rush of untamed water, 
the splatter of the endless downpour, the grunts and shouts of 
workforce prisoners who heaved sandbags to and fro, and the 
whining motors of rescue boats fighting a swift current.” In 
her evocative prose, the novel’s magic feels both realistic and 
picturesque. (Gathering his powers for a catastrophic strike, 
the warrior “held out his arms as if presenting the sky with a 
large and bulky gift,” then “dropped the imaginary package…as 

if it had gained an obscene amount of weight.”) Aaron’s help-
less subjection to a malevolent force that no one else perceives 
makes for a queasily terrifying read.

An original and imaginative mix of macabre lore and 
psychological horror.

NEW MINDSET NEW RESULTS
Johnson, Kerry 
G&D Media (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  $14.98 e-book  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-72251-016-9  

A business psychologist dissects 
mindset in this motivational book.

Johnson (Mastering the Game, 2015, 
etc.) is often asked “to deliver motiva-
tional speeches to pump up employees 
in an organization.” If this work is any 

indication, it’s easy to see why: The author has the rare abil-
ity to tell stories—lots of them—that perfectly drive home his 
points. He also deftly interweaves insights from other experts 
with salient observations of his own to dramatize the impor-
tance of a “Results-Focused Mindset.” Johnson patiently leads 
readers on a journey of discovery, first defining mindset, then 
explaining the difference between mindsets (most notably 

“fixed” and “growth” ones), and finally delving into techniques 
he recommends for building a better one. Some of the lingo, 
such as “context and content recasting,” “submodality change,” 

“flow state,” and “meta-patterns,” feels like it’s straight out of 
a psychology textbook. While this could be off-putting to 
the average reader, the focus is less on the terminology and 
more on what it helps a person to achieve. In explaining meta-
patterns, for example, the author discusses the attributes 
associated with five types, such as “moving toward or away” 
and “necessity or possibility.” He explains each meta-pattern 
in detail, often using stories and examples. He follows this 
with four specific tips for “successfully” using meta-patterns 
in addition to three assignments that demonstrate how to 
employ them. As a result, even if the concept is foreign, it is 
thoroughly explained and illustrated, with guidance on how to 
apply it to one’s own situation. This approach is very effec-
tively used throughout the book. One of the more engaging 
portions is the chapter on “using behavioral contracts” since 
it addresses various ways to initiate self-rewards for desired 
actions. Here, Johnson offers two worksheets that help facili-
tate creating a contract. The overall message—that a positive 
mindset creates good outcomes—is startlingly simple, but the 
magic is in the process, which the author masterfully describes.

Mind-expanding—and potentially even life-altering—
advice on both a personal and business level.
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Johnson creates a believable world of small-town 
people as a setting for eruptions of eeriness.

the schoharie
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THE LAST 
SURVIVING DINOSAUR
The TyrantoCrankaTsuris 
Joseph, Steven 
Illus. by Case, Andy 
Mascot Books (38 pp.) 
$14.92  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-64307-157-2  

A short lesson in Yiddish introduces tsuris (big problems) 
and kvetching (complaining) to a young, dinosaur-loving audi-
ence in this humorous debut from author Joseph and illustrator 
Case (Puppy Drama, 2016, etc.).

In Joseph’s first-person narration, he explains how, in his 
Bronx neighborhood, his relatives competed over who had 
the worst tsuris. Joseph used that lifelong “tsuris training” to 
develop a tale for his daughter. According to Joseph, when all 
the other dinosaurs went extinct, the smallest, most dangerous 
dinosaur survived: the TyrantoCrankaTsuris. When she got sick 
of how the other dinosaurs bragged about their strength, she let 
out a wail of complaints that sent the other dinosaurs packing. 
Her complaints even made the whole planet go dark! Luckily, 
one other dinosaur, the TyrantoKvetchaTsuris, survived as well, 
and the pair became the ancestors of humanity. Joseph uses the 
tall tale to explain that humans should never get too cranky or 
complain too loudly or they might cause yet another creature’s 
extinction. Fictional science aside, the delivery and repetition 
of the real kvetching from Joseph’s family in the TyrantoKvet-
chaTsuris’ litany of complaints will be laugh-out-loud funny 
for adults, who may have to translate it for their kids. Case’s 
cartoonish caricatures and silly saurians, all set against simple 
backgrounds, capture the comical tone.

Kids may not always get the humor, but the multigen-
erational aspects make this a good choice for reading aloud. 

LAST GIRL STANDING
Kaptanoglu, Marjory 
Leschenault Press (245 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Mar. 13, 2019
978-0-648-44714-6  

In this YA thriller, a teenage girl inves-
tigates a conspiracy in her hometown 
when residents start acting brainwashed.

“I’ve known for some time that our 
family’s not normal,” says 17-year-old 

Sierra Mendez, from the small California town of Los Patos. Her 
father died when she was 6. Sierra’s mother, Lauren Woodard, is 
an organic farmer who believes in self-sufficiency, keeps hens and 
a goat, and proclaims that the town’s tap water is poison. When 
their rain barrel runs dry, Sierra must haul buckets of water from 
the nearby river—and that’s where, one morning, she discovers a 
floating corpse, only the first of increasingly sinister events. The 
body is that of Mr. Delmar, the water district manager, to whom 
Lauren wrote threatening letters; the new police chief, Capt. 

Leach, openly leers at Sierra and throws Lauren in a cell; and 
more and more town residents take on a glazed, stupefied look. 
It’s a conspiracy involving the town’s water, Sierra concludes. Her 
suspicions are stoked by TV channels that now all broadcast an 
infomercial containing subliminal messaging: “Watch TV…Don’t 
Ask Questions…Do Your Job…All is Well.” Worse still, zombified 
people are being replaced by androids. Escape from Los Patos is 
impossible, so Sierra and a few friends must hatch a bold plan 
to attack the conspiracy at its source. Kaptanoglu (Dreadmarrow 
Thief, 2017) writes an engaging, often humorous tale that includes 
romance, teamwork, heroism, some tragedy, and a little paranoia 
along with a likable, smart, and cool cast. They’re racially and cul-
turally diverse; for example, popular soccer star Myles has two 
dads and is Asian Caucasian. (Though this would seem to indi-
cate generally progressive politics, the town “voted for Trump.”) 
Many plot elements have a comic element, but the story also 
affords much opportunity for personal development, like Sierra’s 
unresolved guilty feelings over some childish misbehavior that 
indirectly catalyzed her father’s deportation to, and death in, 
El Salvador. The adventure moves along rapidly with plenty of 
action while saving a few surprises for the end. 

Fast-paced, entertaining, and exciting, with a fresh, 
believable voice.

A SONG FOR THE ROAD
Lacko, Rayne 
SparkPress (243 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-68463-002-8  

A debut YA road novel tells the story 
of an Oklahoma teen traveling across the 
West with his father’s guitar.

Fifteen-year-old Carter Danforth raids 
his single mother’s savings in order to buy 

back the left-handed acoustic guitar that his father—a successful 
musician—pawned on the way out of town six years ago. (“ ‘Creativ-
ity, Victory, Heart, and Discipline.’ Those four words had mattered 
to his father, enough to have them custom-stained into the guitar. 
The inscription was as valuable to Carter as the guitar itself, proof 
his father once had some good in him.”) But a tornado strikes 
Tulsa while Carter is in the pawn shop, and after a night hiding in 
the building’s basement, he walks home only to discover that his 
house has been torn in two by the storm. When he finally locates 
his mother, she’s lying in a hospital bed. She instructs him to buy 
himself a plane ticket to Reno to stay with his aunt—using the 
money he’s already spent on the guitar, of course—but instead 
Carter decides to find his father in California. If he can get him to 
sign the guitar and increase its value, he’ll be able to pay back his 
mother. On the road out west, he runs into all sorts of interest-
ing characters, including a carpenter named Darren Bartles, who 
teach Carter about life and music—making the instrument that 
he’s lugging around less a memento of his father’s departure and 
more a tool to express the songs inside himself. Lacko’s prose is 
as full of grit and color as a classic country ballad: “The old man 
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on the stage jutted his jaw in Darren’s direction. ‘We’ve seen him 
before,’ he said with a voice made of velvet and gravel. ‘He’s about 
as useful as an ashtray on a motorcycle.’ ” Carter’s is a heartwarm-
ing tale that mostly avoids sounding sentimental, with stakes that 
are simultaneously kitchen table and larger-than-life. It reads like 
the origin story of some mythic troubadour, and one can’t help 
but start to feel romantic about Americana by the time Carter 
reaches the end of his road.

A sweet, twangy tale about a boy finding his future on 
the way to his past.

YARA’S TAWARI TREE
Lapid, Yossi
Illus. by Pasek, Joanna
Self (38 pp.)
$0.99 e-book  |  Jul. 1, 2019

In this latest picture-book series 
entry, Lapid (Mother’s Day With Snowman 
Paul, 2018, etc.) offers strong couplets 
about a girl and a tree saving each other, 

and returning illustrator Pasek highlights the bright colors of 
its tropical setting.

A small tawari sapling is threatened by bulldozers and fires 
that are clearing the forest. Yara, a young Indigenous girl, comes 
to its rescue. The sapling grows quickly to become a tree that 
Yara (who appears to still be the same age) can climb. One day, 
when Yara becomes very ill, her mother brings an elder to their 
home to make a diagnosis. The elder laments that there once 
was a tree that could provide her with a remedy, but it may now 
be extinct. Savvy readers will be unsurprised that Yara’s tawari 
tree is the very one that she needs to cure her sickness, thus 
repaying her kindness. Lapid’s message—that humans need 
the rainforest as much as the rainforest needs them to save 
it—comes through clearly in Yara and the tree’s personal con-
nection. Unfortunately, with no author’s note and an unnamed 
setting, it’s hard to gauge the authenticity of Pasek’s apparently 
Amazon-inspired images or Lapid’s cultural descriptions.

A story with a good ecological message and vibrant 
paintings that falls short by omitting context.

ASK ME ANYTHING
Lee, Molly E. 
Entangled Teen (320 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64063-658-3  

Complications arise in this YA novel 
when a brilliant teenage coder’s anony-
mous sex education blog goes viral and a 
friendship becomes romantic.

Amber Henderson is a senior at pri-
vate Wilmont Academy—possibly “the 

last non-religious school on the planet still operating under 
the abstinence only policy.” Because plenty of kids are having 

sex anyway, they really need some good advice, such as how to 
obtain reliable birth control. Amber can rely on her sex-positive 
parents, but she’d love to help the less fortunate. She and Dean 
Winters vie for the title of the school’s most talented coder, so 
when he proposes a bet (for bragging rights and a deadmau5 
T-shirt) to get under Principal Tanner’s skin via hacking, Amber 
has a perfect idea. She’ll set up an untraceable sex advice blog 
on the darknet, making sure everyone knows it’s written by 
a Wilmont student, and help information-starved students 
while riling Tanner. Though Amber and Dean are both hot as 
well as gifted and share much in common, she considers him 
out of her league; she’s also tormented by memories of a bad 
encounter with her ex-boyfriend. The coders’ growing relation-
ship is put sorely to the test when Tanner blackmails Dean into 
uncovering who’s behind the increasingly popular blog. Lee 
(Love Beyond Opposites, 2018, etc.) sets up a classic confronta-
tion between cool kids and an uptight administrator: They’re 
smart, funny, and gorgeous while he’s venal, underhanded, and 
vindictive. The point of view alternates between Amber and 
Dean, each voice distinctive but both capturing a true teenage 
feel. Their developing romance is sweet and sizzling, with a lot 
of sensitivity toward Amber’s fears. That Dean can’t figure out 
the identity of the advice-giver is somewhat contrived as an 
obstacle given that he and Amber are the only two members of 
the Code Club. Another tip-off is that Amber’s mother writes 
erotica and her father is a teen psychologist. The emotions can 
become melodramatically overwrought, and both main charac-
ters are altogether a bit too flawless, especially in looks. Still, it’s 
an engaging novel that nicely illuminates the coder subculture 
and deals honestly with teenage sexuality.

An entertaining, well-told love story/drama.

NEW PERSIA
Before the Storm
Lynch, John L. 
Wings ePress, Inc. (356 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Oct. 1, 2018
978-1-61309-641-3  

On a planet settled by colonists from 
Earth’s Muslim cultures (whose true his-
tory has receded into myth), young sol-
diers in “New Persia” find their incipient 
romances—and lives—jeopardized by 

impending war.
Lynch (Endemic, 2018) isn’t alone in imagining Islam, or 

something very much akin to it, flourishing in deep space; Frank 
Herbert’s Dune (1965) should come to mind straightaway. But 
Lynch’s vision centers more on the rigid codes and intrigues of 
conservative Bahá’í culture rather than monster sandworms. 
In ancient times, a distant planet with a twin-star system was 
settled principally by colonists/refugees from Earth’s Muslim 
peoples (the true history of those spacefaring days has receded 
into near myth). A thousand years after the early, arduous days 
of establishing a human foothold, the planet’s single continent 
hosts technology, folkways, and politics approximating those 
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Lee’s engaging novel nicely illuminates the coder subculture 
and deals honestly with teenage sexuality.

ask me anything
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of the mid-20th-century Middle East (minus Israel). Impe-
rial ambitions and religious divisions have arisen between the 
colonists’ descendants—who have established an Iranian New 
Persia and a Bantu-speaking North African/Arab nation of Aza-
nia—resulting in a series of wars. Talky opening chapters set the 
stage at a New Persian royal ball, with humble-born Capt. Basir 
Turani and his cousin, fighter pilot Farad Hashemi, becoming 
entangled in budding romances complicated by strict laws gov-
erning conduct. Basir catches the fascination of rebellious aris-
tocrat Suri Pahlavi, who chafes at her restricted existence (one 
character notes: “Persian women were taught to fear men from 
an early age. Everything about their society was designed to 
protect women. Everything betrayed a deep anxiety about what 
would happen if men and women were free to meet”). Farad is 
attracted to Nasrin Avesta, from a family still tainted by associa-
tion with an attempted coup against the monarchy. After that, 
however, the formal narrative transitions from Tolstoy to Tom 
Clancy. Basir and Farad head for their assignment—a border 
city that immediately becomes a key battleground in the latest 
Azanian attack.

In Lynch’s novel, tank, air and ground skirmishes are crisply 
described while the background threat of a seasonal alien natu-
ral disaster, a fiery biochemical “seed storm,” supplies what 
often comes across as a token sci-fi quotient. Alternative-history 
fans are the ideal readership. Many readers may also appreciate 
(especially in the post–9/11 era) Lynch’s sympathetic portrayal of 
Islamic values and mores in a nuanced, layered world. In fact, we 
are told, the imperiled border town of Kerman predates most 
of New Persia and operates by its own liberal and progressive 
rules, and even Persepolis, the capital, tolerates Christians and 
nonbelievers. But adherence to dictates of the faith loom large 
in almost every affair, although the author is not one to criticize 
shortcomings of theocracy here. While principal plot threads 
are tied up at the end, it’s clear (even without the subtitle) this is 
just the promising beginning of a larger “New Persia” saga.

A respectful, Islamophobia-free take on Muslim 
thought and culture in a sci-fi setting that also delivers 
shock-and-awe combat action.

HOW’S YOUR PROSTATE?
A Cancer Survivor’s 
Candid Journey 
Michaels, Kenneth D.
La Mancha Press (142 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-9983242-4-1  

A Florida psychotherapist and mystery 
writer recounts his prostate cancer journey. 

In a straightforward, candid, and 
effortlessly engaging narrative, Michaels (Only in Key West, 2017) 
chronicles his odyssey through the traumatic ordeal of a cancer 
diagnosis in 2008. With little preemptive fanfare, the Key West 
author gets right to the heart of his memoir with the discov-
ery that his recently tested PSA level was at its highest point 

ever and a classic marker for the presence of cancerous tissue. 
His painful, unsedated biopsy and upsetting initial diagnosis 
are meticulously detailed, and the remainder of his trials pro-
vides an insider’s guide to the process of detecting cancer, the 
methods of treatment available, and suggested alternatives to 
the avenues he chose for his clinical care. Michaels, “a worrier 
by nature,” openly shares the wide range of emotions he went 
through once his diagnosis was delivered and doesn’t mince 
words when it comes to his opinions on the detached indiffer-
ence expressed by his physicians. The author’s online research 
about his condition produced a mixed bag of resources and data 
on the malady’s stigma, reputation, and the varied perceptions 
of the situation. Michaels’ ultimate decision to have surgery 
was hard won, and he shares his greatest concern involving the 
laparoscopic, robot-assisted procedure: irreparable nerve dam-
age that could affect his sexual vitality.

Michaels effectively supplements his cancer chronicle with 
an intimate narrative on his coming-out process at the age of 
64, writing frankly about his 22-year childless and monogamous 
heterosexual relationship while harboring gay feelings that he 
only acted on after he and his lover parted in 2004. The author 
makes his story accessible and enjoyable for readers, particu-
larly for men who are mindful of their health and appreciate 
Michaels’ witty and watchful approach to medicine. In striking 
a keen, insightful, educative, and immensely entertaining bal-
ance of humor and humanity, the author takes the dread and 
mystery out of a cancer diagnosis, its treatment options, and 
the often frustrating and unnerving hospital patient experi-
ence (including catheter maintenance and digital rectal exami-
nations). He credits laboratory testing and early detection as 
the intuitive actions that “may have saved” his life. While he 
admits that medical procedures and techniques have improved 
and been revolutionized since his operation in 2008, the fear 
and confusion felt by patients remain unchanged. Michaels also 
addresses the importance of patients’ aftercare, noting that 
doctors in general fail to consider “the racing thoughts that 
keep us awake, the humiliation of incontinence, or the fear of 
impotence.” These, in addition to his impaired sexual wellness, 
were problems he contended with immediately after surgery. 
He writes about these issues with direct honesty and frequent 
infusions of humor, which, he notes, not only defuses the pan-
icked intensity of cancer treatment, but also “affords you per-
spective and objectivity.”

A positive, informative, and delightful guided tour 
through the snarls of surviving a distressing cancer diag-
nosis written with comedic grace.    
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Both the protagonist and villain of Palmer’s novel are, 
refreshingly, strong African American women.

karma wears versace

SERPENTS OF OLD
Millson, Kirk 
Self (334 pp.) 
$8.94 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Jan. 2, 2019
978-1-79438-843-7  

In Millson’s (9,000 Miles of Fatherhood, 
2014) novel, we have a frantic father with 
missing kids, a ruthless, charismatic Lat-
ter-day Saint “prophet,” his breakaway 
settlement south of Salt Lake City, his 
vicious henchmen, and a whole leaky bag 

of chicanery and deadly mayhem. 
As prologue, geologist Annie McKeefe disappears while try-

ing to plot a gas pipeline route in the Arizona backcountry. Six 
months later, the real story begins with Tom McKeefe, her still 
devastated husband and father of their two children. Then the 
kids disappear, and Tom is accused of killing them on a camp-
ing trip. Detective Rulon Allred of the Salt Lake City Police 
Department seems totally convinced of Tom’s guilt. But in 
fact Allred is a loyal lieutenant of the fanatical Everett Deavers, 
president of the Church of the Blood Atonement in his settle-
ment of Redemption, Utah. So our hero, Tom, must find his 
kids—hopefully alive—and the real killers in order to clear his 
name. We do have good guys here, among them Carter Miguel, 
Pulitzer-winning reporter for the Salt Lake Beacon; old desert 
rat Gerdeen Dyer; and Casey Reynolds, who is very rightly con-
cerned about the kids in Redemption. Soon Tom is on the run. A 
young boy’s mutilated body has been found outside of Redemp-
tion, and Allred claims it is that of Eddie McKeefe when—as he 
knows—it is the young son of the Dykstras, a family that Deav-
ers has had killed. Looking for a key witness, Tom winds up in 
the Barrancas del Cobre (Copper Canyon) in northern Mexico, 
which ultimately exposes yet another of Allred’s lies. Now it’s 
all closing in on Deavers, making him all the more dangerous 
and the good guys all the more determined to bring him down. 

As a lifelong newspaperman, Millson has two things going 
for him: He knows how to write (although he could use a copy 
editor), and he also knows the newspaper business, politics, and 
cops. We know from the get-go that Tom is an innocent man 
and that he not only has to save his kids and clear his name, 
but he has to fight a crushing sense of despair. Millson gives 
us characters who are easy to hate (Deavers, Allred, the throw-
back Jackson Reems) and to love (scruffy but knowing Gerdeen, 
staunch ally Carter, and Casey, who will be Tom’s final salvation). 
A particularly good episode is his incredible trek through Cop-
per Canyon and his meetup with Emilio, the always happy and 
always drunk drug running pilot who rescues him more than 
once. This is a jam-packed novel, the run-up to the climax is 
well handled, and the tension is palpable as Tom sneaks into 
Redemption and sets off a nail-biting finale. 

Utah is known for its striking landscape and Latter-day 
Saint presence. Here we get both. And a well-crafted plot.

KARMA WEARS VERSACE
Palmer, Rod 
Black Wren Press (332 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-73396-330-5  

In this mystery, an Atlanta homicide 
detective sets out to prove a suspect is 
killing people with a biological agent. 

Detective Aisha Sawyer has a theory 
about the death of record company exec-
utive Kendall “Trap” Miller and the per-
ilous state of medical student Meegan 

Appleton, currently on life support. Sawyer believes some-
one used a biological agent as a weapon, as both victims were 
infected with rabies but had no bite marks on their bodies. The 
detective is certain the culprit is Trap’s ex-fiancee, Chosen. But 
Sgt. Jeffrey “Gil” Gilliam and even Sawyer’s partner, Detective 
Jeremy Travis, focus on Dr. Edward Cofield, who has the exper-
tise as well as a rumored affair with Meegan. Chosen’s back-
ground, in contrast, is murky, including her real name. But she 
is full of surprises, starting with having the finances to become 
the majority shareholder of Trap’s hip-hop label, Hustle Hard 
Entertainment. She also entices Sawyer’s husband, Darius, the 
former member of a jazz band, The Elect, with a chance to 
record new music. It seems Chosen is trying to sidetrack the 
detective who’s unmistakably designated her as a murder sus-
pect. Accordingly, Sawyer searches for evidence that Chosen 
is capable of stealthy, chemically induced crimes, which soon 
entail another killing and a disappearance. Both the protagonist 
and villain of Palmer’s (The Harvest, 2018, etc.) novel are, refresh-
ingly, strong African American women. Sawyer never wavers in 
her determination to prove Chosen guilty; her certainty is not 
instinct, she says, but rather “metaphysical intelligence.” Mean-
while, people (mostly men) underestimate Chosen, who quickly 
amasses power as a company owner. Though the tale eventu-
ally reveals whether or not Chosen is a killer, mysteries remain, 
such as her unknown past. Nevertheless, the author focuses on 
searing melodrama, complicating characters’ lives, with Sawyer 
suspecting Darius of infidelity and the story disclosing her his-
tory with Travis, whose life she once saved. These subplots help 
generate a brisk narrative that moves readers all the way to a 
twisty ending that’s odd but juicy, and the concluding “To be 
continued” guarantees a sequel.

A taut murder tale that pits two enthralling black 
women against each other.
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THE CAMINO MADE EASY
Reflections of a 
Parador Pilgrim
Pittet, Olivia 
Photos by May, Christopher G. McLean 
Archway Publishing (260 pp.) 
$35.95  |  $17.33 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 21, 2018
978-1-4808-6346-0
978-1-4808-6347-7 paper  

A chronicle of one woman’s 500-mile 
European trek that’s equal parts travel guide and memoir, offer-
ing up plenty of historical details along the way. 

The Camino de Santiago comprises a vast network of 
ancient trails that extend across Europe, traveled by numerous 
religious pilgrims each year. The routes cover a variety of terrain, 
including coastal cliffs and forested trails, all eventually leading 
to the burial site of St. James, whose remains were discovered 
in the ninth century. For debut author Pittet and her husband, 
Michael Crowley, making the decision to walk the Camino was 
an easy one, and it led to an incredible journey of self-discov-
ery, legendary antiquity, and lasting friendships. Pittet eagerly 
dissects the dizzying amount of medieval history surrounding 

the route and its many infamous pilgrims. Quotations from 
such luminaries as Geoffrey Chaucer and William Shakespeare 
abound, as do engaging stories of legendary skirmishes. General 
advice and travel tips cover the basics for beginners, and there’s 
a skillfully curated list of recommended guides and travel agen-
cies. A handful of black-and-white photos show rest stops along 
the route, complete with picturesque villages and cobblestone 
streets. As they make their journey, Pittet is candid about the 
daily challenges and unpredictability of hiking long-distance: 

“The weather may play foul or other glitches may occur, but one 
simply has to ascribe such mishaps to the fates, or else say with 
the Spanish, ‘Cosa Camino’ or ‘No pasa nada’—it doesn’t really 
matter; it’s no big deal.” Descriptions of medieval churches and 
ornate architecture offer professional, informative glimpses 
into the buildings’ origins. There are vivid anecdotes through-
out that will give readers a deeper education than other casual 
guides. The book thoroughly examines what it means to be a 
pilgrim in the 21st century as it shares Pittet’s thoughts on the 
journey’s transformative power.

An insightful and enlightening account of the Camino 
de Santiago. 

CHELZY STONE’S MYSTICAL 
QUEST IN THE LOST AND 
FOUND GAME
Procopio, Lucille
RoseLamp Publications (262 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Oct. 13, 2013
978-0-9860607-0-0  

This debut middle-grade fantasy 
novel finds three children drawn into 
a magical quest to find other kids who 

went missing decades ago.
Ten-year-old Chelzy Stone, her parents, and her 12-year-old 

brother, Matthew, moved to Simonsville, Pennsylvania, a year 
ago. As summer approaches, she and Matthew are ready to 
enjoy their vacation from school. Matthew plans to read comics 
and play video games, and Chelzy hopes to explore the group 
of trees—or “Magic Woods,” as Grandpa Stone calls them—
behind their home on Sycamore Street. One day, she glimpses 
what looks like a black-cloaked woman in flight near the trees, 
and it naturally stokes her imagination. She’s also excited to 
meet her new neighbor, a shy 11-year-old girl named Tory Her-
old. The new girl introduces the siblings to an old board game 
called The Lost and Found Game, which her Uncle Tony gave 
her. Eerily, the game’s cards feature pictures of black dust and a 
scrap of black cloth, which match real-life objects that Chelzy 
and Matthew recently found outside. Later, Grandpa Stone 
tells the kids about three Sycamore Street children who went 
missing in 1982, supposedly carried off into the woods by black 
birds. Do Chelzy, Matthew, and Tory dare investigate the Magic 
Woods themselves? After all, The Lost and Found Game ends 
with a challenge involving a Dark Queen. Procopio’s debut 
blends the dazzling splendor of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 
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with structured magic that’s reminiscent of that in the Harry 
Potter series. It’s the colorful parade of characters that steals 
the show, however, including the Bright Queen and Melzabod, 
a blue unicorn who guides the kids through such areas as the Sea 
of Weeping Willows. Indeed, animal helpers abound, making it 
tough for “The Trio,” as the third-person narrator calls them, to 
err too badly. However, the author eventually adds a plot twist 
that forces Chelzy and company to rely on their own skills. She 
also adds real-life nature facts, including an explanation of the 
difference between evergreen and deciduous trees. A warm, 
thoughtful ending leads toward a sequel.

A sharp, rainbow-colored tale that’s sure to entertain 
and teach young readers.

RESILIENCE PARENTING
Raising Resilient Children in 
an Era of Detachment 
and Dependence
Santillo, Chris & Santillo, Holly 
Lioncrest Publishing (156 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Mar. 22, 2019
978-1-5445-1195-5  

A debut child-rearing guide that con-
centrates on fostering good judgment 

and self-awareness in children.
In their nonfiction debut, martial arts instructor Chris 

Santillo and Holly Santillo, a martial arts instructor and chil-
dren’s-choir conductor, take a position against “helicopter” 
parents, who use various methods to remove any challenges or 
disappointments in their children’s lives. The authors say that 

“childhoods replete with instant everything, including instant 
gratification and guaranteed gold stars, rob this generation 
of the opportunity to build independence through hard work 
and occasional failure.” The Santillos predicate their book on 
a deceptively simple observation: Even the most fulfilling life 
requires resilience in order to make it through occasional rough 
patches. Their book’s main strength is how it unpacks the 
notion of resilience by showing how it’s grounded in strength 
and adaptability and by explaining its three pillars: learning, 
integrity, and service. The authors reveal the nuances of these 
principles, in part, through personal stories of their own parent-
ing adventures as well as occasional insets that explain specific 
lessons (“First the why….Then the how”). The chapters also pro-
vide “ASSESSMENT” sections featuring pointed questions that 
are designed to bring lessons into focus, such as “Does my child 
seek opportunities to serve others in both small and large ways?” 
The authors alternate between admonishing some standard 
parenting approaches (“Children who have been taught with 
bribes or rewards learn one primary lesson: how to do anything 
for a gold star”) and encouraging mothers and fathers to have 
more confidence in themselves: “You guided your children in 
learning how to walk, to talk, to hold a spoon, and to smile….
Your children want to learn, and best of all, they want to learn 
from you.” In clear, gently forceful language, the authors lay out 

a clear program of building resilience that may help children 
later on in their adult lives. Parents, both new and old, will find 
much of value in these pages.

A feisty and readable outlook on parenting.

HARD FALL
A McStone & 
Martinelli Thriller
Scott, Pascal 
Sapphire Books Publishing (209 pp.) 
$8.99 e-book  |  Jun. 1, 2019  

A bereaved college admissions officer 
with a rocky relationship with sobriety 
tries to solve the mystery of her lover’s 
death in this debut novel set in San Fran-
cisco’s lesbian community in the late 1980s.

In July 1987, Kathleen Mary “Stone” McStone is working 
in graduate admissions at San Francisco State University when 
she meets the person who will change her life. Emily Bryson is 
a beautiful, wealthy, and flirtatious woman with a plan. She is 
applying for a master’s program in women’s studies and earn-
ing extra money working as an exotic dancer. Against her better 
judgment, Stone succumbs to her fascination with Emily, and 
they become involved in a passionate relationship. Their happi-
ness comes to a sudden end only two years later, when Emily’s 
body is found on a local beach, an apparent suicide. Immobile 
with grief, Stone seeks help from counselor Maggie Dunn but 
still struggles to make it through each day. She is especially tor-
tured by her inability to believe the official verdict that Emily 
killed herself. While hanging out in her favorite lesbian dive bar 
drinking off a New Year’s Day hangover, she meets Dory Duck-
worth, a Southern transplant to the Bay Area. Dory’s ex-lover 
Zoe Martinelli is working for a private detective and studying to 
be a psychic. Desperate for answers that might bring her some 
peace and acceptance, Stone starts collaborating with Zoe to 
find out what really happened to Emily. Together, they not 
only uncover the dead woman’s unimaginable secrets, but also 
build a close professional relationship that begins to promise 
more. In the noir tradition, Scott depicts Stone as tough, hard-
boiled, and a bit of a butch chauvinist. Her first meeting with 
Emily, in which her gaze rises from “the small hips, the narrow 
waist, and the perfect, round breasts,” may offend some readers 
with its sexism, but Stone’s unwilling vulnerability in the face 
of her lover’s death adds nuance to her character. The mystery 
provides several satisfying jolts and reveals the power of a few 
unexpected female networks. The narrative offers occasional 
subtle insights into lesbian subculture, as when Stone remem-
bers older butches teaching her such gallantries as walking on 
the outside of the sidewalk when with a girlfriend.

An engaging detective thriller with a complex, if 
slightly stereotypical, lesbian protagonist.
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Scott’s mystery provides several satisfying jolts and reveals 
the power of a few unexpected female networks.

hard fall
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OCEAN DEPTHS
A Life
Sherman, C.L. 
LitFire Publishing (392 pp.) 
$46.03 paper  |  Jan. 14, 2019
978-1-64398-640-1  

This third installment of a YA series 
finds a teenager trapped in the past after 
reuniting with her love.

With the help of her Grandma Anne 
and a magic spell, 18-year-old Callista 

Ann Pacii has traveled several centuries into the past. She’s 
on Nanwe, an island that will someday be discovered by the 
HMS Bounty and renamed Pitcairn. Escaping a present where 
her connection to Lord Triton isn’t certain, Callista has luck-
ily reunited with a younger version of her merman. Yet King 
Poseidon’s son—who’s been cast from the royal family because 
of his love for Nehalennia, his brother’s betrothed—still 
answers to his mother, Queen Amphitrite. The queen and Tri-
ton’s Aunt Tethys summon him to ensure that he love Callista 
the best he can and not worry about his future. But Callista is 
determined to escape the boredom, privation, and natives of 
Nanwe and go back to her own time. After several attempts at 
the return spell fail, she allows Triton to comfort her with fab-
ulous meals and magical fashion creations. Eventually, the two 
sail from Nanwe on a majestic Carrack destined for Australia. 
Though life with Triton is adventurous and often ideal, Cal-
lista still faces challenges like Isabel, the lord’s former “cou-
pling assignment”; Myraena, a vengeful serpentine goddess; 
and a savagely instigated, if potentially joyous, life event. In 
this volume, Sherman (Ocean Depths: A Time, 2017, etc.) offers 
her protagonists paradise before hurling them into dire straits. 
Triton, as always, skirts the line between chivalrous and creepy 
when he says: “This is exactly what I want to do, watching 

you sleep, listening in on your dreams and thinking about 
us.” Interludes leave the lovers behind to visit the present, 
where Grandma Anne and Callista’s friend Jazz are the only 
people who remember the time-traveling protagonist thanks 
to another spell. Nehalennia, the lost mermaid whose beauty 
launched the series’ drama, threatens to become entwined 
with Callista in an astounding manner. The author leaves read-
ers with a sinister cliffhanger sure to generate gasps. Vibrant 
color paintings by Sherman enliven the journey throughout.

An engaging tale that merges fantasy drama and lei-
surely romance.

WHY DO THEY 
HATE US? 
Making Peace With the 
Muslim World
Slocum, Steve 
Top Reads Publishing (240 pp.) 
$12.78 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-9986838-6-7  

An exploration of Islamic beliefs and 
history that aims to challenge American 

Islamophobia.
Debut author Slocum, a former Christian missionary to 

Kazakhstan, writes that he was horrified at ignorant depictions 
of Muslims in American media after the 9/11 attacks. During 
his years as a missionary, he “never changed anyone’s mind to 
become a believer in the Bible,” he says, but his newfound Mus-
lim friends left an indelible mark on his own life—particularly, 
the fact that their culture prized hospitality toward strangers. 
The book begins by subverting popular American conceptions 
of Sharia law by rooting it in social justice, centered on pro-
tecting the poor and weak. Similarly, Islam’s “greater jihad,” he 
says, is not a literal holy war (a term first coined by Christian 
Crusaders) but rather “the internal struggle of living a life that 
is pleasing to God.” The book’s middle chapters offer a survey 
of Islamic history from Muhammad through the present day, 
highlighting both the wonders of the Islamic Golden Age and 
the horrors of European colonialism. To Slocum, the birth of 
the “dark blight” of Wahhabism in the 18th century marked a 
decisive turning point. Although the moderate Muslim major-
ity rejected this absolutist ideology, he says, it gained traction 
in Saudi Arabia at the same approximate time that the West 
undergirded a Saudi monarchy linked with Wahhabism. Central 
to the book’s analysis of radical Islam is the notion that it’s a 
force of the West’s own making, from their support of the muja-
hedeen in Afghanistan to their installation of a brutal monarch 
in Iran. In doing so, Slocum is particularly deft at challenging 
the tropes that Islamic radicals hate American freedom or that 
Islam is an inherently violent religion. Although many in the 
West tend to associate Islam with Arabs, this book highlights 
not only the faith’s ideological diversity, from Sunnis to Shias to 
Ahmadis, but also Muslims’ ethnic diversity; only about 10 per-
cent of the world’s Muslims hail from Arabic nations. Of course, 
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none of this will be new to Islamic scholars or historians of the 
Middle East, but to many Americans who are unfamiliar with 
the topic, this is a first-rate primer.

A clear, concise, and thoughtful introduction to Islam.

ENABLING THE DISABLED
How You Can Do a Better Job 
Welcoming the Disabled to 
Your Church
Taylor, Theresa C. 
Westbow Press (166 pp.) 
$30.95  |  $13.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Dec. 23, 2018
978-1-973642-85-5
978-1-973642-86-2 paper  

Taylor (Enabling the Disabled in the 
Body of Christ, 2016), a Christian pastor 

who’s blind and partially deaf, instructs churches on how to bet-
ter attract and serve the disabled members of their community 
in this spiritual guide.

As someone with lifelong disabilities, the author has had 
both good and bad experiences with churches; one welcomed 
her into its supportive family, she says, and another rejected her 
by refusing to accommodate her needs. Now a pastor herself, 
Taylor offers this book as an “olive branch from the disabled 
side” to church administrators seeking to do a better job of min-
istering to their disabled flock. She outlines what the current 
landscape looks like for Christians with disabilities—from inac-
cessible buildings to congregations that exclude people whose 
conditions cause them to make too much noise. Many churches 
that attempt to accommodate the disabled, Taylor notes, only 
end up replicating the wider society’s tendencies toward “pity 
and paternalism.” In addition to preaching the benefits of 
welcoming parishioners with disabilities—such as spreading 
Jesus Christ’s teachings and fostering a more loving environ-
ment—Taylor shares her own experiences as a disability advo-
cate to highlight the many ways that church leaders can care 
for all their congregants. Along the way, her prose is cordial and 
wise: “The biggest and most important strategy for successfully 
including the disabled is for you and your church to look at the 
disabled through God’s eyes rather than through the world’s.” 
The practical tips, such as listing disability accommodations on 
a church’s website, are specific and valuable, but the biggest rev-
elation is that so much of the advice is applicable to any outsider 
group: Accept them, listen to them, and love them. Although 
this book is rooted specifically in Christianity, Taylor’s words 
will resonate with all able-bodied members of society.

An earnest call for inclusivity that packs an emo-
tional punch.

STORIES FROM A 
TEACHER’S HEART
Memories of Love, Life, 
and Family
Wirtz, Rita M.
LifeRichPublishing (306 pp.) 
$37.95  |  $19.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Mar. 21, 2019
978-1-4897-2163-1
978-1-4897-2162-4 paper  

Wirtz (Reading Champs, 2014) reflects 
on an accomplished career as a teacher 

and warmly remembers the ups and downs of family life.
The author enjoyed a diverse career serving as the seminar 

leader for the California School Boards Association, a principal 
and curriculum consultant, an English teacher in the Arizona 
and California penal systems, and an activist for literacy. She 
shares her happiest remembrances as a teacher, which almost 
always revolve around her students, for whom she expresses 
unabashed affection. She also discusses a broad spectrum of 
educational issues, including the value of homework, the ben-
efits of speed-reading, the protection of transgender students, 
and the threat posed by school shootings, among many others. 
With equal enthusiasm, she discusses her life as a wife, mother, 
and grandmother and the lessons she’s drawn from each role. 
She’s suffered her share of personal tribulations—she survived 
a bout with cancer and had to reshape her life after the death of 
her husband, William. However, the book is less a linear mem-
oir than an assemblage of essays and “brief staccato-like stories,” 
as she puts it, and it reads like a selection of journal entries 
that are candid, informal, and liberated from formal structure. 
The author freely roams wherever her mind takes her, jumping 
seamlessly from the personal to the professional. As a result, the 
whole work has an appealingly homespun character to it, and 
she proffers sensible, if sometimes-banal, counsel: “Striving for 
excellence is the only way to go, and being a champion does not 
come overnight.” The tone of the work is delightfully buoyant, 
though, and Wirtz’s prose can have a cheerleading quality: “We 
are Teachers. We are strong and mighty!” The education-related 
essays should be edifying to other teachers, as Wirtz’s experi-
ence and expertise are beyond reproach. However, the personal 
reminiscences are somewhat less engaging and will probably 
appeal most to her closest family members and friends. 

An astute collection of educational essays coupled with 
introspective reflections.

The author freely roams wherever her mind takes her, jumping 
seamlessly from the personal to the professional.

stories from a teacher’s heart
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By Megan Labrise

“I just hope that all of you that take 
antidepressants have taken them, 
and those that don’t have had a nice 
drink.”

—Debbie Harry, at an unannounced read-
ing of her forthcoming memoir, Face It, at 
East Village nightspot Club Cumming, at 
Vulture

“If someone comes and writes a new 
literary take on Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde, no one says, ‘Oh, that’s just 
Hyde fan fiction. It doesn’t require 
any creative juices.’ Artists work from 
the pieces available in the culture. 
And if some of those pieces are still 
under copyright and being licensed, 
the process that it involves is not 
necessarily a different one.”

—Alexander Freed, author of Alphabet 
Squadron, a continuation of George Lucas’ 
original “Star Wars” trilogy, in the San 
Francisco Chronicle 

Fi e l d  No t e s

Submissions for Field Notes? 
Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.

Joy Reid and Debbie Harry at the People 
magazine party during Book Expo
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“I feel like books are a lot like 
beach bodies; they are what-
ever they were in winter, too.
—Taffy Brodesser-Akner, author 
of Fleishman Is in Trouble, who rec-
ommends The Plot Against America 
by Philip Roth and Evvie Drake 
Starts Over by Linda Holmes as 
“summer reads,” in Vanity Fair

“We’re often told—usually by the 
Western canon and straight white 
men—to be timeless. But I think about 
it now in our contemporary space, and 
I think there’s some power to being 
suspicious of timelessness. If you look 
around us, things that are ‘timeless’ 
are dangerous and kill us: nuclear war, 
nuclear weapons, plastics. Timeless 
things destroy the earth. And I’m not 
so interested in being timeless. I’m 
more interested in being present in the 
world that we live in at the moment.”
—Ocean Vuong, author of On Earth We’re 
Briefly Gorgeous, in Houstonia magazine

“To declare what cannot be said, boldness of imagination, a writer’s ability to 
surprise with language, metaphor or an original turn of phrase and boldness of 
original ideas: an authentic willingness to enter the wound and live in that dan-
gerous place of ambiguity and empathy. Structure that breaks with structure. I 
long for the ecstasy of being cracked open over and over.”
—Eve Ensler, author of The Apology, answers “What moves you most in a work of litera-
ture?” in “By the Book” (New York Times)

Photo courtesy Erik Tanner

Ocean Vuong
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LBYR: After more than five years, 
what made you want to return to 
The Mysterious Benedict Society? 
 
TRENTON LEE STEWART: 
A bunch of kids made me do it.

The Mysterious Benedict Society 
books are all about kids who can 
accomplish anything they set their 
minds to, so I suppose it shouldn’t 
be surprising that when young 
readers who enjoyed these books 
insisted—in letter after letter, year 
after year—that I write another 
one, they eventually accomplished 
their goal. 

They also had help from four espe-
cially gifted children: Reynie, Kate, 
Sticky, and Constance remained 
close to my heart and were of-
ten on my mind. I wondered how 
things were going for them as 
time passed. I had some ideas, and 
I wanted to write about them, but I 
was reluctant to send the Society 
on another dangerous adventure. 
Like Mr. Benedict, I wanted these 
special kids to enjoy the rest of 
their childhood in safety.

Still, the more time passed, the 
more I missed them. And one day 
it hit me: the passage of time was 
exactly the solution. They could 

enjoy years of relative peace and 
safety and then embark on anoth-
er perilous mission. In the mean-
time they would naturally have 
grown even more accomplished 
—Reynie would be even more ad-
ept at solving the most difficult 
problems; Sticky’s vast knowledge 
would have grown even, well, vast-
er; Kate’s physical prowess would 
now rival that of her secret-agent 
father; and Constance—well, Con-
stance would still be very, very 
contrary. 

They would all need one another 
more than ever. They would need 
to go on one more exciting adven-
ture. And they would just need me 
to write it down.

MORE 
AWESOME 

MIDDLE GRADE 
BOOKS

READY TO READ 9.24.19
AVAILABLE IN AUDIO & EBOOK

THE LBYR RAVE REVIEW
AND INTERVIEW 

ISBN 9780316452649

9780316416863 HC

“[A] hilarious graphic novel.”
—SLC 

9780316380881 HC

Booklist Kirkus

SLJ

9780316491068 HC
READY TO READ 9.17.19

The Fosters meets  
The Great Gilly Hopkins 

 “A welcome return 
full of the right stuff.” 

—Booklist


