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One of the formative reading experiences of my adult life came the 
summer before my 21st birthday. I was working days canvassing door to 
door for an environmental group, then rushing home in the evenings to 
curl up with Salman Rushdie’s tour-de-force 1981 novel, Midnight’s Children. 
I’d never read anything quite like it: a vast scope (it covers the momen-
tous partition of India and its aftermath, hopscotching among Bombay, 
Lahore, Kashmir, and elsewhere), a story rich in memorable characters 
(beginning with narrator Saleem Sinai, he of the large nose) and wild ele-
ments of magical realism (telepathic powers, for example), all conveyed in 
Rushdie’s bravura prose. (Kirkus, in a starred review, calls it “a big striped 

balloon of a book, often dizzying with talent.”) As tired as I was after a long, sometimes discour-
aging day pounding the pavement, I would stay up every night reading until 1 or 2 a.m., trans-
fixed by this electrifying novel.

I still long to get lost in a book the way I did in Midnight’s Children. And that spirit infuses 
the Up All Night issue of Kirkus Reviews, in which we celebrate the books that keep us up past 
our bedtimes. For many of us, those are mysteries and thrillers, novels where suspense makes us 
turn the pages and reluctant to put the book down and turn out the light. In this issue we talk 
with authors Ruth Ware, Alafair Burke, and Adrian McKinty, all of whom have new novels out 
that fit the bill. 

For other readers, true crime is stranger and more compelling than fiction; our interview 
with Casey Cep illuminates her new book, Furious Hours, about the Alabama murder mystery 
that obsessed To Kill a Mockingbird author Harper Lee in the 1970s—though all her research and 
reporting never led to the book she hoped to write, her own version of In Cold Blood, the true-
crime classic she had worked on with Truman Capote more than a decade earlier.

Even young adult readers—especially young adult readers?—delight in burning the midnight 
oil with their own, age-appropriate thrillers and mysteries. In this issue we talk with Derek Mil-
man, whose Swipe Right for Murder involves a chilling case of mistaken identity that occurs on, you 
guessed it, a dating app. And Michelle Knudsen tells us about The Curse 
of the Evil Librarian, a comic horror novel that finds her high school pro-
tagonists doing battle with literal demons led by the librarian of the title. 

Of course, mysteries, thrillers, and true crime don’t have a lock on 
the Up All Night market. Whatever book captures your imagination—
historical fiction, biography, memoir, fantasy—is the one that will keep 
you reading night and day, whenever you can carve out the time. As for 
me, my Up All Night reading experiences are mostly a thing of the past. 
For one thing, I don’t read in bed anymore—bad for sleep habits, the 
experts tell us—and I’m not much of a night owl in middle age. But if a 
book is really, really good, you can be sure I’ll be up early in the morning, 
coffee in hand, ready to dive back in. 
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WHEN ALL ELSE FAILS
Al-Shawaf, Rayyan
Interlink (320 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-62371-977-7  

Book critic Al-Shawaf ’s first novel, 
set in the tumultuous aftermath of 9/11, 
is an often fascinating, sometimes funny 
picaresque about ethnic, religious, and 
national identities and the ways we wear 
them, shed them, embrace them, rede-

fine them.
The novel opens on Sept. 12, 2001. Hunayn, an Iraqi-born 

Chaldean Christian educated in Rome and Beirut, lives in 
Orlando and attends the University of Central Florida. Cast-
ing about for someone to talk to about the implications of the 
attacks for people who look like him (Hunayn is neither Muslim 
nor Arab, but he fears such distinctions won’t matter), he goes 
to visit his friend Hashem—and finds him rehearsing his depor-
tation, having enlisted a neighbor to burst into his apartment 
and give him just five minutes to throw on clothes and gather 
belongings. But that’s not what happens; instead, America’s 
slide into the hypervigilant, skeptical, xenophobic (or in some 
cases clumsily xenophilic) state Hunayn calls “Septemberland” 
takes time, and what he faces, with one horrendous exception, 
isn’t violent discrimination. Instead, America slowly retreats 
toward fear, tribalism, and the unwillingness or inability to 
engage with the “foreign,” especially the Middle Eastern for-
eign. In time, Hunayn decamps for Lebanon, which is no less 
chaotic and no less riven by religious tensions but where he feels 
more at home and less alone—only to have that country, too, 
descend into war. Meanwhile, he is casting about for a profes-
sion, working as a freelance critic, a journalist, a teacher. The 
novel’s strength is in Hunayn’s sustained meditation on the 
costs and benefits of ethnic, religious, and national identity and 
on the complexities of geopolitics. Much less persuasive—and 
often off-puttingly porny—is the parallel narrative of Hunayn’s 
sexual coming-of-age.

Darkly comic, subtle, and thoughtful about geopoli-
tics...and cringe-inducing whenever it turns to romance or 
the erotic.
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GRAND UNION
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Penguin (256 pp.)
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978-0-525-55899-6



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

A KITCHEN IN THE CORNER 
OF THE HOUSE
Ambai
Trans. by Holmström, Lakshmi
Archipelago (368 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-939810-44-1  

A feminist Tamil writer explores the 
dreams and challenges of women’s lives.

Ambai (A Meeting on the Andheri Overbridge, 2016, etc.), the 
pseudonym used by researcher and educator Dr. C.S. Lakshmi 
for her fiction, evokes in sensuous, vibrant prose the colors, 
flavors, and sounds of Indian life in a collection of 21 stories 
translated by Holmström. The clash between tradition and 
modernity, the embrace of family and the desire for inde-
pendence, the lure of transgression and of nostalgia, and the 
fraught meaning of freedom: These recur as themes in many 
stories that examine a woman’s struggle to define her identity 
in changing times. In “Wheelchair,” for example, Hitha is 
frustrated in her relationship with a self-proclaimed political 
revolutionary. “There is no difference whatsoever between a 
revolutionary and any other man when it comes to treading 
upon women,” Hitha asserts. She is looking for love; he tells 
her that love is a bourgeois disease. She listens to love songs; 
he criticizes them as “sentimental nonsense.” She wants to 
be cherished and, at the same time, is seduced by the idea 
of freedom. In the charming tale “Parasakti and Others in a 
Plastic Box,” a woman living in America, devastated by her 
recent divorce, is visited by her mother, who carries with her 
several miniature idols in a plastic box. Cooking traditional 
dishes, singing Tamil songs, and befriending neighbors, she 
exudes warmth and solace for the daughter who feels discon-
nected from her past. For some women, journeys—meaning-
ful, necessary, planned, or spontaneous—end in epiphany; 
others find contentment at home. The title story, for example, 
takes place in a kitchen that, Ambai stresses, “was not a place; 
it was essentially a set of beliefs” propagated by women who 
sit in the shadows, their heads covered, kneading dough or 
stirring fragrant spices into dal. Yet Ambai upends the image 
of oppression: The women who make food appear “as from a 
magic carpet” reign in their kingdom of the kitchen, where 
they shape their families’ lives.

Fresh, graceful stories create a palpable world.

SALT SLOW
Armfield, Julia
Flatiron Books (208 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-250-22477-4  

Between man-eating insects, a fash-
ionably dressed sister-wolf, and a hyp-
notic feminist girl band, Armfield leaves 
no supernatural stone unturned in this 
dazzling debut.

Writing with an elegant and often poetic style, British 
author Armfield conjures nine uncanny worlds in her first short 
story collection. And while her tales are notable for their con-
cepts, they don’t lack in substance, either. Behind each of her 
stories lie undercurrents of loss, metamorphosis, and the ever 
shifting nature of human relationships. The horror of her work 
comes not only from the eerie occurrences on each page, but 
also in the relatability of her characters and the connections a 
reader can draw between their situations and the absurdity of 
everyday life. In “Formerly Feral,” for example, an adolescent 
girl copes with her parents’ divorce, her father’s remarriage, 
and her own shifting identity as she faces school bullies and 
bonds with the newest member of her family—a wolf. “Smack” 
also deals with divorce but depicts the breakup of a marriage 
through the eyes of a wife holding on to her disintegrating 
relationship by locking herself—sans nutrition or power —in 
the beach house she and her husband once shared. Perhaps 
most extraordinary is “The Great Awake,” which captures the 
sleeplessness of city life and the bitter, competitive spirit that 
accompanies it. In this strange world, plagued by the “removal 
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“A superb haiku collection for readers 
who thought they didn’t like poetry, 

richly expressive and very accessible.” 
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review) 

 

 
 

  
 

www.TheWonderCode.com 
 

Publisher inquiries welcome: 
please contact SCMviaNet@aol.com 
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of the sleep-state from the body,” shadelike “Sleeps” step 
out of their human hosts while the tired people left behind 
reshape society to take advantage of the mass insomnia. The 
title story, meanwhile, follows a couple navigating both the 
salt waters that have flooded the Earth and their unspoken 
feelings about their future. While a story or two ends abruptly 
or doesn’t delve quite as deeply as the most spectacular in the 
collection, each piece is filled with magic, insight, and a rare 
level of creativity that mark Armfield as a fresh new voice of 
magical realism.

Artistic and perceptive, Armfield’s debut explores the 
ebbs and flows of human connection in lives touched by 
the bizarre.

THE MUSEUM OF LOST LOVE
Barker, Gary
World Editions (216 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-64286-042-9  

The past haunts the present in this 
fragmented novel about young men 
and women trying to recapture lost 
relationships.

The book takes its title from an 
actual museum in Zagreb that collects 

letters, photos, videos, and other materials that document 
broken relationships. While visiting the museum, Goran, a 
Serbian native of Sarajevo now living in Chicago, discovers 
a tender letter about him from Nikoleta, a Muslim girl with 
whom he had a short but intense teenage fling in a transit 
camp before setting off for America with his mother and 
brother. Katia, Goran’s current girlfriend, urges him to find 
Nikoleta—just as he has urged Katia to find her relatives in 
Brazil, where she was adopted as a newborn by an American 
family after her mother was killed in gang violence. Then 
there’s Tyler, a Texas policeman traumatized by his tours of 
duty in Afghanistan, whose long-vanished ex-girlfriend shows 
up on his doorstep, deposits the 4-year-old son he never knew 
he had, and disappears again. Bound by coincidence (Katia 
is Tyler’s trauma counselor), these interconnected stories are 
both achingly affecting and archly realistic: “The normal state 
of lovers, of couples, is not together.” There is one drawback: 
Barker’s decision to punctuate the narrative with museum 
submissions from around the world works well in the early 
going, but as the main stories gain momentum and emotional 
power, that tactic becomes distracting. The book doesn’t need 
the sampling to attain universal meaning.

A moving book about young survivors of armed—and 
especially unarmed—conflict.

There’s nothing like getting 
hooked so deeply in to a novel that 
you don’t feel the time passing—
whether it keeps you up all night 
or—the New York City version—it 
makes you miss your subway stop. I 
had that experience just yesterday, 
looking up to find I’d gone a station 
too far while deep inside the world 

of Ann Patchett’s upcoming novel, The Dutch House 
(Sept. 24). It tells the story of the Conroy family after 
Cyril Conroy, in 1945, bought the estate of the title as 
a surprise for his wife, Elna, who couldn’t imagine her 
life inside its lavish walls—even after she was living 
there—and so she left. Narrated many decades later 
by the Conroys’ son, Danny, it’s an engrossing tale—
our starred review calls it “deeply pleasurable”—that 
builds up a good bit of suspense by moving back and 
forth in time along with Danny’s memories. 

If, like me, you’re the kind of reader who’s more 
likely to get caught up in a family drama than a thrill-
er, one book to look for this sum-
mer while you’re waiting for The 
Dutch House is Mary Beth Ke-
ane’s Ask Again, Yes, which our 
starred review calls “graceful 
and mature. A solidly satisfying, 
immersive read.” It’s also quite 
suspenseful, since we know—at 
least from the flap copy, if not 
from the novel itself, which 
moves along in chronological or-
der—that something terrible is 
going to happen to the Gleesons and Stanhopes, two 
families with police officer fathers who live next door 
to each other in the New York suburbs in the early 
1970s.

Like Patchett, Keane creates family relation-
ships that are close but barbed; when our review 
says “Keane’s story embraces family lives in all their 
muted, ordinary, yet seismic shades,” it could have 
been referring to either of these keep-you-up-all-
night novels. —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

suspenseful 
family dramas
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WATERSHED
Barr, Mark
Hub City Press (308 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 4, 2019
978-1-938235-59-7  

Lives diverted from their original 
paths play out against the backdrop of 
rivers diverted from their original banks 
during the Tennessee Valley Authority 
project.

Barr’s debut novel examines lives in a 
rural Tennessee town in the 1930s and the way things changed 
when the government’s program to bring electricity to the 
region butted up against local suspicions and attitudes. Nathan, 
an industrious engineer and newcomer from Memphis, seizes 
the opportunity to remake himself through stellar performance 
on a dam job site while concealing the circumstances of his past. 
Claire, a young wife and mother, discovers that her ne’er-do-
well husband, Travis—a laborer at the dam site—has given her 

a sexually transmitted disease, the result of a dalliance with a 
local prostitute. Claire’s resultant escape from the demeaning 
conditions of her confined life leads her to relocate to her Aunt 
Irma’s boardinghouse, where she encounters Nathan as well as 
other out-of-towners (all men) who have descended upon the 
region as part of the government’s effort to improve the area 
via hydroelectric power. The efforts taken by Nathan and Claire 
to reinvent themselves reveal personal strengths, and longings, 
they had never suspected. There are appearances by stock char-
acters (including a “city slicker” and a roughneck with a heart of 
gold), and some scenes may appear stereotypical (including out-
houses, dogfights, and moonshine), but the level of detail Barr 
provides shields the book against condescension and argues in 
favor of researched reality. Lyrical descriptions of the Tennessee 
landscape contrast vividly with the harsher reality of day-to-day 
life in a region and time almost exotic in its isolation.

Barr sheds light on a unique episode in American his-
tory while illuminating the stories of two sympathetic 
characters.
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A NAIL, A ROSE  
Bourdouxhe, Madeleine
Trans. by Evans, Faith
Pushkin Press (224 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-78227-513-8  

Stories about women that describe 
the everyday as well as the transcendent.

In the first story in this fine collec-
tion, a woman is walking home alone in 

the dark. Then a man hits her over the head from behind. It’s a 
spectacular act of violence, but the story doesn’t go in any direc-
tion you might reasonably expect. Instead, the woman, Irene, 
turns around and starts to speak with her assailant. “Don’t 
shout so loud,” she tells him, “someone might hear us.” “What 
on earth were you up to,” he asks, “all alone in the dark?” Then 
they divvy up the contents of her purse. They part on friendly 
terms. The story was first published in 1949; Bourdouxhe (Marie, 
2001), who wrote in French, lived in Brussels and in Paris, where 

she befriended Simone de Beauvoir, among other luminaries. 
Her stories typically focus on women: their inner lives as well 
as the mundane details that occupy their days. In “Louise,” a 
maid borrows her employer’s nice blue coat for her evening off. 
In “Blanche,” a housewife daydreams as she washes the dishes 
and picks leeks in the garden. In every story, the banal becomes 
intimately intertwined with the sublime. Alone in the woods, 
Blanche feels a sense of peace. “Not that it was a happy or easy 
peace—nothing was happy or easy, either inside or outside her; 
it was a fiery peace, a peace that meant all is well.” Bourdouxhe’s 
prose is crisp, precise, and always understated. She’s a marvel-
ous writer with an entirely unique vision of the world.

A gorgeous collection from a writer too often 
overlooked.

OPIOID, INDIANA
Carr, Brian Allen
Soho (224 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-64129-078-4  

An orphan has an eventful week 
when he’s suspended from school.

This new book by Carr (Sip, 2017, 
etc.) is painful to read but wonderfully 
crafted and artfully poignant in its reflec-
tion of our times. The narrator is 17-year-

old Riggle Quick, the Holden Caulfield of a rural Indiana in the 
depths of the opioid crisis and the racism empowered by the 
president of the United States. First, Riggle gets suspended 
because some jerk in his high school turns in a THC vaporizer, 
claiming it’s his. He spends the rest of his week of suspension 
exploring the peculiar world he’s trapped in, having been sent 
there from Texas after his parents died. He sees Black Panther 
with his best friend, Bennet, but first has to shave Bennet’s head 
because he’s biracial and is just light enough to pass without his 
Afro so he won’t get hassled by the cops for cutting school. We 
learn Riggle’s dad was a truck driver who died in a crash, and 
while it’s not called out, it looks like mom OD’ed. Riggle has 
the hots for his aunt (by marriage) Peggy, but he’s also been 
charged with finding his Uncle Joe, a junkie who’s gone miss-
ing. Riggle’s poignant, candid narration is punctuated by that 
of Remote, a shadow-puppet bird invented by his mother who 
tells Riggle fables about how each day of his lousy week was 
named. The most delightful sections come when Riggle, who 
doesn’t know what the hell he wants to do with his life, barges 
into a restaurant called Broth and convinces the caustic chef to 
take him on as a dishwasher. There’s also serious, painful stuff 
here: “Sometimes you feel so terrible that all you know is that 
you need something, and when people feel that way, they go out 
looking,” says Riggle. Finally, Carr slips in a great word here that 
Riggle borrows from a Latina friend in Texas who asked him the 
first day, “You a smuggler or a struggler?” 

The confessions of a teenage struggler who just needs 
some time to figure it all out.

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



THE REMAKING
Chapman, Clay McLeod
Quirk Books (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-68369-153-2  

After a mother and her daughter are 
murdered, their legacy evolves into a 
ghost story that haunts generations.

Horror on film is relatively easy: 
jump scares, gore, the occasional torture 
porn, and always the final girls. Horror 

in fiction is a little trickier, but occasionally you get something 
special like Mark Z. Danielewski’s puzzle box, House of Leaves 
(2000), John Ajvide Lindqvist’s Let the Right One In (2007), or, 
more recently, Josh Malerman’s runaway hit Bird Box (2014). 
Chapman’s (Nothing Untoward, 2017, etc.) spooky story solidly 
fits the mold of nothing you’ve ever read before. The book is 
divided into quarters, each entirely original yet always con-
nected and deeply unnerving. The opener finds an old coot 
recounting the story of a woman named Ella Loise Ford, known 
to the small town of Pilot’s Creek, Virginia, to be a witch. The 
men in the town don’t take kindly to this, and in 1931, they 
set the woman ablaze, along with her young daughter, Jessica, 
whose resting place would become the legend known as “The 
Witch Girl’s Grave at Pilot’s Creek.” Jump forward to 1971, and 
their story is being made into a B-quality horror film directed 
by an obsessive filmmaker and starring a young ingénue named 
Amber who discovers these terrifying woods hold much more 
than just rumors. By the mid-1990s, Amber, now a burned-out, 
Klonopin-addicted scream queen, takes over the story to recall 
her role in an ill-fated remake of the cult classic that nearly 
killed her. By the modern day, there’s yet another shift, as a 
budding podcaster named Nate Denison tracks down an aged 
Amber to discover what’s really waiting out there in the woods. 
Something like Stephen King’s imperfect masterpiece The Shin-
ing (1977), this book is not always completely coherent, but it’s 
a deeply eerie and evocative portrayal of what it’s like to stare 
into the abyss and find something there waiting for you.

A memorable, disquieting ghost story about stories, 
rendered inside a Möbius strip.

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

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

“Mom? Will he find us?” So asks young Christopher of his 
mother, Kate, who has spirited him away from her abusive mate 

and found a tiny town in Pennsylvania in which to hide out. Nat-
urally, her secret is not safe—but it’s small potatoes compared 
to what Christopher begins to detect as he settles in to a new 
life and a new school. His friends, like him, are casualties, and 
that’s just fine for the malevolent forces that await out in the 
woods and even in the sky, the latter the place where Christo-
pher comes into contact with a smiling, talking cloud that lures 
him off into the ever dark woods. “That’s when he heard a little 
kid crying,” writes Chbosky, and that’s just about the time the 
reader will want to check to be sure that no one is hiding behind 
the chair—or worse, and about the scariest trope of all, which 
Chbosky naturally puts to work, under the bed. Christopher 
disappears only to turn up a little less than a week later, decid-
edly transformed. But then, so’s everyone in Mill Grove, includ-
ing his elementary school teacher, who harbors an ominous 
thought: “Christopher was such a nice little boy. It was too bad 
that he was going to die now.” As things begin to go truly hay-
wire, Chbosky’s prose begins to break down into fragments and 
odd punctuation and spelling, suggesting that someone other 
than the author is in control of the fraught world he’s depicting. 
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One wonders why Kate doesn’t just fire up the station wagon 
and head down the Pennsylvania Turnpike rather than face 
things like a “hissing lady” and a townsman who has suddenly 
begun to sport daggerlike teeth, but that’s the nature of a good 
scary story—and this one is excellent.

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

THE CHRISTMAS BOUTIQUE
Chiaverini, Jennifer
Morrow/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-284113-1  

Sylvia Bergstrom Compson throws 
open the doors of Elm Creek Manor 
to host the town’s annual Christmas 
Boutique.

With its recently restored commu-
nity rooms, the manor is the perfect 

place to host the fundraiser. A suggestion to hang holiday quilts 
over the booths in the ballroom has every woman scrambling to 
find the perfect piece and reminiscing over events that spurred 
her to take needle to fabric. Celebrating the 20th anniversary of 
the first novel in her extensive Elm Creek Quilts series, Chiaver-
ini’s (Resistance Women, 2019, etc.) latest installment is rich with 
detail: Each chapter reads like a short story, telling the tale of a 
particular woman’s motivation to design and craft a particular 
quilt. Whether inspired by love or grief, the resulting artwork 
is described with astonishing attention to design, workmanship, 
and symbolism. Chiaverini also explores how the practice of her 
craft transforms each woman’s emotional life, each stitch bring-
ing her closer to a sense of peace. For the foyer, Sylvia chooses 
the family’s Christmas Quilt, commemorating generations of 
quilters, each of whom struggled to complete the piece. Her 
sister-in-law, Agnes, chooses an appliqued cactus-block piece, 
recalling her discovery of a mysteriously hidden quilt and the 
quest to find its maker. Yet a few dark events overshadow the 
merry festivities, causing two quilters to debate whether they 
can contribute anything to the Boutique, and such omissions 
may mean losing their places in the community. But Elm Creek 
is a forgiving society that rewards each woman’s courage in fac-
ing her demons and confessing her sins. Devotees of the Quilts 
series will relish these new episodes, and new fans will delight to 
discover such a well-stocked back catalog.

A warm portrait of women bound by craft—perfect for 
fireside reading.

MARLEY 
Clinch, Jon
Atria (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-9821-2970-5  

Intrigue and betrayal infest the shad-
owy underworld of Dickensian London.

The tight-fisted Ebenezer Scrooge 
and the ghost of Jacob Marley come 
vividly to life in an assured reimagining 
of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol 

by novelist Clinch (Belzoni Dreams of Egypt, 2014, etc.), who 
brilliantly captures the wit and irony of Dickens’ prose as he 
unfurls a tale of greed, cruelty, and passion. Marley and Scrooge 
meet when Ebenezer is enrolled at Professor Drabb’s Academy 
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for Boys, a wretched place where boys, virtually abandoned by 
their families, teach and discipline one another, cook paltry 
meals, and cower under Drabb’s abuse. The boys, all of them, 
have secrets: “Secrets are their refuge and their currency and 
their stock in trade.” Secrets, Marley learns early, can be power-
ful. Although the same age as Ebenezer, he is duplicitous and 
wily and soon snares the newcomer into his debt. Later, Mar-
ley takes advantage of Ebenezer’s innate timidity to make him 
the silent, acquiescent partner in devious enterprises. Clinch’s 
Scrooge is not a heartless miser but rather an “automatic count-
ing machine” who is happiest—“if he is happy anywhere”—at 
his desk. He “does the ciphering and is himself something of 
a cipher.” Marley, a chameleon, a snake, a sly money launderer, 
has created a panoply of “useful, flexible, and profitable” identi-
ties and set up a host of fictitious businesses that deal in liquor, 
cloth, furs, and “the hides of enslaved men.” Scrooge cares 
nothing about Marley’s importing companies, only about keep-
ing ledgers. But the smooth surface of Scrooge’s life becomes 
roiled by two women close to him: his sister Fan and her friend 
Belle. Fan comes to hate Marley, a man, she says, who believes 

“the earth itself exists only to be bought and sold.” Belle, who 
excites in Scrooge something like love, insists that the partner-
ship divest itself of the slaving business. Scrooge’s efforts to win 
Belle and thwart Marley’s unsavory enterprises lead him into 

“the thicket of Marley’s deceit” and, ultimately, a final confronta-
tion between two bitter adversaries.

An adroit, sharply drawn portrayal of Dickens’ indel-
ible characters.
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METROPOLITAN STORIES
Coulson, Christine
Other Press (256 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-59051-058-2  

A 25-year veteran of the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art makes her fiction 
debut with a literary homage to the ven-
erable New York City institution.

What really goes on behind the scenes 
and after hours at a major museum? In 

this series of loosely linked surreal vignettes, Coulson takes us 
on a tour of the hidden world that tourists never see: the con-
servation galleries, the staff cafeteria, the dusty storerooms, 
and dark tunnels—“the grim bowels below the basement where 
storage cages made with woven-metal fencing held retired art 
and cartons of old paperwork.” We also meet the Met’s eccen-
tric staff and its wealthy patrons. In “Musing,” snooty director 
Michel Larousse, upon learning that Karl Lagerfeld is bring-
ing a muse to a meeting at the Met, scours his museum’s col-
lections for his own personal muse. In “The Talent,” neurotic 
curator Nick Morton obsesses about losing prime gallery space 
to a rival (“My pictures cannot hang on nine-foot walls”). And 
in “Mezz Girls,” lonely, cranky Mrs. Leonard Havering dines 
at a benefit auction with the troublesome ghost of a previous 
Met benefactor. And then there’s the art: In “Chair as Hero,” 
an 18th-century fauteuil à la reine in the Wrightsman Galler-
ies recalls comforting the distraught young daughter of the 
Duchess of Parma, and in “Adam,” a Renaissance statue craves 
movement, with disastrous results. Magical realism requires 
finesse, and while some of Coulson’s fables offer a bit of fun 
whimsy (a time-traveling passageway in “Meats & Cheeses” 
leads to the Met’s 1920 Egyptian expedition in Luxor), clunky 
prose too often spoils the mood. (“Rather paltry, he smirked”; 

“ ‘No sweetie,’ chomped a showgirl version of Calliope from the 
European Paintings collection”). Coulson obviously loves her 
former employer, but her vignettes never add up to more than 
the sum of their parts. Still, this will sell in the Met’s store as an 
alternative guidebook to its rich treasures.

Don’t expect any Night at the Museum hijinks here.

THE BUTTERFLY GIRL
Denfeld, Rene
Harper/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-269816-2  

An investigator who specializes 
in locating missing children turns her 
attention to a case closer to home.

After introducing Naomi Cottle to 
readers in The Child Finder (2017), Den-
feld has brought back the tough-but-

fragile searcher to explore her origins. As a girl, Naomi was 
held captive with her sister in a bunker in rural Oregon; one 

day, Naomi escaped and ran to safety and was eventually taken 
in by a foster mother. But Naomi was never reunited with the 
sister she had to leave behind, and now, 20 years on, without 
even the ability to remember her sister’s name, Naomi is try-
ing to find her, starting with the street community in Portland. 
She’s especially drawn to one girl she meets, Celia, a 12-year-old 
who’s been homeless since reporting her stepfather for sexual 
abuse only to see him acquitted and able to move back into the 
family home, where Celia’s younger sister still lives. Despite the 
fact that Celia is living on the streets at the same time as young 
homeless women are being murdered and dumped into the river, 
she feels safer there than at home thanks to the refuge she takes 
in the local library and in her imagination, where she obsesses 
over butterflies and the freedom they represent. As she works 
to recover her sister, gain Celia’s trust, and uncover the serial 
killer, Naomi serves to remind us of the message of all of Den-
feld’s work: “People stop existing once you forget them”—and 
no person deserves to be forgotten. If Denfeld would ease up a 
bit on the sentimentality, this message could shine through all 
the more.

A humane, though frequently mawkish, look at a sys-
tem where too many fall through the cracks.

EXQUISITE MARIPOSA 
Duncan, Fiona Alison
Soft Skull Press (208 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-59376-578-1  

A bighearted, eccentric millennial 
navigates her messy coming-of-age in 
Los Angeles.

Duncan’s unique debut follows a 
fictional Fiona Alison Duncan, a writer 
who moves from New York City to Los 

Angeles. In LA, Fiona sublets a room in an apartment called La 
Mariposa and begins dreaming up a reality show starring herself 
and her broke, beautiful, 20-something roommates. In their 
search for “the Real” (an almost unattainable state of living), 
Fiona pitches the show as “A real Real World” before realizing 
the inherent inauthenticity: “But the means I sought to make 
our dreams known were too mixed up in the Dream. To be seen, 
moneyed, on-screen.” So she breaks the contract and writes a 
novel (this novel) instead. Along with thoughtful insights about 
capitalism, feminism, and politics, the novel is full of fads and 
trends: Instagram, social media branding, astrology, vegan 
ice cream, and nutritional yeast to name a few. In one clever 
moment, Duncan addresses the way trends exist within greater 
power structures: “Astrology’s gone in and out of style before; 
right now, it’s peaking in popularity, because people are desper-
ate for a meaning system more nourishing than capitalism.” The 
novel also ruminates on the knottiness of money, work, female 
ambition, art, and power. Fiona is a writer who struggles with 
her artistic impulse to capture the world in a medium that will 
always fall short. She writes that “what [she] made was never as 
beautiful as the reality it reached toward,” and yet she tries. The 
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An original, insightful debut that doesn’t 
quite fit in a box—but checks them all.

exquisite mariposa
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Like many crime writers, Ruth Ware makes a 
daily habit of scanning the news for stories that 
jump out at her—especially stories with “quirky” 
legal components. That’s where the seeds of her 
earlier novels, such as the New York Times bestsell-
er The Woman in Cabin 10, were found, and that’s 
where she took inspiration for her latest thriller, 
The Turn of the Key.

“I was reading quite a lot about the new phenom-
enon of smart home abuse, or digital abuse,” Ware 
recalls, noting that the first case of prosecution for 
digital stalking in the United Kingdom took place 
in 2016. “Most of these cases haven’t been about 
‘Big Brother’ or people spying from the other side 
of the world; they’ve been much closer to home. 

It’s people who want to control or terrorize anoth-
er person in some way, and they’re using the tools 
that they have.”

In the case of Ware’s protagonist, Rowan Caine, 
the technology she finds herself surrounded by is in-
credibly sophisticated and deeply unsettling. When 
she first begins her position as a live-in nanny for 
the Elincourt family at a stunning estate in the Scot-
tish Highlands, she doesn’t give much thought to 
the myriad functions of the smart home. Voice-ac-
tivated window curtains and a shower that remem-
bers the user’s ideal settings are surely excessive but 
convenient. The ability to look and listen in on her 
charges in their bedrooms seems invasive at first but 
also proves helpful. However, when strange things 
begin happening, an increasingly paranoid Rowan is 
unsure whether to attribute them to glitches with 
the software or something more sinister.

“I think a lot of good psychological thrillers rest 
on some level of paranoia,” Ware says, “and this 
book really takes a look at the difference between 
perception and reality.” At first, everyone thinks 
they’ve found the perfect solution: Rowan the per-
fect job, and the Elincourts the perfect nanny. “But 
of course, nothing is ever perfect. I really enjoy writ-
ing a scene where everything seems rosy, and then I 
keep applying pressure until cracks start to appear 
in that perfection.”

For Rowan, any illusions she may have main-
tained are ultimately shattered with the death of 
one of the children and her arrest for the murder. 
The novel, formulated as a letter to a potential de-
fense lawyer, is fast-paced and equal parts gripping 
and disturbing in a way that surprised even its au-
thor. “I find it really difficult to scare myself,” Ware 
says, “because the essence of being scared is uncer-

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Ruth Ware

HEADLINES ABOUT “SMART HOME” ABUSE WERE THE INSPIRATION FOR 
THE NOVELIST’S LATEST THRILLER, THE TURN OF THE KEY
By James Feder
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tainty. But there were a few times writing this book 
that I genuinely freaked myself out.” More than 
simply providing fodder for the fears of the read-
er (and writer), however, Ware uses the specifics of 
Rowan’s story to explore deeper and darker issues 
within society at large. 

“We’ve all seen the huge double standards when 
women are accused of crimes to do with children,” 
Ware notes. “Women are always just vilified in the 
press.” With Rowan, Ware complicates matters for 
the reader by leaning into the gray space between 
falsehood and truth. The fact is, Rowan is indeed 
guilty of a crime, as she admits from the begin-
ning—she’s just not guilty of murder.

“She has her own agenda,” Ware explains. “She’s 
got secrets that she’s keeping from everyone, and 
she doesn’t always make great choices. I don’t real-
ly care about writing likable characters. I like them 
to be interesting, and I like them to be realistic. 
Ultimately, I want them to be flawed,” Ware adds, 

“because we all are.”

James Feder is a New York–born, Scottish-educated 
writer based in Tel Aviv. The Turn of the Key was re-
viewed in the May 15, 2019, issue.

novel is highbrow and lowbrow; about everything and nothing; 
and wholly of this particular cultural moment—in a good way. 
If there were such a thing as a “millennial novel,” this is how it 
should be defined: chaotic, earnest, honest, and curious. Dun-
can has written a sharp and astute work of metafiction

An original, insightful debut that doesn’t quite fit in a 
box—but checks them all.

ME & OTHER WRITING
Duras, Marguerite
Trans. by Baes, Olivia & Ramadan, Emma 
Dorothy (204 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-948980-02-9  

Autobiographical pieces published 
from 1957 to 1988 from the late French 
filmmaker and experimental writer (The 

Lover, etc.).
This wide-ranging collection opens with a provocative, 

messy essay. It begins in classic Duras style with existential 
statements about the artist’s life—“You compete with God,” 
and “The unknown in my life is my written life. I will die with-
out knowing this unknown.” But without segue Duras is sud-
denly commenting on the enduring horror of the Holocaust, 
dropping statements like, “Those who say that the camps are a 
recognized, assimilated phenomenon are the new anti-Semites.” 
The other pieces are generally more focused but with some dis-
tracting disregard for balanced form. Duras writes brilliantly 
about true crime, Yves Saint Laurent, the art of literary trans-
lation, her dislike of Sartre and Marxism-Leninism, and the 
magic of having her portrait painted. And she can stop hearts 
recalling scenes from her difficult childhood or her grief for 
her son who died an hour after birth. The genre-bending cen-
terpiece, “Summer 80,” echoes her memoir, Yann Andréa Steiner, 
as Duras muses on the sea while threading in two fables about 
a boy and a shark, and a boy and his female camp counselor 
on the beach. Adding in political commentary about Iran, the 
Moscow Olympic Games, the Polish workers’ strike in Gdańsk, 
in Duras’ hands the disparate mix of fact and fiction yields an 
overall feeling of intense, poetic vulnerability and fervent polit-
ical ideals. The book’s translators comment in an afterword on 
the difficulties of bringing these Duras texts into English “with 
all her strangeness and mystery intact.” While there is often a 
thrilling sense of pushing into the hidden aspects of reality, the 
many hyperbolic and contradictory “absurdities,” as Duras calls 
them, make for a bumpy ride.

A luminous, erudite exploration of self and art marred 
by too many outlandish turns.
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A TALL HISTORY 
OF SUGAR 
Forbes, Curdella
Akashic (372 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-61775-751-8  

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

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

seasoned veteran. In 1958, four years before Jamaica’s indepen-
dence from Britain, a woman named Rachel finds an abandoned 
baby in a wicker basket. She names him Moshe, or Moses, and 
raises him as her own. Moshe was born with skin that had not 
yet fully developed. He’s neither black nor white. He’s bluish, 
with his veins visible beneath his thin, translucent skin. One 
eye is blue and the other is brown, and the hair on the front 
of his head is bleach blond while the hair on the back is black. 
Moshe’s appearance marks him: “The child seemed to represent 
some kind of perverse alchemy that had taken place in the deep 
earth, between tectonic plates, where he was fashioned. People 
said the boy just looked like sin. Big sin at work when he was 
made.” As a child, Moshe’s only friend is Arrienne, who in many 
ways is all that Moshe is not. She is loud, assertive, strong, and, 
in later years, becomes a political activist. He is solitary, inse-
cure, and quietly artistic. Yet the love between them stretches 
across decades and follows Moshe as he leaves Jamaica and finds 
fame as an artist in England. Forbes lets her novel sing with all 
the languages of Jamaica and Britain. She has an uncanny knack 
for patois and dialect, including Jamaican English, the Queen’s 
English, and everything in between. In some ways this book 
tells a story of a love too deep to become romantic. In other 
ways it’s a novel of colonialism and its tragic aftermath of rac-
ism and economic despair. But most of all, the book is a journey. 
The characters so vivid, their depictions so intimate, that the 
skin of the pages themselves almost pulse beneath the reader’s 
fingers.

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

WHAT IS MISSING
Frank, Michael
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-374-29838-8  

Life gets complicated when two peo-
ple quickly move from drinks to passion 
to cohabitation and trying to conceive 
amid family pressures and the inescap-
able burdens of the past.

Henry, a successful New York fertil-
ity doctor of 55, meets Costanza, an Italian American transla-
tor of 39, while he is speaking at a conference in Florence and 

shepherding his son Andrew around museums. But Andrew 
and Costanza have already met, and something has clicked 
there, too. Frank, a literary critic, showed himself to be a smart, 
observant writer with his first book, The Mighty Franks (2017), 
a memoir of Hollywood and familial dysfunction. So he avoids 
anything as obvious as a simple romantic triangle in his fiction 
debut. Costanza meets Henry again in Manhattan, where she 
soon agrees to move in with him and shortly thereafter begins 
the IVF protocol because of her age and the trouble she had 
conceiving with her late husband, a famous Roth-like novelist. 
Frank is insightful and sympathetic on the mental and physi-
cal toll of her treatments, and he has a strong sense of family 
dynamics and crackling dialogue, especially in any scene featur-
ing Henry’s crotchety father or cynical other son. But the novel 
has a few problems. The cast is almost exclusively white and 
wealthy, which may dilute sympathy for all the shadows that 
darken their doorman-building lives. Hints about the plot’s cen-
tral revelation are fairly obvious, including moments of puzzling 
recognition and Andrew’s alluding to Shakespeare’s Hamlet and 
saying, “I am too much in the sun.” Some of the writing tends to 
melodrama, and the sex scenes can be painful: “He didn’t know 
if he was inside her or she was inside him. Their crotches were 
joined, soaked; electric.” This from a fertility specialist?

An uneven but overall impressive debut.

FREEMAN’S
California
Ed. by Freeman, John
Grove (304 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-8021-4787-5  

John Freeman understands California.
Freeman was raised in Sacramento, 

and his sensibility is personal but also 
collective in the sense that he has 

thought deeply about the state. “California,” he writes in his 
introduction to this sixth issue of his eponymous literary jour-
nal, “has for a long time been seen as the Valhalla of far-flung 
dreams.…California is also, however, the site of real people’s 
homes.…This schism—between what California represents in 
popular imagination and what it is, what it means to live there, 
to be from there—means Californians collide constantly with 
the rupture of existence.” Such a notion animates the 30 pieces 
of prose and poetry gathered here. The work is wide-ranging, 
by newcomers and established talents: Xuan Juliana Wang, 
Elaine Castillo, Frank Bidart, D.A. Powell. It tells the story of 
California in pieces, which is the only way it can be told. Jaime 
Cortez writes of fire and evacuation: “It occurs to me that in 
unison, millions of us are inhaling the sofas and ottomans of 
Paradise, the cars and gas stations of it, the trees and lawns, 
the clothes and detergent, the wedding pictures and divorce 
papers, the cadavers.” Héctor Tobar imagines a boy left alone 
so often by his working mother that she no longer needs to 
warn him, “Don’t turn on the stove or play with matches. Don’t 
open the door if anyone knocks. Don’t play with the electrical 
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Alafair Burke likes complicated women narra-
tors. But even this veteran author of 13 crime nov-
els, plus five co-authored with Mary Higgins Clark, 
can never predict whom readers will find “likable” or 

“unlikable.”
Burke’s last novel, The Wife, followed Angela Pow-

ell, whose husband is publicly accused of sexual ha-
rassment—and worse. For many readers, Powell was 
too complicated, or too complicit, to like, says Burke.

As readers respond to Burke’s latest novel, The 
Better Sister, they’re once again divided—this time be-
tween perfectionist Chloe Taylor, editor-in-chief of 
an influential women’s magazine, and her sister Nik-
ki, a blunt but honest Etsy jewellery designer with a 
troubled past. 

Likable or not, strong-willed characters give Burke 
the best ideas for crime novels. “For me, the best plots 
come from character, so that the plot doesn’t exist in 
a vacuum and the character traits aren’t completely 
happenstance,” she explains. “The plot twists come 
from the fact that these people are who they are.”

The Better Sister has twists aplenty, including 
the secrets that have built up between the two es-
tranged sisters over a lifetime. “You play a role with-
in your family from a young age, and with adult sib-
lings there’s this pattern that happens where people 
fall into those roles even if they’ve grown to become 
very different people in their own lives,” says Burke 
of Chloe and Nikki’s shared past. “There can be re-
sentment that builds between siblings or a fine line 
between loyalty and rivalry.” 

That fine line is what makes for such good conflict. 
The Better Sister centers on Chloe, whose #MeToo 
profiles of working-class women win her as many 
professional accolades as they do online trolls. When 
Chloe’s husband, Adam, is murdered at their summer 
home in the Hamptons, however, she’s forced to con-
sider the online threats inherent to her job alongside 
her disintegrating marriage.

“This book has a lot to do with feminism and the 
price that Chloe pays to be a public feminist,” says 
Burke. “We’ve seen what happens to opinionated 
women on social media platforms, and it can be ter-
rifying. We can say it’s all words, and we can say it’s 
just weirdos in their basements trolling people, but 
when [Chloe] finds her husband dead, it’s only natu-
ral that she wonders if maybe it’s somehow connect-
ed to those threats.”

Things heat up when police arrest Ethan, Chloe’s 
stepson, for the murder of his father. As the former 
deputy district attorney for Portland, Oregon, Burke 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Alafair Burke

THE CRIME NOVELIST REFLECTS ON “UNLIKABLE” WOMEN CHARACTERS, AS 
WELL AS CRIMES COMMITTED WITHIN THE FAMILY, IN THE BETTER SISTER
By Kristen Evans



plugs.” Both writers are addressing what we might call ordinary 
peril—or more accurately, the necessity of doing what we have 
to do. Such a requirement sits at the center of California life. 
Some of the work touches on the broader myths by which the 
state is often stereotyped: Jennifer Egan on post-1960s San 
Francisco, Geoff Dyer on cannabis culture, Rachel Kushner on 
cars. But even here, the focus is on the idiosyncratic, the indi-
vidual, rather than on the cliché. “We have not talked about 
your transcendence,” former poet laureate Juan Felipe Herrera 
insists in “California Brown,” a poem that recapitulates, in part, 
the state’s virulent racial history, “we have not talked about the 
forces of power / ripped into your bones & flamed out of your 
face.” The point—or one of them—is that, in California, one 
must learn to persevere.

In this collection, California in all its glorious com-
plexity comes vividly to life.

THE LYING ROOM
French, Nicci
Morrow/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-267672-6  

Having ended the saga of forensic 
psychologist Frieda Klein on a suitably 
harrowing note (Day of the Dead, 2018), 
French produces a stand-alone that’s 
just as suspenseful, especially because 
there’s no franchise heroine whose sur-

vival is assured.
Summoned by a peremptory text to her lover’s Covent 

Garden pied à terre the morning after they’ve enjoyed an 
assignation as satisfying as it is secret, Neve Jennifer Connolly 
finds Saul Stevenson bashed to death with a hammer. At the 
point of dialing 999, Neve takes a moment to think what the 
news of her affair and her inevitable involvement in the police 
inquiry will do to her husband, mostly jobless painter/decora-
tor/illustrator Fletcher Connolly, their two young sons, Rory 
and Connor, and mainly their daughter, Mabel, a child with 
a troubled teen history who’s just now packing her things to 
move to university—and then decides on a completely differ-
ent plan of action. She removes every trace that she’s ever been 
in the place, scrubs it clean of her fingerprints (and everyone 
else’s), then goes back home, returns to her domestic rounds, 
and is lying in bed next to Fletcher that night before she’s real-
izing that she’s left a unique and easily identified bangle brace-
let at the flat. That’s only the first of many twists best left to 
readers to discover as French ramps up the nightmare sense of 
claustrophobia that dogs Neve’s every movement and inten-
sifies each pang of guilt and second-guessing. Neve is swiftly 
entangled in a thicket of lies to DCI Alastair Hitching; to her 
co-workers at Sans Serif, the partnership Saul’s firm Redfern 
Publishers took over; to Saul’s wife, Bernice, who confides in 
Neve that she thinks her husband’s been having an affair and 
asks her to look out for who his partner might have been; and 
to the very family she’s straining her every nerve to protect.
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prosecuted her fair share of domestic violence cases 
before she turned to writing professionally. Now, in 
novels like The Better Sister, she wants to show read-
ers how complicated the justice system can be for 
families to navigate.

“The criminal justice system is not a very nu-
anced system,” explains Burke. “On the one hand, 
it’s there to help you, but, on the other hand, when 
you’re talking about family members, it can be much 
more complicated.”

As a chronic rule-follower, Chloe is caught be-
tween wanting to help the detectives solve her hus-
band’s murder and protecting her family’s interests. 
The result is almost disastrous for Chloe and her 
family, especially as more than one member comes 
under suspicion for Adam’s murder. 

“In all three of my last books, I’ve been trying to 
explore the gendered nature of threats and violence 
in our culture without necessarily hitting people 
over the head with it,” Burke says. “You can still read 
it on the beach—but maybe it will get people to see 
that things aren’t always the same for women as they 
are for men.”

Kristen Evans reviews fiction for Kirkus and writes 
about culture for BuzzFeed, the Los Angeles Times, 
the New Republic, NYLON, and elsewhere. The 
Better Sister was reviewed in the Jan. 5, 2019, issue.



Long before the end, the sorely tried heroine realizes, 
“I can’t trust anyone.” Neither can the expertly manipulated 
reader.

THE SHAPE OF NIGHT
Gerritsen, Tess
Ballantine (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-9848-2095-2  

Running away from the memory 
of a New Year’s Eve party gone terribly 
wrong, food writer Ava Collette escapes 
Boston for a remote Maine village only 
to face a haunted house and a murder 
investigation.

Bestselling author of the Rizzoli & Isles series, Gerritsen 
(I Know a Secret, 2017, etc.) returns with a spellbinding thriller. 
The focus stays tightly on the experience of the potential victim, 

Ava, which enables Gerritsen to spin a tight web. Entangled in 
her own guilt, Ava isolates herself further and further, avoiding 
calls from her sister and living alone in the ominous Brodie’s 
Watch mansion, named for its builder, a shipping master lost to 
sea more than a hundred years ago. Although Brodie’s Watch 
initially frightens Ava, the moment she steps over the threshold, 
she feels inexplicably welcomed. Indeed, she is most welcome, 
as the shadows in her bedroom coalesce into the shape of a man, 
a man who may well be the ghost of Capt. Brodie. He stalks 
the house most nights, seducing Ava into not only the passions 
of love, but also atonement through punishment meted out 
for her sins. And so Gerritsen shifts a murder mystery into a 
Gothic thriller, replete with an unsteady widow’s walk, secret 
alcove, strange smells, ominous sensations, and the ghost. Even 
the prologue echoes the dream of Manderley from Du Mauri-
er’s Rebecca. But then a dead body washes ashore, and the police 
investigation suggests the dead woman was killed before she hit 
the water. Fearful that her spectral lover may be a real-life mur-
derer, Ava inquires about Charlotte Nielson, the young woman 
who rented Brodie’s Watch before her and left in an inexpli-
cable hurry. But Ava’s investigation uncovers a disturbing list 
of dead women, which the townspeople seem to have spackled 
over. Who are they protecting?

This riveting Gothic thriller explores the limits of love, 
guilt, and punishment.

TRINITY SIGHT
Givhan, Jennifer
Blackstone (304 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5385-5672-6  

Brace yourself: The end of the world 
is coming. Or is it? A multilayered, Indig-
enous-inflected version of the apoca-
lypse that resists predictability.

Calliope Santiago is an anthropolo-
gist and a young mother heavily pregnant 
with twins the day the Earth changes 

forever. As she’s driving home from her job as a professor at the 
University of New Mexico, there’s a blinding flash, and Calli-
ope crashes her car. When she comes to, everyone else is gone, 
rapture-style. Well, almost everyone—Calliope’s 6-year-old 
neighbor, Eunjoo, also remains, inexplicably. The two flee Albu-
querque, where long-dormant volcanoes, newly awakened, are 
burying the city in molten lava, and head for Calliope’s aunt’s 
hacienda in the Gila Mountains to the south. On the way, Cal-
liope and Eunjoo amass an unlikely crew of fellow left-behinds, 
each with his or her role to play as their odyssey unfolds. The 
author of several poetry collections, first-time novelist Givhan 
employs Southwestern Puebloan mythology to inform the 
plot—as when Kachina dolls come to life as the monstrous and 
deadly Suuke, half-gods, half-monsters hell-bent on destroying 
Calliope and her companions. Givhan also makes contemporary 
connections, as when she invokes Kennewick Man, the ancient 
skeleton discovered in Washington state in the 1990s, and 
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refers to the years of controversy between scientists, the U.S. 
government, and Native American tribes before the remains 
were eventually repatriated. Another character, Mara, who’s 
the partner of Calliope’s missing aunt, witnessed the birth of 
the atomic bomb in the 1940s when her father was sent to Los 
Alamos to work on the top-secret Manhattan project. Mara 
often links the nuclear terror of her childhood and the rending 
they’re witnessing near the end of her life. Givhan’s themes are 
complex and occasionally compete with the twists and turns of 
the plot for a reader’s attention. Still, texture and nuance are 
rare among disaster narratives and are welcome here.

A testament to the strength of women and girls with a 
side of philosophy, myth, and metaphysics.

OLDER BROTHER
Guven, Mahir
Trans. by Kover, Tina
Europa Editions (256 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-60945-549-1  

A tale of two French brothers of Syr-
ian descent, one struggling as a rideshare 
driver, the other back in the Middle East 
on a (maybe) humanitarian mission.

Guven’s first book, winner of the 2017 
Prix Goncourt for a debut novel, is a sharp prodigal-son tale 
about life on the margins outside of Paris. The “older brother” 
of the title has grown wise to the ways Muslims like himself are 
treated in a suburb he calls “the dump of France,” scraping out 
a living as an Uber driver and occasional police informant, roles 
that leave him feeling exploited; but his father, a widower and 
old-line taxi driver, feels that anything is better than his native 
Syria, which tends to stoke rants about civil war and religion. 
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Adrian McKinty is best known for his crime fic-
tion, and he has won numerous awards for his Mi-
chael Forsythe and Detective Sean Duffy novels. 
The Chain is something different. The protagonist 
of this stand-alone thriller isn’t a tough guy from 
Belfast trying to survive the Troubles. Instead, she’s 
a single mom forced to discover what she’s willing to 
do—and to become—to save her child’s life. 

The novel’s title refers to its diabolically sim-
ple premise: When Rachel Klein’s daughter is kid-
napped, Rachel is informed that she must abduct 
another child in order to get Kylie back. McKinty 
played with the idea that the sociopathic enterprise 
to which the title refers stretches back into history. 

“Maybe this thing went back to Roman times. You 
know when Julius Caesar was kidnapped by the pi-

rates, maybe Caesar was part of The Chain,” McK-
inty says with a laugh. “Maybe the Lindbergh baby 
was kidnapped by The Chain….And I really had 
fun with that for a few weeks until I realized, ‘Adri-
an, you’re getting away from the central idea of this 
book, which is Rachel.’” 

Rachel is, indeed, a terrific character. When the 
novel begins, she’s dealing with breast cancer and a 
tiresome divorce, but she’s also excited about get-
ting a new teaching gig at a community college. The 
fact that she’s so seemingly normal is a large part of 
what makes her transformation so compelling. At 
the same time, Rachel does prove to be extraordi-
nary in her capacity to analyze her situation. One 
doesn’t have to be a moral philosopher or a profes-
sor of ethics to understand that endangering a child 
is wrong, but it happens that Rachel is a philosopher. 
When The Chain compels her to perform actions 
that would have been unthinkable to her before 
Kylie was abducted, Rachel can’t help but consider 
what she’s doing in agonizing ethical detail. Hav-
ing studied philosophy at Oxford, McKinty is well 
equipped to explore this terrain. “I remember in 
university we studied Aristotle’s idea of virtue and 
his idea of a virtuous person. And he said a virtuous 
person can’t just exist as a virtuous person in their 
mind, they have to do virtuous acts,” the author ex-
plains. “If you claim to be a virtuous person but you 
do unvirtuous, immoral acts, well, then….You are 
not a virtuous person.”  

Having created this character who is unusually 
mindful of her transgressions as she’s committing 
them, McKinty refused to make Rachel’s experi-
ence easy even though he knew that he ran the risk 
of alienating some readers. “I didn’t want to create a 
situation where everything happens so quickly that 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Adrian McKinty

THE CRIME WRITER’S NEW NOVEL, THE CHAIN, IS PERFECT FOR OUR 
AGE OF SURVEILLANCE AND PARANOIA
By Jessica Jernigan

Photo courtesy Leah G
arrett
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she has no choice. I wanted to create moments 
where her mind is still, and she’s really thinking 
about what she’s doing, and then she does it any-
way. I really wanted these to be conscious decisions 
that she was making. Poor Rachel has to go on this 
incredible emotional, philosophical, moral journey. 
She has to do monstrous things, but, hopefully, we 
remain on her side because we understand her.”

Even if we can’t—or don’t want to—empathize 
with Rachel’s choices, most of us will recognize 
the very contemporary fears McKinty conjures in 
The Chain. Electronic spying of various sorts plays 
a role in the plot, but social media takes center 
stage. Facebook and Instagram are the tools that 
parents caught up in The Chain use to find their 
victims and to plan their crimes. This novel is per-
fect for an era in which paranoia seems reasonable 
rather than delusional. We know that we are be-
ing watched because we are, ourselves, watchers. 
McKinty reaches back to the Cold War to find a 
metaphor. He compares social media to a “Stasi 
surveillance system, staffed by volunteers,” refer-
ring to the East German secret police. “It’s a cheer-
ful Stasi, run by everybody.”

Jessica Jernigan is a writer and editor living in Michi-
gan. The Chain received a starred review in the May 
15, 2019, issue.

The “younger brother,” a hospital nurse, has disappeared to the 
Middle East, “likely right there with the lunatics, at war, on his 
way to death.” The younger brother weighs in on his fate in 
alternating chapters, explaining how his urge to make use of his 
medical skills brought him into, yes, Syria, where he works as a 
field medic supporting rebels against Bashar al-Assad’s regime. 
The younger brother is also disillusioned with France, where, 
despite the inclusive rhetoric after the Charlie Hebdo mas-
sacre, Muslims are “less-than-zeros in a society that teaches 
about equality and tolerance and respect,” and Guven’s novel 
is largely an exploration of how a shared fury at marginaliza-
tion can play out in a variety of ways. Kover’s translation high-
lights the brothers’ differing temperaments: The older one’s 
street-wise, sarcastic, and jaded, the younger’s more naïve but 
spiritually righteous. The older brother suspects the younger 
has returned, prompting his concern that he’s been radicalized. 
Guven withholds whether that surmise is correct, giving the 
novel a thriller-ish vibe in its closing pages, but at heart it’s a 
contemplative story about what siblings owe each other.

A striking debut that reveals the breadth of emotional 
disconnection that prejudice can stoke within a family.

REINHARDT’S GARDEN
Haber, Mark
Coffee House (168 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-56689-562-0  

A wealthy eccentric travels through 
Europe and South America hunting for 
the nature of melancholy.

Haber’s debut novel (Deathbed Con-
versions: Stories, 2008) concerns Jacov 
Reinhardt, a Croatian-born heir to a 

tobacco fortune who has a bottomless appetite for cocaine 
and an intense compulsion to understand “that most elusive of 
emotions: melancholy, not a feeling but a mood, not a color but 
a shade...an enigmatic realm.” Is Jacov on a valid intellectual 
pursuit or a cokehead’s crackpot adventure? Like the mood 
itself, the novel stakes a kind of middle ground, but that’s an 
asset: The story is contemplative yet open to absurdity. The 
book opens in 1907 in the jungle outside of Montevideo, Uru-
guay, where Jacov and his assistants (including the narrator) 
are hunting for a scholar of melancholy who reputedly lives 
in the region. But the narrator soon leaps into the past, recall-
ing his 11-year relationship with Jacov, encompassing Jacov’s 
experiences of losing his twin sister at 9 years old, a stint in 
a sanitarium, a detour into Stuttgart (where he constructed a 
castle “that evokes the unfulfilled longing of life”), and a trip 
to Russia to, basically, stalk Leo Tolstoy. With a philosophical 
bent and nary a paragraph break, the novel evokes Gertrude 
Stein, contemporary European and South American writers 
like Matthias Énard, Roberto Bolaño, and César Aira, with the 
Quixotic atmosphere of Werner Herzog films like Fitzcarraldo. 
Regardless of influence, it’s broad-minded, intellectual stuff 
but not oppressively so; the story is rich with stemwinders on 
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the intersection of melancholy with lust, religion, debauchery, 
and more. Is Jacov mad? At least a little, especially once the 
truth about that scholar of melancholy becomes clear. But in 
form and language, his story entertainingly evokes the mood it’s 
chasing: interior, mercurial, implacable.

A strange but lavishly imagined tale of a hard-to-
describe feeling.

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

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

Novelist and short story writer Hill 
(Strange Weather, 2017, etc.) is, of course, 

the son of Stephen King, with whom he collaborates here on 
two stories, including the title tale. As ever with King, the sto-
ries have ordinary settings with ordinary people doing ordinary 
things until something extraordinary happens, in this case 
involving the familiar King nightmare of menacing vehicles 
(“Could you supercharge a goddamn semi?”). If one bears in 
mind that in his last collection Hill posited that near-future 
rainstorms would shower down steel daggers instead of water, 
some of his setups seem almost logical. The most memorable 
comes in “Late Returns,” in which an out-of-work trucker 
(there’s that semi again) finds himself behind a bookmobile 
delivering volumes to denizens of the afterlife, most of whom 
owe late fees; as one such fellow tells him, the service he offers 
is something of a reward “for returning overdue books in spite 
of the inconvenience of being dead.” There are other benefits: 
In the weird chronology of the other dimension, those who 
are about to enter the great beyond get previews of books 
that haven’t even been written yet—including, perhaps the 
most frightening moment in the entire collection, “The Art of 
the Presidency: How I Won My Third Term by Donald J. Trump.” 
Hill plays with form; one story, “The Devil on the Staircase,” is 
told in triangles of carefully arranged prose, a storyline worthy 
of Poe unfolding with eldritch intent—and a nice punchline to 
boot. In yet another story, this one of a more satirical turn, Hill 
depicts a world in which the zombie apocalypse and addiction 
to social media are hard to tell apart. In a series of tweets, the 
narrator recounts a zombie being hauled before a human audi-
ence and a box of hatchets. “Don’t like where this is going,” she 
says. Exactly.

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

DRY COUNTY
Hinkson, Jake 
Pegasus Crime (256 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-64313-223-5  

Just how far will an Arkansas 
preacher go to conceal his sin from his 
family and his congregation?

Everyone in Stock knows the Rev. 
Richard Weatherford, the pastor of the 
First Baptist Church. They know he’s 

a man of God, a devoted father to his five children, a staunch 
vote against allowing liquor into Van Buren County, and a reli-
able helper in distress. And all this is true. Even so, college 
dropout Gary Doane is convinced that everyone from Brother 
Weatherford’s wife, Penny, to his church deacons would see him 
a lot differently if they knew about his secret fling with Gary, 
and that’s why he wants $30,000 to go away quietly. Unable to 
put his hands on that kind of money, Weatherford passes the 
early hours of the day before Easter striking a devil’s bargain 
with Brian Harten: He’ll drop his opposition to the liquor store 
Harten’s hoped to open—he’ll even talk the other voters out of 
keeping the county dry—if only Harten will give him the money. 
Of course Harten, who quit his job at Tommy Weller’s bar on 
the strength of his dreams and started the day by watching his 
car get repossessed, is even more broke than Weatherford, so 
he hatches a deeply misbegotten plan to raise the cash. His plan 
will eventually suck in Weller; Sarabeth Simmons, the daughter 
of Weller’s lover, Carmen Fuller; and Penny Weatherford, who’s 
forced into an impossibly ugly position. As the principals take 
turns plotting their next moves, never thinking more than five 
minutes ahead, things predictably spiral out of control with 
all the horrifyingly matter-of-fact force of Scott Smith’s par-
able A Simple Plan as Hinkson (No Tomorrow, 2018, etc.) leads 
his all-too-human hero step by step into a monstrous pool of 
corruption.

The whole sad carnival comes crashing to an unforget-
table halt just in time for the world’s most macabre Easter.

COUNTRY
Hughes, Michael
Custom House/Morrow (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-294032-2  

The Iliad in the Irish borderlands dur-
ing the final months of the Troubles.

Northern Ireland, 1996. Despite the 
cease-fire, Shane Campbell (alias Pig), 
the Officer Commanding of a Provi-
sional IRA unit, is planning a strike on a 

nearby British Army garrison. Why? Because Pig’s sister-in-law 
Nellie, the wife of his brother Brian (alias Dog), has tarnished 
the Campbell name by turning “tout” (Loyalist/British agent) 
and then running away to England with her handler. Sound 

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

full throttle
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familiar? Just you wait. The action opens with a disagreement 
between Pig and Liam O’Brien (unsubtle alias: Achill). After Pig 
is forced to return “his girl” to her father, a local Protestant land-
owner, he decides that he must have Achill’s girl as a replace-
ment. Achill—the famed Border Sniper, hugely feared by the 
IRA’s enemies—rebels against Pig’s tyranny by putting down 
his arms, an act which emboldens the British (the best of whom 
is SAS Capt. Henry Morrow) to set an ambush for Pig’s team. 
The rest is…well…The Iliad. And that’s the problem. Writing in 
a fast-paced Irish lilt, debut bard Hughes is at his best (which, 
mind you, can be good) when he’s least faithful to his Homeric 
blueprint. His reimagining of Helen (here Nellie) is especially 
striking, showing how a young woman’s search for freedom 
ends up entangling her (because abortions are illegal) in the very 
place and conflict from which she seeks escape. But Nellie’s sec-
tion is, alas, an exception. Hughes is faithful to Homer’s story 
at the expense of his own. His characters are not themselves 
but proxies for the Homeric originals; they don the armor and 
read the lines but are lacking in on-the-page emotional com-
plexity. Similarly, dozens of scenes are included to simply check 

off their corresponding plot box in The Iliad—and therefore 
deliver very little affect of their own. The result? The novel, 
despite its promising start, quickly devolves into a litany of allu-
sions. Look! The Republican pub is called the Ships! Look! The 
British fort is called Castle William but some kids monkeyed 
with the sign and now it reads “Castle Illiam!” Look! Pat (nee 
Patroclus) is literally wearing Achill’s body armor! Look! Achill, 
the famed long-distance sniper, has literally chased Henry three 
times around Illiam’s walls on foot!

A too faithful retelling that, despite some vivid 
moments, ultimately has little life of its own.

TAKES ONE TO KNOW ONE
Isaacs, Susan
Atlantic Monthly (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8021-4755-4  

A former FBI agent, planning to 
settle down and be a normal person on 
Long Island, smells a rat at her weekly 
lunch group.

When she met widowed hunk Josh, 
a top lawyer–turned–federal judge, and 

his now-14-year-old daughter, Eliza, Corie Geller thought she 
knew what she wanted. Instead of flying around the world inter-
rogating terrorists for the government, she would marry Josh, 
become a wife and mother, and use her language skills to vet 
books in Arabic for U.S. publishers. That’s how she landed at La 
Cuisine Délicieuse in Shorehaven, Long Island, lunching every 
Wednesday with the suburban self-employed. A landscaper, an 
eBay reseller, a low-end speechwriter, a photo retoucher, an 
internet data expert…but there’s one guy in the group who sets 
off her internal alarms. Pete Delaney sits in the same chair every 
week, won’t take his eyes off his car, keeps changing phones—
it’s just weird. Even if he does check out to be what he claims 
to be—a freelance packaging designer—his many three-day out-
of-town trips don’t quite make sense. So she and her dad, who’s 
retired NYPD, launch a sub-rosa investigation. Following up 
every hunch, lead, and inkling she has about this guy is a full-
time job. A full-time job for the reader, too. While the investi-
gation goes on and on, often straining credibility, other possible 
plotlines in the book suffer. Josh’s dead wife, whose stuff is still 
all over the house. The daughter, whom Corie supposedly loves 
to pieces but who barely speaks a line of dialogue. The ex-boy-
friend she still has the hots for. The boring husband she’s not so 
sure about. These characters and storylines are sketched in but 
languish as the Delaney investigation inexorably proceeds in 
excruciating detail. Still, Isaacs (A Hint of Strangeness, 2015, etc.) 
never forgets the need to charm the reader. Corie keeps up the 
nonstop sarcastic patter, and she really is a hoot. Her in-laws’ 
house: “they bought it from Mrs. Havisham then added indoor 
plumbing.” Pete Delaney’s pants: “strictly old-guy—the baggy 
kind that make men look as if penises hadn’t yet been invented.”

Isaacs’ wit and wisecracks can’t save this one.
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FALSE BINGO
Jemc, Jac
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(240 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-374-53835-4  

Twenty short stories about people in 
the muted extremes of ordinary lives.

Jemc’s (The Grip of It, 2017, etc) sto-
ries revel in disquiet. Sometimes this 
uneasiness is the palpable result of exter-

nal forces, as in “Don’t Let’s,” in which a woman seeking soli-
tude in the aftermath of an assault may or may not be haunted 
by a boo hag. Sometimes they expand into gleeful expressions 
of the macabre, as in “Get Back,” an unrepentant litany of grue-
some deaths narrated by the succubuslike murderer herself; 
or in “Strange Loop,” where the ex-con main character, John, 

“forget[s] the trembling urges he kept in check” through his 
total immersion in taxidermy. More often, however, the stories 

nudge up against confrontational situations that they then 
allow to dissipate. In “Manifest,” Bernadette’s seemingly plot-
instigating encounter with a man with “movie-star good looks” 
in the plastic surgeon’s office is left behind as the story veers 
toward an exploration of her determined isolation. In the won-
derfully eerie “Hunt and Catch,” the multiple perils that accom-
pany Emily’s commute home from work—a stalking dump 
truck driver; an overly attentive good Samaritan; her own sud-
denly unreliable perceptions—are left outside her locked door 
as she attends to the “quiet dark[ness]” of her private life. In 

“Maulawiyah,” one of the longer and more conventionally struc-
tured stories in the collection, Raila is on a mindfulness retreat 
where her best intentions toward introspection are interrupted 
by the pitch-perfect Lisa, whose irritating narcissism Jemc 
chooses to neither elevate into malevolence nor excuse by way 
of empathetic backstory. Instead Raila and Lisa are allowed to 
linger in the singular moment of their relationship in a way that 
resonates for the reader more like a memory of their own dis-
comfort than it does a story aiming toward a purposeful conclu-
sion. Jemc’s insistence on her stories’ rights not to resolve their 
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dilemmas is the thread that binds this book together, though 
too many similarly disaffected characters make the stories dif-
ficult to digest back to back. The result is a collection that will 
disappoint a reader looking for a tightly controlled narrative 
arc but delight one willing to learn how these particular stories 
want to be read.

Tense, well-imagined stories whose tendencies to 
unravel mirror the characters they chronicle.

THEY COULD HAVE NAMED 
HER ANYTHING
Jimenez, Stephanie
Little A (300 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-0374-2  

Trouble looms when two girls at a 
New York prep school form a friendship 
across lines of race and class.

Maria Anís Rosario is a scholarship 
student and one of only two girls who 

travel from Queens to attend Bell Seminary on the Upper East 
Side. Her mother cleans houses, her father has just lost his job, 
and with the family struggling to make ends meet, there’s little 
enthusiasm for her big college dreams. Among the other disap-
pointments crowding into her life, her first experience of sex 
with her boyfriend, Andres, concludes with his telling her she 
moves “like a corpse.” Then along comes a girl named Rocky, 
virtually sparkling with privilege and attitude. Though Rach-
elle “Rocky” Albrecht is one of the wealthy majority at Bell 
Seminary, she’s not like the other girls in their ballet flats and 
Tiffany heart necklaces. She comes to class wearing dark sun-
glasses with a pack of cigarettes in her pocket and a Planned 
Parenthood sticker on her laptop; she “use[s] her wealth to 
circumvent rules.” When Rocky casually announces she has 
a “friend crush” on Maria and invites her back to the palatial 
apartment overlooking Central Park where she has been vir-
tually abandoned by her warring parents, Maria is in for many 
shocks, among them Rocky’s generosity, her casual cruelty, and 
her ignorant racism. Both girls find reasons to resent each 
other but keep these hidden as they maneuver to fill their own 
needs. When Rocky’s family takes Maria with them on a trip 
to Vegas, the stakes get higher. What happens in Vegas doesn’t 
stay in Vegas this time.

Bristling with adolescent insecurities, sexual tension, 
and status consciousness, Jimenez’s debut is a natural for 
both adult and teen readers.
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BABY
Jochems, Annaleese
Scribe  (272 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-947534-95-7  

Two women impulsively leave their 
normal lives behind to live on a boat and 
off the grid in this psychosexual thriller.

Cynthia is an extremely bored recent 
college graduate looking for something 

to devote her life to other than her extremely exclusive yoga 
classes, taught by the lovely Anahera. Anahera’s marriage is 
on the rocks, and when she shows up on Cynthia’s doorstep, 
ready to leave it all behind, Cynthia enthusiastically follows. 
The two take all of Cynthia’s (father’s) money and her dog and 
buy a boat named Baby, a new home for a new life. Cynthia is 
enamored with Anahera while Anahera remains slightly stand-
offish though warm. When an accident on a not-so-uninhabited 
island changes the dynamic of the two, however, all of a sudden 
Cynthia has no idea where she stands in this new life. Jochems’ 
debut is witty and unique. In Cynthia, she has created a wholly 
original character who is hard to pin down even when the reader 
is inside her head. Anahera, meanwhile, is almost completely 
unfathomable, her actions never making much sense even after 
secrets are revealed later in the book. Jochems’ prose is simple 
and intricately chosen, but sometimes the plot struggles to live 
up to the writing. The first two-fifths of the book are slow in 
comparison to the rest and written in a completely different 
tone. While the beginning is a strange coming-of-age for a 
young, privileged girl, by the end it is a psychosexual cat-and-
mouse game between Cynthia and a character not introduced 
until halfway through the book. Jochems can definitely write, 
and her future work will surely be a treat. This book, however, is 
as uncertain as its protagonist about what it wants.

A promising new voice but an uneven page-turner.

DEGREES OF 
DIFFICULTY 
Justicz, Julie E.
Fomite (300 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-944388-74-4  

Caring for a profoundly disabled 
child 24/7 is both exhausting and ten-
sion-producing for every member of a 
family. Worse, the lack of affordable and 
readily available social supports all too 

often puts the burden of care on the child’s siblings and parents.
For dad Perry Novotny, a successful Atlanta homebuilder, 

his wife, Caroline Clissold, a Shakespeare scholar and Emory 
professor, and their two older kids, Ivy and Hugo, the challenge 
of rearing their youngest, Ben, a nonverbal boy with an IQ of 
32, has left almost everyone frayed and close to despair. But not 
Hugo. As the oldest son, he seems to enjoy engaging with his 

kid brother. In fact, Hugo stays by Ben’s side whenever possible, 
soothing him during and after his near-constant grand mal sei-
zures, interpreting the varying meanings of his sole word, “Guh,” 
and generally keeping him entertained. After Ben is booted 
from his umpteenth group home—Ben bites, scratches, and hits, 
unaware of his capacity to cause serious physical injury to oth-
ers—teenage Hugo makes Ben his project. Others in the family 
know that this is not a good plan, but, somehow, they allow it to 
unfold. For their part, Ivy withdraws into schoolwork while Car-
oline withdraws into scholarly research and soothes her nerves 
with drugs and alcohol. Perry, meanwhile, tries to keep a smile 
on his face no matter what. The tensions are palpable, and an 
inevitable crisis looms over much of the novel. When it occurs, 
it packs a punch and provides an incandescent spotlight on how 
few resources exist for families like the Novotny-Clissolds. The 
novel is heartbreaking and enraging, even chilling, as it exposes, 
in straightforward and never-maudlin terms, the stresses and 
strains of providing constant care to someone who will never be 
independent. Different coping styles are also beautifully expli-
cated, without judgment.

A stunning, heartfelt, and poignant debut.

THE TWISTED ONES
Kingfisher, T.
Saga/Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5344-2956-7  

A woman realizes she’s not alone 
while cleaning out her late grandmoth-
er’s remote North Carolina home.

Freelance book editor Melissa, aka 
“Mouse,” can’t say no to her father when 
he asks her to clear out her grandmoth-

er’s house. Unfortunately, the house, which has been locked up 
for two years, is a hoarder’s paradise, but Mouse digs in with 
her beloved coonhound, Bongo, at her side. One day bleeds 
into another as she hauls junk to the nearby dump and makes 
friends with her kind and quirky neighbors, Foxy, Tomas, and 
Skip. When she finds a journal belonging to her stepgrandfa-
ther Frederick Cotgrave, things get creepy. The prose sounds 
like the ravings of a man unhappy in his marriage to a woman 
who wasn’t a very nice person, but the mention of something 
called the Green Book is intriguing, and the line “I twisted myself 
about like the twisted ones” gives Mouse the chills. While walk-
ing Bongo in the woods, Mouse stumbles on a strange gathering 
of stones on top of a hill that shouldn’t exist. After discovering 
a gruesome deer effigy hanging in the woods, Mouse confides 
in Foxy, who tells a few strange tales of her own. Something is 
lurking just outside Mouse’s house, and that effigy isn’t of this 
world, but just when she’s ready to leave, Bongo disappears. 
And Mouse isn’t going anywhere without Bongo. Kingfisher 
effortlessly entwines an atmospheric and spooky “deep dark 
woods” tale with ancient folklore and pulls off more than a few 
very effective scares. Mouse is a highly relatable and frequently 
funny narrator who is also refreshingly willing to believe her 
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own eyes. The charming supporting cast is a bonus, especially 
the glamorous, 60-something Foxy, who goes above and beyond 
the call of duty to help Mouse when she needs it most.

Read this one with the lights on.

BLOOD SUGAR
Kraus, Daniel
Hard Case Crime (224 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-78909-193-9  

A troubled man plans to unleash his 
rage on trick-or-treaters with tainted 
candy, enlisting the help of three neigh-
borhood children to carry out his plan.

Robbie, who has “all this pussy ass 
black hair down his neck plus pimples all 
across his flab cheeks and the saddest lit-

tle mustache you ever saw,” is a 30-something man who lives in 

a crumbling and cluttered house on the decidedly rough Yellow 
Street and counts young narrator Jody, Jody’s little foster sister, 
Midget, and Dagmar, a girl from the right side of the tracks, as 
his only friends. In middle school, Robbie was a football star 
and local hero, but multiple concussions and abuse at the hands 
of a coach have left him a wreck of a human being, one who 
plans to poison/maim/kill children with Halloween candy. He 
gives Jody and Dag the job of stocking up on supplies. Lord of 
the Rings–obsessed Jody narrates with an exhaustingly scat-
tershot and affected tough-kid lingo that calls to mind A Clock-
work Orange, and he spares the reader nothing when it comes to 
bodily fluids or functions as well as an enduring preoccupation 
with his wiener. Over the course of about a day, the conflicted 
Jody details past and present exploits with Robbie, who hits 
Jody and supplies the kids with street-drug–loaded drinks they 
call supermilk; Midget, who talks only to bugs; and Dag, who 
is her parents’ only shining hope after her sister was sent to a 
clinic after a suicide attempt. While the grim circumstances of 
these kids’ lives are truly heartbreaking, there are darkly comic 
moments and even a glimmer of hope in the finale; but these 
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elements are weighed down by the book’s sheer amount of squa-
lor, made all the more disturbing because the main characters 
are children. Will Jody stop Robbie? Will readers overcome 
their roiling stomachs enough to care?

Whether you love or hate this nihilistic little oddity, 
you probably won’t forget it.

KITCHEN CURSE
Kurniawan, Eka
Trans. by Tucker, Annie
Verso (144 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-78663-715-4  

Little fables of degradation from one 
of Indonesia’s most famous authors.

Kurniawan earned international 
acclaim for his epic exploration of his 
country’s history and folklore, Beauty Is 
a Wound (2015). This was the author’s first 

work to be published in English, and translations of his novels 
that have appeared since then have been increasingly disap-
pointing. The short fictions collected in this volume continue 
that unfortunate trend. Kurniawan has never been afraid to shy 
away from the grotesque and the squalid, but, with stories like 

“Graffiti in the Toilet” and “Don’t Piss Here,” he seems to be 
daring readers to look away. More importantly, these very brief 
tales seem to be gross for the sake of being gross. The violence 
and filth and sexual transgression in Beauty Is a Wound served 
a larger purpose in depicting a country with a complicated, 
troubled past and contemporary political and economic chal-
lenges. To the extent that there is a hint of substantive content, 
it’s difficult to discern how much of it will be of interest only to 
an Indonesian audience. For example, the story “Rotten Stench” 
describes—in one seven-page sentence—a massacre in the 
fictional city of Halimunda that echoes a similar atrocity that 
occurred 18 years earlier. It’s sickening, certainly, and the struc-
tural choice Kurniawan makes propels us forward even when we 
might want to stop, and one might make the argument that the 
author’s decision to provide almost no context for these scenes 
of chickens picking at the genitals of corpses (the word “genitals” 
appears a lot in these stories) and “flesh and blood that had con-
gealed into porridge” suggests a certain nauseating universality, 
but…how many readers will understand the barely enumerated 
distinctions between these two massacres, and how many need 
a graphic lesson in why mass murder is, generally speaking, bad?

Crude and pointless—unless crudity is the point.

FIRE SUMMER
Lam, Thuy Da
Red Hen Press (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-59709-464-1  

A young Vietnamese native returns 
to her motherland looking for answers 
only to find that the past does not yield 
its secrets easily.

In the early 1990s, Maia Trieu, a 
23-year-old Vietnamese expat, is on a 
mission to her native country, seem-

ingly charged by the collective diaspora to do one thing: help 
the Independent Vietnam Coalition contact her great aunt. 
The expats believe that Maia’s relative, a former military com-
mander, is capable of instigating insurgency in the Central 
Highlands. While that might be Maia’s primary agenda, one 
she has even received a grant for, she is also in Vietnam to seek 
answers: What prompted her mother to stay behind in Vietnam 
while Maia escaped along with her dad? Who is left of her fam-
ily who might have the answers and the closure she craves? In 
this haunting if meandering debut, Maia travels the countryside 
following the trail of breadcrumbs on the way to her mission: 

“ ‘Whatever you do,’ the Coalition instructed, ‘be at the foot of 
the Vong Phu Mountain on the first night of the full moon.’ ” 
Along the way, Maia attracts a ragtag group of fellow travelers, 
including an American journalist whose brother served in Viet-
nam. Lam blends the past with the present, fluidly teasing out 
strands of narrative, but at times the plot is as hazy as the smoky, 
incense-filled air in the temples that Maia visits. The meditative 
novel functions best as travelogue and food diary: “The smell 
of deep-fried shrimp and mung bean patties from a bánh cuón 
stall filled the air. The vendor in a lilac ďò bô waved customers 
to her footstools and knee-high tables as she served plates of 
steamed rice rolls filled with pork mince and wood ear mush-
rooms, garnished with blanched bean sprouts, fresh mint leaves, 
and chili fish sauce.” Generous doses of folklore—the tale of 
Hòn Vông Phu, a wife who turns into stone waiting for her hus-
band’s return, is a recurring theme here—and poetry add ballast 
to an otherwise cloudy narrative.

Transportive armchair travel if you’re willing to follow 
along just for the sights.

SWEDE HOLLOW
Larsmo, Ola
Trans. by Nunnally, Tiina
Univ. of Minnesota (312 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5179-0451-7  

Several families emigrate from Swe-
den to Minnesota in the final years of the 
19th century in Swedish journalist and 
novelist Larsmo’s affecting, scrupulously 
detailed novel.
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Anna and Gustaf Klar and their three children travel in 
steerage from England to New York and along the way make 
friends with reticent widowed Mrs. Lundgren, her strange son, 
David, and chatty Inga. After a short stint in New York, they all 
make their way to St. Paul, where they settle in a small immi-
grant community down in a ravine. Larsmo follows the mem-
bers of the group and some of their new neighbors through 
the next couple of decades. As the novel goes on, the two Klar 
daughters, Elisabet and particularly Ellen, emerge as its central 
characters. Most of the novel consists of the stuff of daily life. 
Characters go to school, get temporary and then more perma-
nent jobs, fall in love and marry, and sometimes die. The mys-
terious David gets a more dramatic storyline. Chapters called 

“The Tragic Story of Agnes Karin, David, and Horrible Hans”—
rather than the place names Larsmo normally uses as chapter 
titles—detail a story that includes a murder and a stint in prison. 
The novel also veers off course to include the story of a lynch-
ing and edited transcripts of actual newspaper features about St. 
Paul generally and Swede Hollow specifically. Those looking for 
a conventional plot won’t find it here: Larsmo writes believable 
scenes grounded in sensory experience, with relatively com-
plicated characters, in some sort of chronological order, but 
also seems content to branch out into what are essentially self-
contained short stories about characters peripheral to the main 
intertwined family saga.

A worthy addition to the shelf of books about the immi-
grant experience.

POSTCARDS FROM THE 
GERUND STATE
López, Lorraine M.
BkMk/Univ. of Missouri-Kansas City 
(236 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-943491-18-6  

The dreams and decisions, respon-
sibilities and responses of five female 
academics at a questionable college in 
Georgia.

In a sequence of linked stories concluding with the titular 
novella, López (The Darling, 2015, etc.) draws an empathetic, 
often savagely comic portrait of the struggles of working women 
in what might be deemed an elite profession. However, as the 
women learn, there is minimal prestige attached to Birnbrau 
Women’s College, home of the Birnbrau Surprise (more like a 
baffling disappointment)—known fittingly as the BS. This is an 
institution that sets the academic bar ultra-low, delivers suspi-
cious food in a dining hall known as The Gag, makes punitive 
budget cuts, and appoints less qualified men over more quali-
fied women. López’s spotlight is on “five newbies” whose full, 
often arduous existences extend well beyond the professorial. 
Two have active love lives: Jane Ellen Klamath in “Careful Inter-
ventions” realizes her involvement with a man her friends have 
dubbed “Tall Drink” (of Water) might be heading in the right 
direction, and Hailey Linder, in “Truffles,” has a thing going 

with the supervising groundskeeper. But Lucinda Aragon is an 
abuse survivor, Dev Grisham in “Peach State Surety” learns her 
female lover is slipping away, and Kerry Fujimori, in “15 Beads 
More,” still has nightmares about her ex-husband. López fleshes 
out backstories filled with problem children, overstretched 
days, and finances, these struggles bolstered at least in part by 
the women’s mutual friendship. The novella, rather long and 
repetitive, encapsulates several of the collection’s themes, espe-
cially the inhibiting qualities of ingrained female behavior, as 
the group, on an artists’ retreat, struggles with an attention-
hungry member. López writes entertainingly, with fine observa-
tion, but the focuses of her criticism can sometimes seem like 
easy targets.

A witty, at times cutting collection.

THE FURIES
Lowe, Katie 
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-250-29789-1  

Four troubled teenagers study witch-
craft, female rage, and revenge at a pri-
vate girls high school on the outskirts of 
a seaside town in Britain.

When 16-year-old Emily Frost is 
found dead at Elm Hollow Academy, new 

girl Violet Taylor is thrilled to get a look at the body, which is 
clad in white and seated upright on a swing with its eyes open. 
At school, Violet and her three friends, Robin, Alex, and Grace, 
become the favorites of arts instructor Annabel, who adds clas-
sic stories of revengeful women throughout the ages to their 
secret lessons. Robin introduces Violet to shoplifting, mari-
juana, drugs, wine, and Tom, a university student. Tom rapes 
Violet, propelling the four girls into a ritualistic act intended to 
harm him. Dark woods, dead flowers, candles, a church grave-
yard, knives, a stolen vial of deadly nightshade, and other well-
chosen details weave a subtle, persistent, and unmistakable 
creepiness into Violet’s story. When the dean of students, Mat-
thew Holmsworth, makes Violet his private research assistant, 
she discovers what he believes really happened to Emily. Vio-
lence, betrayal, and abandonment result. Violet is then forced 
to choose what kind of girl she is going to be and figure out 
how far she’ll go to make sure “the cruel and rotten bliss” of her 
obsessive friendship with Robin never ends.

Murder and witchcraft mix with a heady cocktail of 
drugs, booze, and revenge in this elegant, pitch-perfect 
coming-of-age story.
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Murder and witchcraft mix with a heady cocktail of drugs, booze, 
and revenge in this elegant, pitch-perfect coming-of-age story.

the furies
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HONEY, I KILLED THE CATS
Masłowska, Dorota
Trans. by Paloff, Benjamin
Deep Vellum (166 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-941920-82-4  

Prizewinning Polish novelist/journal-
ist/playwright Masłowska returns with a 
grotesque phantasmagoria of consumer 
excess set in a nightmarish American city.

First published in 2012 and now 
translated into English by Paloff, this novel is less concerned 
with plot than with the construction of its relentlessly miser-
able surreality, a near-future America courtesy of Hieronymus 
Bosch. But to the extent there is a plot, it is the dissolution of a 
friendship between two young woman, Farah and Joanne, who 
had “hit it off fatally right from the get-go.” But then Jo falls in 
love with a “pathetic—yes, pathetic, in Fah’s opinion—salesman 
at a kitchen and bath store, allegedly with a degree in Hungarian 
studies,” ditching Fah for her new coupled life of extreme pub-
lic displays of affection. This repulses Fah for several reasons—
it is not only that, in this new world order, Fah barely exists, but 
also that Jo has what Fah does not, which is cosmically unfair 
given that Jo isn’t even attractive. And so Fah is left to traverse the 
vapid maw of a city mostly alone but having “resolved unequiv-
ocally to open herself to the richness of existence” thanks to 
a book—“A Life Filled With Miracles: Learn to See the Magic of 
Exis tence in Just 14 Days, by Manfred Peterson, Ph.D.,” which 
she’d found, by chance, in her building’s laundry room. 
Masłowska’s (Snow White and Russian Red, 2005) critique of 
manic hypercapitalism has the subtlety of a battering ram: The 
young people who hang out on “Bohemian Street,” for example 
are viciously wealthy; poverty is now a high-fashion aesthetic. 
There are ads promising “Free brain reduction with every 
enlargement (penis or both breasts)” and headlines offering tips 
for sexier abortions. Mostly, this breezy cynicism is exhaust-
ing without feeling especially fresh, but Masłowska does occa-
sionally reach darkly delightful new heights: A description of a 
trendy cafe offering “little tables where dogs can sit down with 
their MacBooks” is so absurdly extended—and so deranged in 
its detail—that it’s genuinely funny. Likewise, her analysis of 
human behavior is, every so often, shocking in its precision. If 
only it happened more frequently.

An often obvious, generally unpleasant novel studded 
with glimmers of brilliance.

AND THE BRIDE CLOSED 
THE DOOR
Matalon, Ronit
Trans. by Cohen, Jessica
New Vessel Press (128 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-939931-75-7  

On her wedding day, a bride locks 
herself in her bedroom.

Margie and Matti are supposed 
to be getting married, but Margie has locked the door to her 
bedroom and won’t respond to anyone who tries to speak with 
her. Matti and his parents gather outside along with Margie’s 
mom, Nadia, her cousin, Ilan, and her grandmother. “Well,” 
says Arieh, Matti’s father, “not to worry. So she won’t talk. She 
doesn’t have to. The bride does not have to talk, as far as I 
recall.” But Margie won’t unlock the door, either, and the hours 
are passing. The caterer keeps calling, and soon the wedding 
guests will begin to assemble. Matalon (The Sound of Our Steps, 
2015, etc.), an award-winning Israeli writer who died in 2017, 
describes Margie’s situation with great humor as well as pathos. 
At first, Matti is desperate to get that door open. “Margie!” he 
shouts. “Do you even care what I’m going through with this 
whole mess you’ve made?” But as the hours pass, Matti himself 
starts to feel more and more ambivalent about their wedding. 
Margie slips an ambiguous poem under the door, but it does lit-
tle to clarify things—in fact, throughout the book, Margie is the 
one character who remains silent. Everyone else, meanwhile, 
is in an uproar. The chaos is reminiscent of My Big Fat Greek 
Wedding, but Jewish, and backwards: This bride doesn’t want 
to go through with things. Matti’s parents call an organization 
known as “Reluctant Brides,” which sends over a psychologist. 
Darker undertones become visible; apparently Margie had a 
younger sister, Natalie, who disappeared years earlier. Matalon’s 
last novel is a whirlwind of family chaos and comedy, humor but 
also great feeling. If the comedy occasionally slips too far into 
caricature, there’s enough charm here to make up for that, and 
more besides.

Family secrets bubble to the surface in this deeply felt 
comedy.

DEATH AND THE SEASIDE
Moore, Alison
Biblioasis (192 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-77196-275-9  

A lonely young woman strikes up a 
troubling friendship with her mysterious 
landlady in the latest novel from Man 
Booker Prize shortlisted author Moore 
(He Wants, 2014, etc.).

On the cusp of turning 30, Bonnie 
has little to call her own. She dropped 

out of college, wants to write but finds herself blocked, and 
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works two part-time cleaning jobs. One day, her landlady, Sylvia, 
who lives upstairs, arrives on her doorstep and the two strike up 
a friendship of sorts. Sylvia shows an interest in Bonnie’s writ-
ing, urging her to finish a short story that Sylvia sees as reflect-
ing Bonnie’s own anxieties and experiences, eventually taking 
the younger woman on a trip in hopes of helping her find an 
ending. But Sylvia’s interest might not be as well-intentioned as 
Bonnie thinks. Moore excels at mining the mundanity of life for 
profound emotional impact. Bonnie’s parents’ dismissal of and 
distaste for their daughter is heartbreaking, as is Bonnie’s own 
effort to find comfort in her emotionally and physically austere 
life. But Moore doesn’t deliver on the tension that emerges as 
Bonnie and Sylvia become closer and closer. The sense of unease 
that dominates their scenes together doesn’t line up with the 
novel’s resolution, which feels rushed and lacks the depth or 
thoughtfulness of the rest of the book.

An engaging and haunting setup never quite reaches a 
satisfying finish in this psychological cat-and-mouse game.

THE GIVER OF STARS 
Moyes, Jojo
Pamela Dorman/Viking 
(400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-399-56248-8  

Women become horseback librarians 
in 1930s Kentucky and face challenges 
from the landscape, the weather, and the 
men around them.

Alice thought marrying attractive 
American Bennett Van Cleve would be her ticket out of her 
stifling life in England. But when she and Bennett settle in Bai-
leyville, Kentucky, she realizes that her life consists of nothing 
more than staying in their giant house all day and getting yelled 
at by his unpleasant father, who owns a coal mine. She’s just 
about to resign herself to a life of boredom when an opportu-
nity presents itself in the form of a traveling horseback library—
an initiative from Eleanor Roosevelt meant to counteract the 
devastating effects of the Depression by focusing on literacy 
and learning. Much to the dismay of her husband and father-in-
law, Alice signs up and soon learns the ropes from the library’s 
leader, Margery. Margery doesn’t care what anyone thinks of her, 
rejects marriage, and would rather be on horseback than in a 
kitchen. And even though all this makes Margery a town pariah, 
Alice quickly grows to like her. Along with several other women 
(including one black woman, Sophia, whose employment causes 
controversy in a town that doesn’t believe black and white peo-
ple should be allowed to use the same library), Margery and 
Alice supply magazines, Bible stories, and copies of books like 
Little Women to the largely poor residents who live in remote 
areas. Alice spends long days in terrible weather on horseback, 
but she finally feels happy in her new life in Kentucky, even as 
her marriage to Bennett is failing. But her powerful father-in-
law doesn’t care for Alice’s job or Margery’s lifestyle, and he’ll 
stop at nothing to shut their library down. Basing her novel on 

the true story of the Pack Horse Library Project established by 
the Works Progress Administration in the 1930s, Moyes (Still 
Me, 2018, etc.) brings an often forgotten slice of history to life. 
She writes about Kentucky with lush descriptions of the land-
scape and tender respect for the townspeople, most of whom 
are poor, uneducated, and grateful for the chance to learn. 
Although Alice and Margery both have their own romances, 
the true power of the story is in the bonds between the women 
of the library. They may have different backgrounds, but their 
commitment to helping the people of Baileyville brings them 
together.

A love letter to the power of books and friendship.

BEZOAR
Nettel, Guadalupe
Trans. by Levine, Suzanne Jill
Seven Stories (112 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-60980-958-4  

In this slight collection of stories, 
first published in Spanish in 2008, the 
Mexican writer Nettel (After the Winter, 
2018, etc.) plumbs the depths of human 
perversion.

One character haunts restaurant toilets, becoming 
obsessed with a strange woman simply based on the smell of 
her poo (“Petals”); another peeps on her neighbor, getting a 
voyeuristic thrill from watching him masturbate while his date 
sits in another room (“Through Shades”); a third character can’t 
give up her obsessive-compulsive tendency to pluck hair from 
all over her body, even when it costs her intimacy (“Bezoar”). 
Too often, weirdness feels overdetermined in these stories, as 
though the point is to see what happens when you reduce a 
person to one disgusting habit or strange passion. Still, there 
are some successes: In “Bonsai,” the narrator’s secret obses-
sion with a garden is a useful vehicle to explore how keeping 
secrets can be estranging. The husband’s weekly visits to the 
greenhouse, which his wife once loved, persuade him that he’s 
a cactus and she’s a climbing vine, two plants that are too dif-
ferent to live together. While Nettel’s odd characters unnerve, 
her insights are nervy and occasionally brilliant. Describing her 
mother’s fear of dying, one character says, “When your mother 
is afraid it’s as if suddenly she can no longer feed you, as if, right 
this minute, she’d take her breast out of your mouth.” Or as the 
narrator of “Bezoar” observes about her mania: “When one has 
allowed oneself to be controlled for so long by actions one does 
not recognize as one’s own...when one has loosened the sphinc-
ter of one’s willpower...one knows even less if one’s actions 
could be considered ‘irresponsible.’ ”

Some readers will love Nettel’s penetrating gaze while 
others may wish it were aimed at subjects less scatological.
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A love letter to the power of books and friendship.
the giver of stars
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THE PURSUIT
Oates, Joyce Carol
Mysterious Press (244 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8021-4791-2  

A young woman is haunted by a past 
she doesn’t understand in this brief but 
powerful story of domestic violence.

In her latest novel, Oates (My Life as a 
Rat, 2019, etc.) is in full domestic gothic 
mode. Like any bride, Abby Hayman is 

hopeful that she’s stepping into a new and happy life. But she 
has more reason than most to long for transformation. Her par-
ents disappeared when she was 5 years old. After a haphazard 
upbringing, at 20 she’s pulling her life together. She’s even put 
behind her the terrifying nightmares of skeletons hidden in tall 
grass that tormented her childhood—or so she thinks. Those 
visions return with a vengeance just before she marries Willem 
Zengler, a devoutly Christian pre-med student. The day after 
their wedding, she gets off a bus, then steps in front of it. Was 
it an accident or a suicide attempt? She’s so seriously injured 
she can’t answer the question, spending nine days in a coma and 
still feeling confused when she awakes. When Willem says, “We 
need to get to that moment, Abby. When you can tell me what 
you see,” he might be talking about the accident—or about 
her screaming nightmares. The first part of the book focuses 
on Abby and her shadowy memories. It intensifies as Oates 
switches to the points of view of Abby’s parents. Her mother 
married young and raised her baby alone while her husband was 
serving in the military in Iraq. When he returns, his wife hardly 
knows him: In the Army “he’d cultivated a cruel use of seem-
ingly ordinary speech, given a mock-Southern inflection. Like a 
butter knife honed razor-sharp.” That cruelty will quickly esca-
late into PTSD–fueled madness. The book is so submerged in 
the nightmares that intrude on Abby’s life that it’s a little shock-
ing to be reminded, by such prosaic items as iPhones and MRIs, 
that the story takes place in the present, in the real world.

A compelling domestic horror story reaches into a 
young woman’s nightmares of her childhood in search of 
what’s real.

BEFORE THE DEVIL FELL
Olson, Neil
Hanover Square Press (320 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-335-21755-4  

A college professor returns to his 
hometown and confronts figurative and 
literal demons from his childhood in this 
modern-day ghost story.

The novel opens as Will Conner 
attends a faculty-student mixer in Man-

hattan and talks with his teaching assistant, Beth, about the 
return of some disturbing dreams he’s been having. The dreams 

contain flashbacks to a confusing night from his youth when his 
mother hosted a “spirit circle” in their home. Beth tries, unsuc-
cessfully, to help Will understand the dreams. As Will walks 
home after the event, he receives a visit from an unearthly being, 
a demon or spirit, perhaps a hallucination, he’s not sure. He hur-
ries the rest of the way to his apartment, where he is greeted 
by a ringing telephone and the news that his mother is in the 
hospital, unconscious. Will returns to his small New England 
hometown to care for his mother, who suffered a head injury. 
During his visit, he reconnects with a long list of characters 
from his childhood and tries to determine what happened on 
that fateful night from his youth that continues to haunt his 
dreams. Will begins to detect secrets about the people he grew 
up with and how those secrets may have impacted his own 
life. Yet, every time he moves closer to discovering the central 
mystery, another obstacle materializes to thwart his efforts and 
make him question his path. Written in a fast-paced, colloquial 
prose, the text will pull readers in right from the start. Drawing 
on New England’s historical connection to witchcraft and mob 
hysteria, the author brings to life contemporary covens and 
small-town reactions to the unexplainable. Despite the novel’s 
heavy emphasis on flashbacks and retelling of family folklore, 
which can feel overly convoluted, the author creates nuanced 
and realistic interpersonal relationships that lend much-needed 
grounding to this darkly supernatural story. Equal parts engag-
ing and creepy, this twisty tale deftly examines how secrets and 
regret can continue to reverberate through generations.

A suspenseful story that examines how families haunt 
each other in life and death; possibly too creepy for late-
night reading.

THE PROFESSOR OF 
IMMORTALITY
Pollack, Eileen
Delphinium (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-883285-82-1

Adrift in her personal life and career, 
a professor of future studies discovers 
that an ex-student might be a home-
grown terrorist—and that she too might 
have skin in the game.

In 1996, the FBI ended one of the longest manhunts in its 
history by arresting Theodore Kaczynski, a Harvard-educated 
math genius, who railed against the ill effects of technology and 
systematically mailed bombs to select targets across the United 
States to underscore his point. More than two decades on, the 
drumbeat about the perceived dark side of technology has only 
become louder. It makes sense then that Pollack (The Bible of 
Dirty Jokes, 2018, etc.) uses the Unabomber as the scaffolding for 
this novel, which unfolds primarily through the lens of Maxine 
Sayers, Director of the Institute of Future Studies at the Univer-
sity of Michigan. Max has lost her husband (and fellow profes-
sor), Sam, who has been dead for eight years, and her engineer 
son, Zach, who once worked for a Silicon Valley startup and has 
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gone off the grid and cut off contact with Mom. What’s worse, 
funding for the institute that Maxine Kickstarted is drying up. 
Against this backdrop, she reads a “Technobomber’s” manifesto 
and worries that the author sounds like one of her former stu-
dents. As Max unravels the various layers, she and her family 
get sucked into the maelstrom created by the Technobomber’s 
sensationalism. Maxine too is ambivalent about technology, 
and the plot sags under the weight of her frequent expositions: 

“If intelligence meant an awareness of one’s self, how could 
a machine become aware? Of what? That it had no self to be 
aware of?” Stilted similes—“The eighteen-year-olds who make 
up the majority of Ann Arbor’s population are like stem cells: 
put any two in a petri dish, squirt on nutrient solution, and each 
will take on the characteristics of the other”—don’t help the 
cause, either. The straitjacketed characters miss emerging into 
their true selves. Perhaps the narrative would have been better 
served as a short story than a full-fledged novel.

An earnest if overzealous examination of the side 
effects of technology on humanity.

TUESDAY MOONEY 
TALKS TO GHOSTS 
Racculia, Kate
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-358-02393-7  

A motley crew of Bostonians seeks 
an eccentric millionaire’s fortune in an 
epic, citywide treasure hunt that kicks 
off after his untimely death.

Tuesday Mooney is the best pros-
pect researcher on Boston General Hospital’s fundraising team, 
a “bizarro know-it-all tall girl” with the aura of a grown-up 
Wednesday Addams. Despite her reputation as a formidable, 
reclusive “woman in black,” Tuesday nurtures a few friendships, 
albeit at arm’s length. There’s Dex Howard, a karaoke-obsessed 
financier perpetually unlucky in love; Tuesday’s neighbor Dorry 
Bones, a motherless Somerville teen in desperate need of a role 
model; and Abby Hobbes, a Ouija board–wielding classmate 
who disappeared during Tuesday’s teenage years—and who just 
so happens to be haunting her in adulthood. When cape-wear-
ing Poe fanatic Vincent Pryce keels over at a hospital charity 
auction midbid, Tuesday uses all the skills—and hospital data-
bases—at her disposal to win a portion of Pryce’s incredible for-
tune. But will Tuesday’s past, and her poor judgment, catch up 
with her before she can win? And will her partnership with the 
strange but charming tycoon Nathaniel Arches sink or buoy her 
chances of success? Racculia (Bellweather Rhapsody, 2014, etc.) 
returns with a roaring adventure novel that never loses sight of 
adulthood’s woes: Characters lament their school loan balances 
and worry about selling out in their careers, struggle with inti-
macy, and occasionally stew in self-loathing. Even as the whim-
sical treasure hunt picks up its pace on Boston Common and 
in the tunnels of the T, Racculia ensures that real livelihoods—
and lives—are at stake. The result is thrilling, romantic, and 

charming as all get out, a love letter to former witchy girls and 
compulsive dreamers that will make readers reassess what—and 
who—they value.

Spooky, witty, and observant, Racculia’s novel of 
friendship and bigger-than-life aspirations is a treasure.

THE GIRL AT THE DOOR
Raimo, Veronica
Trans. by Luczkiw, Stash
Black Cat/Grove (240 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-8021-4734-9  

In an intentional utopian community 
on an island, a couple deals with the con-
sequences of a sexual accusation.

“Having an affair with a student is 
never a good idea,” ruminates the char-

acter known only as Him in Italian author Raimo’s first novel to 
be published in the U.S. But, he continues, “it was statistically 
almost impossible not to.” This professor’s pregnant live-in girl-
friend, known as Her, has been visited by a girl carrying a let-
ter addressed to the man they have in common. It is an official 
accusation of repeated rape and sexual violence occurring two 
years ago, resulting in “TRAUMA no. 215.” The girl explains 
that she didn’t realize she was being abused at the time. The 
novel’s mockery of this situation is embedded in a larger sendup 
of politically correct culture and values, concentrated in an 
imaginary island called Miden. Created after “the Crash” in the 
unnamed home country of the protagonists (hint: they eat tira-
misu and spaghetti), “the Crash had brought whole countries 
to their knees, whereas Miden emerged from the deep waters 
with the splendor of a Venus.” Miden is organized by Commis-
sions, in which everyone must participate; both protagonists 
belong to Organic Pesticides. Diminutives and pet names have 
been outlawed to prevent women “from being harangued in 
an untoward or debasing way,” and since dressing in layers is 
required by law, most women wear “handmade raw wool sweat-
ers in Miden colors.” When some audacious students print 
up white T-shirts with the slogan “WE’RE ALL PERPETRA-
TORS,” these are soon joined by “WE ARE ALL TREES,” “WE 
ARE ALL OBLIQUE,” and “WE ARE ALL CHAIRS.” As the 
professor’s friends and associates submit questionnaires to be 
used at his trial, the couple suffers under the strain. A flowered 
orange poncho given her by a chromotherapist friend doesn’t 
help the pregnant woman, whose insomnia has become “almost 
ideological.” The verdict looms.

An unusual, witty, provocatively anti-doctrinaire fable.
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Spooky, witty, and observant, Racculia’s novel of friendship 
and bigger-than-life aspirations is a treasure.

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

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

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

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

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

THE DARWIN STRAIN
Schutt, Bill and Finch, J.R.
Morrow/HarperCollins (432 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-283547-5  

Man versus squid in a post–World 
War 2 mashup.

Cryptozoologist R.J. MacCready has 
seen that red gunk before (in The Himala-
yan Codex, 2017), and he knows something 
about its properties: It can accelerate evo-

lution, support health and recovery, and possibly even increase 
intelligence. Finding it in the caldera lagoon of Santorini in the 
Mediterranean is a little surprising, as it was last seen in the 

Nepalese mountains, but MacCready, Jacques Cousteau of 
scuba fame, and MacCready’s “spooky” partner, Yanni Thorne, 
who can communicate with animals, are definitely the team to 
investigate this new manifestation. But there’s a lot of competi-
tion for the miraculous goop: The Russians have caught a sniff 
of the substance, and Nora Nesbit, a rival researcher with ties 
to Gen. Douglas MacArthur, arrives to steal the thunder if she 
can. But the biggest competition comes from the creatures that 
flourish in the waters there. These are supersmart cephalopods, 
never specifically described as squid or octopus or cuttlefish, 
but eventually the text settles on “kraken,” are able to commu-
nicate and plan coordinated actions, distinguish between good 
and not-so-good groups of people, and defend their territory. 
The red goop may have contributed to their evolutionary suc-
cess, and in a subplot, the prehistory of the Mediterranean basin 
and the development of their culture are intertwined, providing 
a somewhat distracting quasi-scientific rationale for their suc-
cess. While the U.S. factions struggle with each other, and both 
with the Russians, all three must contend with the cephalopods, 
who generally seem the most honorable and likable of the sides. 
Recurring characters MacCready and Yanni are unconvincing, 
and overall the whole enterprise is confusingly plotted and 
carelessly presented. It’s too bad—smart squids, and especially 
octopuses, are rising stars in our appreciation of the natural 
world, and a controlled and affecting narrative featuring cepha-
lopods would be a treat, but this isn’t it.

Murkier than squid ink and not as tasty.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

PIGS
Stoberock, Johanna
Red Hen Press (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-59709-044-5  

Some orphans and a father figure 
live on a distant island, shoveling the 
world’s trash to ravenous pigs that will 
eat anything.

This expressive but bizarre novel 
by Stoberock (City of Ghosts, 2003) is a 

deeply strange take on our quickly developing environmental 
challenges that falls somewhere between The Lord of the Flies, 
The Maze Runner, and every other fantasy novel that pits the 
children of our planet against a dying world. In this case, once 
more, the kids are isolated on a remote island populated by 
adults who are pretty much a-holes. The kids have to feed an 
unending supply of the world’s garbage, delivered by ship, to 
voracious pigs that can literally eat anything, including things 
like glass and toasters. There are only four of them: Luisa, the 
clutz who’s already lost one of her fingers to a hungry pig; Mimi, 
the oldest but maybe not wisest; Andrew, whose narcoleptic fits 
are a big problem; and Natasha, who is just a prelingual toddler 
when the book opens. Things kick off when the kids open a bar-
rel of trash to find another kid, Eddie, inside, and they quickly 
banish him. Why don’t the kids just escape? The water is deadly 
in some mysterious way, although they do find a remote cave to 
hide in from time to time. As a metaphor for climate change and 
humanity’s deepening arc toward self-destruction, the novel 
works fine, but Stoberock’s lyrical prose and lifeless characters 
rob the story of any juice. It doesn’t help that the grown-ups are 
grotesque, not only barbecuing and devouring one of the invalu-
able pigs, but also threatening to kill and eat the kids, encour-
aged by the banished exile, Eddie. If there’s a saving grace, it’s 
the one noble grown-up, Otis, robbed of his wife and son by 
his unplanned exile to the island, whose willingness to sacrifice 
himself is a model of literary nobility.

An artfully written fable has plenty of messaging but its 
storytelling lacks luster.

THE CHESTNUT MAN 
Sveistrup, Søren 
Trans. by Wright, Caroline
Harper/HarperCollins (528 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-289536-3  

In a debut novel by the creator of the 
television show The Killing, a serial killer 
in Copenhagen targets young mothers as 
part of a complex scheme that seems to 
have ties to the apparent murder of gov-

ernment minister Rosa Hartung’s 12-year-old daughter, Kristine, 
a year ago.

The homicidal Chestnut Man, named after the chestnut 
and matchstick dolls he leaves behind, is a grisly operator who 
amputates the hands of the women he abducts while they’re still 
alive. A pair of mismatched investigators are reluctantly on the 
case: Naia Thulin, a local cop who, tired of what she thinks of 
as “tedious” assignments with Major Crimes, eyes a promotion 
to the cybercrime unit, and Mark Hess, a disheveled Europol 
agent on temporary leave from the Hague to serve “penance 
for some blunder or other.” The big complicating factor is the 
absence of proof that Kristine, who disappeared, is dead; when 
her fingerprints turn up on the chestnut dolls, hopes stir that 
she is, in fact, alive. It takes a little time for the novel to set itself 
apart from other such thrillers. What are the chestnut dolls if 
not an imitation of the diabolical snowmen in Jo Nesbø’s The 
Snowman? But with its densely layered plot, chilling settings, 
and multiple suspects with murderous grudges, Sveistrup’s epic 
rises above any such comparisons. This is a page-turner that will 
make you hesitate before turning the page, so unnerving is the 
violence. One of the best and scariest crime novels of the year, it 
adds to its rewards by promising us at least one sequel.

A tantalizing, un-put-down-able novel by an instant 
master of the form.

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

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

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

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

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

THREE-FIFTHS
Vercher, John
Polis Books (240 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-947993-67-9  

A savage hate crime impels a young 
man toward a deeper reckoning with his 
biracial identity.

Vercher’s debut novel is a blunt-
edged thriller in which several disquiet-
ing revelations are set in motion on a 

snowy night in Pittsburgh circa 1995 when Bobby Saraceno, a 
22-year-old restaurant worker, is pleasantly surprised to reunite 
with Aaron, his best friend from school days, who has just been 
paroled after a three-year prison stretch. Bobby notices his 
one-time fellow comic-book nerd has come out of stir bearing a 

“Hulked-out” physique along with a deep facial scar. Soon Bobby 
notices something else Aaron’s carrying: tattoos with lightning 
bolts and an Iron Eagle. They encounter a young black man at a 
fast-food diner who recognizes those tattoos as white suprema-
cist insignia. He harangues them both toward the parking lot, 
where Aaron sets upon the black youth and repeatedly pounds 
his head with a brick. “Some animals need to be put down,” 
Aaron says to a stunned Bobby as they drive away from his vic-
tim before police arrive. Bobby decides out of loyalty that he’s 
going to protect himself and his friend from arrest even though 
Bobby’s carrying a secret that neither Aaron nor anyone else in 
his life knows: That he is the son of a black man he’s never met 
who had an affair with his white mother, a hot mess named Isa-
bel who has trouble staying on the wagon. Not only has Bobby 
been “passing” for white, but even after finding out about his 
racial origins at age 11, he’s also been carrying some of the same 
bigoted opinions toward minorities as his maternal grandfather. 

Matters are complicated when Isabel decides in the midst of 
this turmoil to introduce Bobby to his father, who it turns out 
isn’t dead (as Bobby had believed) but alive and well and work-
ing as an emergency room doctor at a local hospital. 

A sad, swift tale bearing rueful observations about 
color and class as urgent now as 24 years ago.

SHE WAS LIKE THAT
New and Selected Stories
Walbert, Kate
Scribner (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4767-9942-1  

“Urban/suburban women” experience 
the extremes of mother love—and its 
cost—in Walbert’s (His Favorites, 2018, 
etc.) volume of new and selected stories.

The opening story, “M&M World,” 
sets the tone as a divorced New Yorker is seized with anxiety 
when she momentarily can’t find one of her daughters on an out-
ing to Times Square. For Walbert’s financially secure but emo-
tionally shaky white women, maternal love is both overpowering 
and deeply stressful. Friendship is at best a temporary salve for 
women socializing uneasily, if tipsily, during their daughters’ 
get-together in “Playdate.” Several stories look back to earlier 
times, when women were only beginning to explore the possi-
bility of mutual support: In “The Blue Hour,” narrator Marion 
(who may or may not be the dead mother Marion mourned by 
a daughter in “Paris, 1994”) recalls her brief but intense friend-
ship as a young mother in Rochester with a woman who couldn’t 
fit into the staid norms of the time and later committed suicide; 
in “Conversation,” ladies from “the faster set” in a Vietnam 
War–era suburban development attempt a “rap session” while 
the hostess’s black maid serves drinks until eventually joining in. 

“To Do,” about a teenage girl covering for her mother’s alcohol-
ism—most of the women in these stories drink—is told from 
the point of view of the resentful grown daughter. But most of 
Walbert’s mothers, even the drinkers, cherish their children, 
especially when the child has special needs (“A Mother Is Some-
one Who Tells Jokes”), is emotionally damaged (“Esperanza”), 
or even dead (“Do Something”). “Radical Feminists” is the only 
story prominently featuring a man. The protagonist runs into 
her former boss, who once made her choose between a bur-
geoning career and motherhood. She adores her sons but still 
harbors vengeance fantasies toward her ex-boss. Oddly, the title 
story concerns the volume’s one successful professional, a wid-
owed professor long past mothering. Reminiscent of Cheever’s 

“The Swimmer,” she escapes routine life by driving rainy streets, 
giving rides to strangers with whom she shares her stories.

Tales of spare, unflinching beauty show how love and 
loneliness can occupy a heart together.
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THE HANKY OF 
PIPPIN’S DAUGHTER
Waldrop, Rosmarie
Dorothy (240 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-948980-01-2  

A reissue of a 1986 novel by Wal-
drop—an acclaimed experimental poet 
who was born in Germany in 1935 before 

immigrating to the U.S. in the ’50s—which carefully braids a 
family’s decline with the rise of Nazi Germany.

Lucy, the narrator of this haunting, distinctive novel, is writ-
ing to her sister—or perhaps half sister—Andrea with family his-
tory much on her mind. Their mother, Frederika, married Josef, 
a teacher and World War I veteran, in Germany in 1926, but 
within months she was pursuing an affair with Franz, leaving the 
identity of the younger girl’s father uncertain. Beyond complicat-
ing the family tree, the infidelity has messed with everybody’s 
psyches, or at least that’s Lucy’s assertion. Andrea retreated into 
a convent; her twin sister, Doria, escaped to start her own family, 
and Lucy feels she’s inherited mom’s penchant for affairs. Lucy 
is trying to pinpoint the root of this dysfunction: The novel’s 
convoluted title refers to a dropped handkerchief that landed in 
Kitzingen, her family’s hometown, a symbol of the impact of a 
single arbitrary event. The sense of arbitrariness and dysfunction 
is mirrored in Lucy’s recollection of German history. If Frederika 
had put her foot down more about listening to Wagner, might 
things have been different? Did the fact that Franz is a Jew further 
stoke Josef ’s enchantment with Nazism? “Can I possibly isolate 
any one particular event as the cause of other particular events?” 
she writes. “Construct a different family myth out of one little 
sentence?” Lucy presents a cool intellectual facade, but the novel 
is littered with spikes that suggest an inner fury—most clearly 
in the all-caps section headings: “AM I TAKING MOTHER’S 
SIDE?”; “LATER, YOU GO INTO CONVULSIONS”; “DO 
YOU NEED ME TO REMIND YOU THAT THE NAZIS 
GAINED VOTES?” As the political betrayals in Josef ’s world 
intensify, she creates a crushing sense of Lucy’s feeling burdened 
by family and country alike.

An unconventional but effective take on the legacy of 
Nazism.

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

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

There is probably no novel written in 
English with a more well-known origin 
story than Frankenstein. The scene of that 

work’s conception—Lake Geneva, 1816—is where Winterson 

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

Beguiling, disturbing, and full of wonders.

THE YEARS AFTER YOU
Woolf, Emma
Amberjack Publishing (256 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-948705-356  

A young woman has an affair with an 
older married man in this novel by Woolf 
(The Ministry of Thin, 2014, etc.).

Lily, an employee at Higher Educa-
tion Press, is in love with her boss, Harry, 
who is 20 years older than she is. Harry’s 

wife, Pippa, a middle-aged stay-at-home mother of the couple’s 
two boys, writes in her anonymous blog that she suspects her 
husband has been unfaithful and she has evidence. Harry is 
unhappy with Pippa and obsessed with Lily. When Pippa con-
fronts Harry and Lily’s ex-boyfriend David reappears in her life, 
Harry jumps off a cliff and dies. Lily then discovers she’s preg-
nant with Harry’s child. Twenty-five years earlier, Lily’s father, 
Claude, abandoned Lily’s mother, Celia, along with Lily and 
her three siblings, Cassie, Olivia, and James. After Lily’s daugh-
ter, Stella, is born, Lily meets Claude, his second wife, Marie, 
and her two sons from a previous marriage, Vincent and Julien. 
Claude and Marie are both college professors at UC Berkeley 
in San Francisco and spend their summers in France. Along 
with the passive characters and slow pace, clunky writing and 
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a jarring midpoint shift in tone from disturbing to milquetoast 
sink this uninspiring story. In the end, all hurts and transgres-
sions are forgiven, Harry is mostly forgotten, and Lily embarks 
on her new perfect life.

A depressed man’s convenient suicide results in hap-
pily-ever-after for everyone else.

m y s t e r y

BEYOND A 
REASONABLE STOUT 
Alexander, Ellie
Minotaur (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-250-20575-9  

An entire Washington town is threat-
ened by a feud over alcohol.

Leavenworth lives and dies by beer. 
It’s tricked out to look like a Bavarian 
village, with shops that sell all things 

German and restaurants and breweries that draw in year-round 
crowds. Sloan Krause, who’s on the verge of divorcing her 
cheating husband, Mac Krause, adores his parents, Otto and 
Ursula, who made her feel welcome after she’d spent much of 
her life living in foster homes. Sloan has a share in the family 
business, Der Keller, but is working for Garrett Strong, whose 
nanobrewery, Nitro, is anything but retro. The businesspeople 
are up in arms over an upcoming election for city council, as 
current member Kristopher Cooper has suddenly decided that 
Leavenworth should go dry. After a raucous meeting at Der 
Keller punctuated by personal attacks, Cooper is found stabbed 
in the office of April Albin, the self-proclaimed ambassador for 
the town whose repertory includes kitschy German outfits and 
a fake accent. April is arrested by Police Chief Meyers, who’s 
worked with Sloan before and trusts her sleuthing abilities (The 
Pint of No Return, 2018, etc.). April begs for Sloan’s help. Even 
though she’s truly annoying, Sloan doesn’t believe she’s a killer. 
The problem is that there are endless suspects who hated Coo-
per for a plan that would ruin every business in town. As Sloan 
goes about her business, she picks up tidbits that might help 
solve the crime. She works with Garrett on concocting new 
brews for the winter holidays and refurbishing rooms above the 
brewery for a planned B&B. But she’s distracted by hints from 
Sally, her former social worker, that there are mysterious and 
possibly dangerous circumstances surrounding her birthpar-
ents. Although Sloan’s talents help solve Cooper’s murder, her 
past hints at future problems.

Appealing characters, a brewing primer, and myriad 
suspects combine in a sprightly adventure.

THE BOOKS OF THE DEAD
Bernhard, Emilia
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-64385-157-0  

A charming expat and her Parisian 
chum help the police solve a string of 
murders in the Bibliotheque Nationale.

Who would murder a librarian and 
stuff his body into a stall in a nonde-
script bistro in the not terribly swank 

13th Arrondisement? Capitaine Denis Boussicault can’t figure it 
out, so he agrees to let amateur sleuth Rachel Levis go under-
cover as a temporary replacement for Guy Laurent, the victim, 
who worked in the Bibliotheque Nationale’s reading room. He 
has ample reason to think Rachel is up to the task: Her can-
dor and charm encourage people to confide in her, she demon-
strated a knack for detection in the murder of her former lover 
Edgar Bowen (Death in Paris, 2018), and, most important, she 
was the one who discovered Laurent’s body in the toilettes at 
Chez Poule, where she had gone to investigate whether the 
condom machines in French men’s rooms are the same as in 
women’s rooms. Rachel unearths plenty of dirt on Laurent, 
who tormented his co-workers, annoyed patrons, and seems 
to have had an interesting side hustle in blackmail. As Rachel 
helps interview the eccentric library staff and the even nutsier 
patrons, more corpses appear. The interplay between Boussi-
cault and Rachel, who may overestimate the power conferred by 
her status as police consultant and its effect on her relationship 
with Magda Stevens, the crime-fighting partner who helped her 
crack the Bowen case, drive the narrative as much as the puzzle.

A worthy encore to Bernhard’s Death in Paris series 
debut.

MRS. JEFFRIES AND THE 
ALMS OF THE ANGEL 
Brightwell, Emily
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-451-49224-1  

Christmas is nigh, and there’s a mur-
der to solve.

Inspector Nivens may have ambitions 
far beyond his local posting, but he’s so 
hapless as a detective that it’s no surprise 

when he loses a sensitive case involving the murder of well-to-do 
Margaret Starling in her yard to Inspector Gerald Witherspoon 
of the Metropolitan Police. Witherspoon, whose record is stel-
lar, is independently wealthy, good-natured, and unaware that 
for years his staff and friends, especially his clever housekeeper, 
Mrs. Jeffries, have fed him the clues that have been indispens-
able in closing his murder cases (Mrs. Jeffries Delivers the Goods, 
2019, etc.). Determined to solve the puzzle of Margaret’s murder 
before Christmas, Witherspoon’s staff scatter throughout the 
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neighborhood of the Starling residence, each of them search-
ing for clues using their questioning methods tailored to every 
social stratum of Victorian London, from the housemaid to the 
well-heeled neighbors. Margaret’s recent odd behavior seems to 
have something to do with the Angel Alms Society of Fulham 
and Putney, where she was a generous donor who served on the 
advisory board. She was also suing Mrs. Huxton, her next-door 
neighbor, whom she accused of trying to ruin her reputation. 
Alibis are tested and possible enemies questioned. The suspects 
range from that neighbor to Margaret’s deceased niece’s husband 
to the vicar of St. Andrew’s Church, all of whom have reason to 
be angry with her. Mrs. Jeffries struggles to get on the right track 
as other members of the amateur detective group pass informa-
tion to Witherspoon’s constable, who’s in on their scheme. It all 
comes down to love or money.

Not exactly groundbreaking, but fans will enjoy this 
cozy Christmas addition to a long-running series.

MUMBO GUMBO MURDER 
Childs, Laura
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-451-48957-9  

Two hard-partying New Orleans 
businesswomen dive into another mur-
der investigation.

Carmela Bertrand is the savvy owner 
of Memory Mine Scrapbooking Shop. 
Her bestie, Ava Gruiex, owns Juju Voo-

doo. Though she’s engaged to Detective Edgar Babcock, Car-
mela still loves to party with Ava, who’s dated hundreds of men 
without finding a single keeper. While picking up drinks at a 
street fair booth, they’re rocked by a crash from the smashed 
window of an antiques store owned by Carmela’s pal Devon 
Dowling. Fighting her way inside, Carmela finds Devon in a 
pool of blood. She’s soon followed by Babcock and T.J., Dev-
on’s assistant. Realizing that Devon’s terrorized pug is the only 
witness to the crime, Carmela takes Mimi home with her. Of 
course, Carmela and Ava (Glitter Bomb, 2018, etc.) can’t resist the 
urge to sleuth while dealing with the usual personal problems. 
To Babcock’s horror, a former boyfriend of Carmela’s opens 
a shop right next to hers and solicits her as a possible partner. 
Devon’s landlord presses to convert the building into condos; 
Devon’s brother just wants to sell out and move on. When Car-
mela convinces T.J. to open Devon’s safe in search of diamonds, 
jewelry, and a snippet of cloth reputed to be from the coat Abra-
ham Lincoln was wearing when he was assassinated, they find it 
empty. Devon may have amassed a long list of enemies, begin-
ning with a wealthy collector who was angry over a painting 
authentication. But that doesn’t discourage Carmela and Ava as 
they saunter through a series of highflying parties, luncheons, 
and dinners trolling for gossip. Their adventures include high-
speed car chases, another murder, and a climactic surprise.

The Big Easy is the real star of this lighthearted gastro-
phile’s delight.

MURDER AT WHITBY ABBEY
Clark, Cassandra
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8953-9  

A penance designated for Hildegard 
of Meaux Abbey brings her into great 
danger.

England in 1389 is no safe place for 
anyone, as the great lords fight among 
themselves over the power rightly 

belonging to the young Richard II. But it’s even less safe for Hil-
degard when Abbot Hubert de Courcy, disturbed by her sexual 
escapade with Sir Ulf of Langbar (Murder at Meaux, 2018, etc.), 
commands her to go soon after Christmas to Whitby Abbey 
to try to obtain a holy relic for Meaux. Accompanying her are 
Brother Luke, a young and innocent monk, and her old friends, 
the fighting monks Gregory and Egbert. The massive Whitby is 
home to the dour Benedictines, who are willing to assuage their 
poverty by selling a lock of hair from Abbess Hild of Whitby. 
Upon her arrival, Hildegard finds herself in a bidding war with 
both wealthy religious houses and wealthy lords. Abbot Rich-
mond himself is noncommittal; the place seems to be run by his 
bursar, Peter Hertilpole, a supercilious type locked in a battle 
with the poor fisherfolk of the town over payments to the abbey 
they can’t afford. Hildegard suspects that the relic is actually 
horsehair, but, loathe to return empty-handed, she and her 
friends wait for the bidding to proceed. When Brother Aelwyn 
is found dead in the apple storeroom, Hildegard is first puzzled, 
then alarmed by the realization that he was murdered even 
though the monks have chosen to ignore the crime. Another 
death that follows is also claimed to be accidental, but Hilde-
gard and her friends, acutely aware of the dangerous currents 
swirling among the monks and the townsfolk, continue to hunt 
for answers and justice for the dead.

One of the heroine’s most perilous and exciting adven-
tures features misogyny in every ugly form.

FUDGE BITES
Coco, Nancy
Kensington Publishing Corporation
(320 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-4967-1608-8  

Off-season for Mackinac Island tour-
ists is not off-season for murder.

Though many residents flee to 
warmer climes and plane service can be 
sparse, Allie McMurphy, who’s proud to 
have taken over her grandparents’ hotel 

and fudge shop, is looking forward to her first winter on the 
island. In fact, she plans some major renovations while busi-
ness is slow. Of the two eligible men courting her, wealthy 
Trent Jessop wants her to move to Chicago for the winter, 

Two hard-partying New Orleans businesswomen dive 
into another murder investigation.

mumbo gumbo murder
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and police officer Rex Manning worries about her penchant 
for finding bodies (Forever Fudge, 2018, etc.). Allie’s already 
in costume for the Zombie Walk when her friend Liz McEl-
roy, a reporter, suggests that she costume Mal, the Bichon 
poo puppy who’s nosed out several corpses. But this time it’s 
Mella, a stray cat she’s adopted, who leads them to a body in a 
back alley. When the victim is identified as Maggs Vanderbilt’s 
son, Anthony, Maggs begs Allie to find the killer even though 
Rex Manning is on the job. Supervising the renovation, keep-
ing up with fudge orders, and looking for a killer keeps Allie 
busy. Things get even more hectic when she brings fudge to 
the senior center where someone’s left a suspicious wooden 
box outside. Fearful, Allie calls for an evacuation, and every-
one escapes with only minor injuries when the building blows 
up. Anthony seemed to have no enemies, but he did have a 
near look-alike on the Zombie Walk, so maybe his murder was 
a case of mistaken identity. When Mella vanishes, Allie redou-
bles her efforts to solve the thorny problem.

An easy romantic read complete with fudge recipes that 
make it even sweeter.

A BITTER FEAST
Crombie, Deborah
Morrow/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-06-227166-2  

A fatal accident that tangles the 
fates of three ill-assorted people when 
two cars crash into each other outside 
a Gloucester village raises urgent ques-
tions about the living.

Hours after being ejected from the 
Lamb, Viv Holland’s pub in Lower Slaughter, her former boss 
Fergus O’Reilly, who’s turned up without warning and pressed 
her to take a new job 12 years after she quit his Michelin-rated 
Chelsea restaurant, is found dead after a collision outside the 
village. Nor is he the only victim: Nell Greene, the Lamb patron 
who’d picked up Fergus when she saw him walking uncertainly 
along the road to drive him to the hospital, has also died at the 
scene. And there’s evidence that Fergus was fatally poisoned 
even before the crash. The Met’s Detective Superintendent 
Duncan Kincaid and his wife, DI Gemma James, are on hand 
to investigate because they’ve accepted an invitation to stay at 
Beck House, the home of DS Melody Talbot’s wealthy parents, 
Sir Ivan and Lady Adelaide Talbot, for whom Viv has agreed 
to cater an elaborate charity luncheon. But Kincaid, who was 
driving the car Nell struck and survived the collision only to see 
Nell die as he looked on helplessly, isn’t himself either physi-
cally or mentally, and the solution seems a long way off. There’ll 
be another murder, a series of increasingly revealing flashbacks 
to Viv’s stint at O’Reilly’s 12 years ago, and endless updates on 
the sexual histories of the suspects with the victims, each other, 
and the police. Through it all, Kincaid and Gemma (Garden of 
Lamentations, 2017, etc.) keep stiff upper lips even when the dark 
revelations reach into Beck House.

Leisurely, conscientiously plotted, smoothly written, 
and more surprising in its details than its larger arc.

BLOOD IN THE WATER
Flynn, Jack 
Minotaur (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-250-09017-1  

During a frigid Boston winter, the 
two-fisted man who controls the docks 
finds himself in the middle of a vendetta 
between an international crime boss 
and an unstoppable Homeland Security 
agent.

Having captured international crime boss Vincente Carpio 
for the second time, FBI Special Agent Kit Steele works hard 
to convince the prisoner’s new “SuperMax” keepers that there’s 
a high risk of escape. It’s early January, and frigid winter com-
plicates everyone’s plans. As Carpio plots another escape, his 
older brother, Javier, who shares control of their gang, MS-13, 
plans a big waterfront operation. Standing in the way is Cor-
mack O’Connell, who controls the docks. He needs to be on 
his best game but is thrown for a loop by the news that his wild 
teenage daughter, Diamond, is pregnant. Javier wastes little 
time in making a move on Cormack; one of his thugs sets fire 
to Mariner’s Tavern, O’Connell’s informal headquarters, killing 
loyal bartender Cookie Landrigan. Because it’s also reported 
that O’Connell has been killed, Kit goes to Mass General to 
get a look at the body. She finds O’Connell very much alive and 
hot for revenge. Short-tempered Boston detective Paley inves-
tigates the Mariner’s fire and murder while O’Connell distances 
himself from two of his lieutenants who may be working with 
Javier. An elaborate cat-and-mouse game plays out among these 
characters, with fatal results.

Flynn’s debut, adroitly juggling the conventions of 
crime fiction, unfolds with great pace but little narrative 
finesse.

THE SPOTTED DOG  
Greenwood, Kerry
Poisoned Pen (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4642-1117-1  

A missing dog, a series of break-ins, 
and several dangerous gangs provide 
a jam-packed agenda for Melbourne 
baker/sleuth Corinna Chapman and 
Daniel Cohen, her tall, dark, handsome, 
and dangerous Israeli lover.

The delightfully laid-back Corinna (Cooking the Books, 2012, 
etc.) and her talented apprentice, reformed junkie Jason, are up 
early baking for her shop, Earthly Delights, when retired Sgt. 
Alastair Sinclair arrives and swiftly collapses, but not before 

Sterling prose and captivating characters 
enhance a topical mystery.

the spotted dog
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showing Corinna a note from her friend Sister Mary saying 
that Daniel will be able to help him. Sinclair is haunted and 
exhausted by the loss of Geordie, the sniffing dog companion 
who served with him in Afghanistan. Unable to fathom a reason 
for his having been attacked and Geordie stolen, he’s come to 
Daniel for help while Sister Mary has people out on the streets 
searching. Daniel uses all his connections as a Mossad agent in 
search of Geordie and the reason for his dognapping. Mean-
while, the peace of Insula—Corinna’s unusual apartment house, 
where mostly charming tenants enjoy spending time sharing 
food and drink in the magnificent roof garden—is disturbed 
when the panic alarm goes off in the apartment of professor 
Monk, a biblical scholar whose neighbors arrive to help guard 
a captured thief until the police arrive. The putative thief is a 
young man, a Catholic religious fanatic looking for something 
he thinks Monk possesses that belongs to the church. When 
a ninjalike figure breaks into Corinna’s home, she furiously 
attacks him with her umbrella before he manages to knock her 
out. It’s possible that one of the rival gangs may have dognapped 
Geordie for his sniffing abilities, but Corinna and Daniel are 
puzzled by the apparently unrelated break-ins. Their sophisti-
cated and ditzy friends, from witches to spies, are lovingly por-
trayed along with a bounty of food and drink, all sizzling under 
the summer sun.

Sterling prose and captivating characters enhance a 
topical mystery with surprising undertones out of Dan 
Brown.

NAKED FLAMES 
Ison, Graham
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8963-8  

DCI Harry Brock (Deadlock, 2018, 
etc.) investigates the death of a con man.

Much as he hates being torn from 
the arms of his latest lover, luscious, well-
heeled Lydia Maxwell, Brock finds a cer-
tain perverse pleasure in his latest case. 
He and his bagman, DS Dave Poole, are 

sent to investigate a murder at a naturist center. The Pretext 
Club, a punning take on the term “pre-textile,” used by natur-
ists to describe the state in which each human is born, caters to 
adults who prefer to relax and swim in the altogether. But Rob-
ert Sharp, whose naked, charred body was found in his chalet at 
the club after he was shot and set ablaze, seemed to have used 
naturism as a means of finding a more intimate—and lucrative—
form of relaxation. After his demise, the police are besieged by 
a parade of women who had more than enough reason to set 
Sharp ablaze. Their stories are depressingly similar: They all 
met Sharp at one naturist club or another where he charmed 
them into bed, promised them marriage, borrowed tidy sums 
of money from them, and promptly disappeared, leaving most 
of them not only bereft, but pregnant. Brock, who likes his 
women wealthy but not gullible, is nevertheless keen to arrest 

Sharp’s killer. He does need some help, not only from Poole, but 
from Aussie DI Kate Ebdon, whom he relies on to point out 
some of the finer points, like the fact that one of the women 
they interview is eight months pregnant. Patient police work 
solves the case, although readers may still wonder why, in the 
land of National Health, no one seems to use contraception.

An eminently typical Ison procedural, although it may 
make readers queasy about public swimming pools.

THE CANDY CANE CAPER 
Kilpack, Josi S.
Shadow Mountain (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-62972-601-4  

Five years after solving the last 
of a dozen puzzling mysteries, Sadie 
Hoffmiller helps a dying friend find 
peace at her final Christmas.

Since surviving a near-death expe-
rience at her nuptials (Wedding Cake, 

2014), Sadie’s lived happily with her investigator husband, Pete, 
in Fort Collins, Colorado. With Pete away in Phoenix, Sadie 
stresses over Christmas plans that will include the children 
from their blended marriage, all expected for the holiday along 
with a big snowstorm. Even so, she’s not too busy to spend time 
with her dear friend and former neighbor Mary Hallmark, who 
is in a nursing home after being diagnosed with pancreatic can-
cer and is also almost completely blind. Mary has asked Sadie 
to retrieve her ornaments from storage to hang on what she 
knows will be her last tree, one that her great-granddaughter, 
Joy, found for her. Sadie’s arrival with cookies for Mary and the 
staff is quickly followed by that of Mary’s daughter, Ivy, with 
whom she has a rocky relationship. Sadie continues to smooth 
their little quarrels in hopes that they’ll make peace before 
Mary dies. As Sadie helps Mary trim the tree, she’s shocked to 
realize that the ornaments Mary has had since she was a child 
are rare and valuable. Despite her love for them, Mary is leaving 
them to Joy, and she wants the girl to sell them for money to go 
to college. Sadie, a former schoolteacher and private investiga-
tor, has been seeking ways to protect the ornaments from harm, 
and when Joy calls to tell her some of the ornaments are missing, 
Sadie goes into sleuthing mode in order to find them and save 
Mary’s Christmas. The suspects include staff, visitors, Ivy, and 
even Joy’s boyfriend, Frank, who has an arrest record and was in 
Mary’s room the night of the disappearance. In between worry-
ing about one storm and baking up another, Sadie finds time to 
solve the mystery.

The joys of Christmas and family almost overwhelm a 
warmhearted mystery.
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A MERRY MURDER
Kingsbury, Kate
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-9848-0592-8  

An Edwardian murder mystery unfolds 
at the Pennyfoot Hotel.

Apparently no Christmas can pass 
without giving hotel owner Cecily Sin-
clair Baxter yet another murder to solve. 
Her hopes of a jolly holiday are crushed 

along with the skull of an unknown man found in the hotel 
laundry room. PC Northcott, the local constable, is none too 
bright, and Cecily has steered him to the proper conclusion 
more than once before (Mulled Murder, 2013, etc.). When Mazie, 
one of her maids, is threatened with arrest, Cecily realizes that 
she must solve the case as soon as possible if the holiday’s not 
to be ruined for her guests. The only clues are a woman’s scarf 
tied around the corpse’s neck and a note addressed to Percy 
that’s supposedly from Mazie. It seems that Mazie was bribed 
by a man eventually identified as Lord Percival Farthingale to 
get him into the hush-hush card room at the Pennyfoot, a room 
that’s technically illegal now that the former country club has 
become a hotel. Lord Percy had a questionable reputation, and 
not even his widow is surprised or much upset by his untimely 
death. Although Cecily’s husband, Baxter, does not approve of 
her sleuthing, he feels he has to join her to help keep her safe. 
All the while, the Baxters’ faithful servants, downstairs and in 
the stable, are involved in everything from agitating on behalf 
of the suffragist movement to searching for the truth about the 
mysterious auto mechanic who helps in the stables. Nonethe-
less, the Christmas spirit carries on along with Cecily’s search 
for a killer.

Holiday charm doesn’t compensate for a mediocre mys-
tery with too many loose ends.

A FRAGMENT TOO FAR
Lynch, Dudley
ECW Press (352 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-77041-499-0  

An industrious Texas sheriff tackles 
a strange multiple murder with roots in 
weird science and the Roswell crash of 
1947.

Mild-mannered Sheriff Luke 
McWhorter, whose Yale degree in Divin-

ity gives him a relaxed, straightforward narrative voice, marks 
an ignoble milestone when he vomits for the first time in his 
career. The cause is the discovery in an empty house of nine 
corpses already ravaged beyond easy recognition by a swarm of 
buzzards. McWhorter, who’s never met a bit of received wis-
dom he wasn’t eager to share, immediately calls FBI Special 
Agent Angie Steele, who also happens to be his lover. Angie 

and several local detectives start to untangle the case, compli-
cated by the buzzard attacks and, strangely, by the lack of any 
personal identification around the bodies or in the house. An 
equally anonymous 10th body is discovered behind the dwell-
ing, which belongs to a professor Huntgardner, who hasn’t 
been seen lately. Huntgardner’s extensively documented, and 
somewhat outrageous, claims about the legendary UFO crash 
at nearby Roswell raise even more eyebrows than usual in light 
of the multiple murders. McWhorter’s wide-ranging investiga-
tion involves searching for the professor, identifying the bod-
ies, and making a deep dive into recent history with the few 
locals who are old enough to remember. With Angie’s guidance, 
McWhorter unravels the complex case, separating conspiracy 
theories from historical facts and offering numerous sidebar 
anecdotes along the way.

Lynch’s series debut offers a sharp, engaging hero and 
a mystery that amiably simmers without ever quite catch-
ing fire.

THE GARDEN CLUB MURDER 
Meade, Amy Patricia
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8944-7  

Could a fiercely contended gar-
den competition provide a motive for 
murder?

With a surname like hers, it’s no won-
der that Tish Tarragon is a wonderful chef. 
She also has a talent for solving puzzling 

crimes (Cookin’ the Books, 2019). Since she moved to Hobson 
Glen, Virginia, at the behest of her college pals, TV weatherman 
Jules Davis and Mary Jo Okensholt, devoted wife and mother of 
two, her literary-themed cafe has become very successful. Now 
she’s landed the job of catering an extravagant luncheon for the 
Coleton Creek garden club’s annual awards ceremony. The win-
ner the past five years has been Sloane Shackleford, a woman-
izer with the morals of a tomcat who’s hated by almost everyone 
in the 60-plus community. People even suspect he leaves his 
dog, Biscuit, free to roam and damage the neighbors’ gardens. 
Together with Jules, who’ll help by tending bar, Tish visits the 
venue, joins club president Jim Ainsley for a tour of the won-
derfully imaginative gardens, and meets the contestants who’ve 
slaved over them. When the tour arrives at Shackleford’s stun-
ning garden, they discover him bludgeoned with a garden spade. 
The victim’s extensive list of enemies presents a challenge to 
Sheriff Clemson Reade, and Tish claims that she’s not on the 
case. Because her crime-solving reputation has preceded her, 
however, many of the residents share their tales of woe with 
Shackleford. Tish is overwhelmed between prep work for the 
party and soothing Mary Jo and her family when her husband, 
in an apparent midlife crisis, suddenly admits to an affair with 
a much younger woman. But she takes in Biscuit and finds that 
people won’t stop confiding in her. Despite the fierce competi-
tion, she can’t believe that the nice people she’s met would kill 
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over a garden prize. So she slowly builds a case for murder with 
a better motive that she still finds shocking.

Obscure secrets, eccentric characters, and a soupçon of 
romance embellish an appealing mystery.

MR CAMPION’S VISIT
Ripley, Mike
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8897-6  

Forty years after the fact, Albert 
Campion returns to the scene of his very 
first crime.

When the designated Visitor to the 
University of Suffolk Coastal is sud-
denly mired in scandal, the bishop of 

St. Edmondsbury needs a replacement posthaste. Since the 
campus has been built on the site of Black Dudley, the stately 
country house in which Margery Allingham first introduced Mr. 
Campion to the world (The Black Dudley Murder, 1929), the bish-
op’s persuaded to sponsor the ebulliently feckless sleuth, who’s 
now 70. Mr. Campion responds by giving an anodyne speech 
to the freshmen, chatting up everyone who crosses his path for 
three days, and then repairing to Monewdon Hall, the home 
of his wife’s sister and her husband, just in time to get a phone 
call summoning him back to campus. Professor Pascual Perez-
Catalan, a geochemist appointed to head USC’s Earth Sciences 
division, has been stabbed in the back, and Detective Superin-
tendent Appleyard, who doesn’t take kindly to Mr. Campion’s 
interference, figures it’s inevitable anyway and asks him to make 
discreet inquiries. Another round of circulating among the geo-
chemist’s colleagues and students, from Dr. J.K. Szmodics, head 
of Languages and Linguistics, and professor Yorick Thurible, 
head of Arts and Humanities, to Nigel Honeycutt, the men-
tee who openly attacked Pascual’s politics, and Edwina Meade, 
Pascual’s nosy cleaner, soon persuades Mr. Campion that “it’s a 
wonder you haven’t had a murder here long before now.” Was 
the motive for the don’s death the political causes over which 
USC students are demonstrating, the bevy of lovers he’d bed-
ded, or the endless jockeying for those precious appointments 
to use the university’s state-of-the-art 1970 computers? Fans of 
Ripley’s pastiches (Mr Campion’s War, 2018, etc.) will know bet-
ter than to worry their heads about the crime and concentrate 
instead on every nuance of Mr. Campion’s amusingly self-effac-
ing blather, which this time finds its perfect counterpoint in the 
blather of the academics convinced they’re all smarter than him.

The solution is piffle, but that’s appropriate to an out-
ing that’s all piffle—sparkling, sublime piffle.

A HOUSE OF GHOSTS
Ryan, W.C.
Arcade (384 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-948924-71-9  

Ryan, best known as William Ryan 
for his three historical novels about Mos-
cow police captain Alexei Korolev (The 
Twelfth Department, 2013, etc.), goes back 
even further in time for some homefront 
intrigue in 1917 England.

The ostensible reason the Secret Intelligence Service sends 
Capt. Robert Donovan (not his real name) down to Blackwater 
Island, off the Devon coast, is to protect Lord Francis High-
mount and his Austrian-born wife, Lady Elizabeth Highmount, 
during what looks like a fraught weekend party. The SIS doesn’t 
bother to give a reason why Donovan should be joined by Naval 
Intelligence codebreaker Kate Cartwright. The guests providing 
cover for Kate, who’d already turned down an invitation to the 
gathering, include her titled parents and Capt. Rolleston Miller-
White, a plausible scoundrel to whom she was once engaged. 
The most important skill Kate brings to the party is one she’s 
kept secret: She can see spirits. That makes her an ideal person 
to test the claims of Madame Feda and Count Orlov, a pair of 
mediums taken up by Lady Elizabeth, who hopes to get into 
contact with the sons who haven’t returned from the war. Alger-
non Highmount is missing, presumed dead; there’s no doubt at 
all that his brother Reginald, Kate’s late fiance, was killed. Once 
the island is duly isolated from the mainland by bad weather 
and deliberate sabotage, Ryan pulls out all the stops. Blackwater 
Abbey, “built on a graveyard,” features bloodstained staircases, 
secret passages, and all the nooks and crannies needed to keep 
the dozen guests and residents from providing solid alibis to 
each other when one of them is murdered. There’ll be séances, 
unmaskings, things that go bump in the night, voices from 
beyond the grave, and revelations of several different charac-
ters’ unsuspectedly dark connections to the Great War.

Throughout the alarums and excursions, the low-main-
tenance heroine maintains a composure that should serve 
her well in the promised series.

BLOODY GENIUS 
Sandford, John
Putnam (384 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-525-53661-1  

Virgil Flowers’ 12th appearance takes 
him into the homicidal heart of the Uni-
versity of Minnesota.

When a professor’s as brainy and 
wealthy as Barthelemy Quill, a nerve 
specialist who drives a BMW, you have 

to make some allowances for him. That’s presumably why his 
unnamed female companion agrees to let him sneak her into 
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his personal carrel at midnight, hours after the university library 
has closed. But neither of them is prepared to find the dark 
carrel already occupied by another anonymous figure who, far 
from making allowances, reacts to Quill’s sputtering outrage by 
bashing him to death with his state-of-the-art laptop and run-
ning off with the murder weapon. Pressed by Quill’s equally rich 
sister to get faster results than Sgt. Margaret Trane of the Min-
neapolis PD has come up with, the governor gets the Bureau 
of Criminal Apprehension to send Virgil (Holy Ghost, 2018, etc.) 
to help out. Trane doesn’t want his help, but she’s won over by 
his determination to avoid taking the credit for any new leads 
and his success in finding a lead almost immediately: a hair on 
the yoga mat in Quill’s carrel that didn’t come from anybody’s 
head. Spurred on by the discovery, Trane comes up with a 
lead of her own: a hidden recording in which three men, one 
of them probably Quill, discuss a highly questionable medical 
procedure. Now, instead of too few leads, there are too many. 
Was Quill murdered by Ruth McDonald, whose quadriplegic 
husband killed himself after just such a procedure? By Quill’s 
own estranged third wife, in search of a bigger payoff than her 
prenup allowed? By professor Katherine Green, whose Cul-
tural Science approach to medications he’d claimed had given 
fuel to rabid anti-vaxxers? By Boyd Nash, a sociopathic patent 
troll who’s made a specialty of taking credit for other people’s 
discoveries and accepting payoffs to go away quietly? Or by 
another suspect for still another reason Virgil and Trane can’t 
yet imagine?

Steadily absorbing revelations of all manner of mal-
feasance, beautifully handled, even if the final twist is less 
than the best.

SORRY FOR THE DEAD
Upson, Nicola
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-68331-984-9  

Real-life mystery writer Josephine 
Tey’s eighth encounter with fictional 
crime toggles back and forth between 
her brush with murder during her early 
years as a teacher and the time a genera-
tion later when the chickens come home 

to roost.
Hearing about the 1938 London production of Lillian Hell-

man’s The Children’s Hour floods Josephine, whose play The 
Laughing Woman is premiering at Cambridge’s Arts Theater, 
with traumatic memories of the summer of 1915, when rumors 
about the affair between Georgina Hartford-Wroe and Har-
riet Barker, partners in the horticultural school Moira House, 
came to a head with the death of Dorothy Norwood, who, 
like Hellman’s schoolgirl Mary Tilford, had lodged scandalous 
accusations against George and Harry. Although the coroner’s 
court delivered a verdict of death by misadventure, the damage 
was done: The neighbors’ suspicion and hatred of the couple, 
fanned by the assumption that Dorothy was murdered, flared 

out against George and Harry, forcing them to close the school 
overnight and sending them into exile. In 1938, Daily Mirror 
reporter Faith Hope, who as Charity Lomax was attending 
Moira House when the scandal erupted, seeks to resurrect it, 
linking it to Hellman’s well-known play. When she descends on 
Josephine, the author and playwright has the best reason in the 
world to bridle, for on the very day Dorothy Norwood died, she 
consummated her love with fellow teacher Jeanette Sellwood, a 
secret Charity already seems to know even though Josephine 
(Sorry for the Dead, 2019, etc.) has never shared it even with 
her current lover, screenwriter Marta Fox, who helped Alfred 
Hitchcock bring Tey’s 1936 novel, A Shilling for Candles, to the 
screen as Young and Innocent. When will the scandal of Moira 
House finally be laid to rest?

Achingly perceptive about forbidden relationships and 
the unreasoning hatred they can provoke, then as now.

THE BODIES IN THE LIBRARY 
Wingate, Marty
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-9848-0410-5  

A curator of a collection of rare mys-
teries solves a puzzle of her own.

A degree in 19th-century literature 
doesn’t open many doors, Hayley Burke 
discovers, and those that do open sel-
dom lead to treasure troves. So when 

her stint as assistant to the assistant curator of the Jane Aus-
ten Centre in Bath doesn’t quite cover expenses, Hayley thinks 
herself lucky to be offered the position of curator of The First 
Edition Society. Founded by the late Lady Georgiana Fowling as 
a repository for her vast collection of mystery novels, the soci-
ety hasn’t quite decided whether it’s a library, a social club, or 
an educational institution. What it clearly is is Hayley’s home, 
since the job offers both Hayley and the society’s secretary, Gly-
nis Woolgar, apartments in Middlebank House, the spacious 
mansion that houses the late Lady Fowling’s collection. In an 
effort to expand the society’s profile, Hayley also opens Mid-
dlebank House to the weekly meetings of a local writers’ group 
that specializes in mystery fan fiction. But the morning after a 
particularly contentious session pitting writers of Agatha Chris-
tie vampire mashups against creators of Agatha Christie zom-
bie pastiches, the corpse of Tristram Cummins is discovered 
in the library. Now Hayley’s job is on the line, as the tabloids 
move in and the board of directors suddenly finds the society’s 
profile a little too high. Even worse, Charles Henry Dill, Lady 
Fowling’s rapacious nephew, discovers that Hayley hasn’t read 
most of the authors featured in his aunt’s collection. Alarmed, 
Hayley gets down to work, and only a few novels later, Wingate 
(Midsummer Mayhem, 2019, etc.) shows her channeling Miss 
Marple accurately enough to give the police a run for their 
money in unmasking a killer.

Not as tightly clued as a Christie original, this initial 
First Edition entry still gives readers what they came for.
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A LITTLE HATRED
Abercrombie, Joe
Orbit (640 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-316-18716-9  

First entry in a new trilogy set in the 
world of, and as a direct if long-awaited 
sequel to, the First Law trilogy (Last 
Argument of Kings, 2008, etc.).

There’s nothing distinctive about 
the backdrop, being a fantasy-standard 

medieval Europe with magic and a developing industrial revolu-
tion. Nor the plot, which proves elusive and possibly unfathom-
able. The Northmen are invading the Union. (Again. It’s what 
they do.) The Union may or may not be imperiled: Abercrombie 
spurns maps, so it’s never clear which territories are part of it 
or where they lie in relation to one another. What matters are 
the details. Every scene features one or more memorably well-
developed, convincingly lifelike characters. A desperate fugitive 
from pursuing Northmen, Rikke may have the second sight; 
tough hillwoman Isern is determined to help her survive long 
enough to find out. Battling the Northmen is reckless fighter 
Leo dan Brock. His mortal enemy is Stour Nightfall, whose 
father engages surly, insubordinate ex-warrior Jonas Clover to 
teach Stour how not be a total jerk. It’s a thankless task. Savine 
dan Glokta, daughter of the feared chief inquisitor, nurtures a 
ruthless ambition to control large chunks of industry. Disso-
lute philanderer Prince Orso, Savine’s secret lover, experiences 
vague urges to reform and do something useful while his father, 
High King Jezal, shows no interest in the looming conflict. 
Despite summary executions, the Breakers, an angry, Luddite-
like group of dissidents and union organizers, are a growing 
force. Various mages may or may not be meddlesome. Some 
familiar faces return along with assorted offspring. It’s a sprawl-
ing, often jarringly inchoate yarn with what seems like hundreds 
of moving parts, crafted by an author evidently keeping plenty 
of cards up his sleeve, so even fans of the previous trilogy will 
need their wits and memories intact.

Readers susceptible to Abercrombie’s undoubted 
charms will become rapidly immersed.

TO BE TAUGHT, IF FORTUNATE
Chambers, Becky
Hodder & Stoughton (176 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-06-293601-1  

In this novella set in the not-too-dis-
tant future, four astronauts look for life 
in a galaxy that’s light-years from Earth.

Through somaforming, the four can 
alter their own biology to fit each new 
world so as not to alter or interfere with 

the world itself—a key tenet of their voyage. Their blood can 
produce antifreeze, their bodies absorb radiation and convert it 
to nutrition, and their bones can stand up to increases in grav-
ity. The story of their visits to four unique worlds, some filled 
with the wonder of alien life and others filled with the horror 
of it, is told by engineer Ariadne O’Neill, who wrestles with 
the changes to her body and to her knowledge of the universe. 
When she and her crewmates—Elena Queseda-Cruz, Jack Vo, 
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and Chikondi Daka—lose contact with Earth, they must ulti-
mately decide whether to return home to an uncertain fate or 
honor their mission and continue to explore new worlds, even if 
nobody back home is listening…or alive. Chambers (Record of a 
Spaceborn Few, 2018, etc.) writes with the curiosity of a scientist 
laced with the wonder of a child in this compelling exploration 
of home, family, and what makes us human in the midst of all 
that isn’t, but could be.

An extraordinary picture of humanity among the stars.

HOW RORY THORNE 
DESTROYED THE 
MULTIVERSE 
Eason, K. 
Daw Books (416 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-7564-1529-7  

Ten generations after Sleeping Beauty 
was woken by her prince, a new princess is 
born to the (now interplanetary) kingdom 
of Thorne. 

That Rory Thorne is born a girl comes as a great surprise 
to her family, who haven’t seen a firstborn daughter since that 
princess of legend. According to old homeworld tradition, a 
firstborn princess must have a naming ceremony, and the 13 
fairies must be invited to give the baby their magical gifts. The 
tradition is so old everyone assumes the fairy invitations are a 
symbol, a nod to the legend, but then the fairies actually show 
up. Eleven of the fairies give Rory gifts like a talent for harp 
playing and a pretty face: gifts that seem frivolous until you 
consider that women are primarily expected to please other 
people, and a princess who can’t be pleasing will have a rough 
go of it. In that light, the 13th fairy’s gift—that Rory will “find 
no comfort in illusion or platitude, and [will] know truth when 
[she hears] it, no matter how well concealed by flattery, custom, 
or mendacity”—truly is a curse. Luckily, the 12th fairy hadn’t 
yet bestowed her gift when the 13th made her dramatic appear-
ance, and so she grants Rory courage. As Rory grows up among 
scheming politicians, princes who aren’t what they seem, and a 
plot to overthrow the monarchy, she finds herself needing her 
curse and her courage in equal measure. With this book billed 
as the first of a duology, readers will be clamoring for the second 
installment before Chapter 1 is over. Told with just enough edi-
torializing from a Dickensian narrator, this story delights from 
cover to cover. The political intrigue never fails to surprise, each 
character is layered and compelling, and there’s a perfect bal-
ance between science-fiction action and fairy-tale fantasy.

Do not, under any circumstances, miss out on this.

IVORY APPLES
Goldstein, Lisa
Tachyon (288 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-61696-298-2  

An absorbing fantasy about the 
power of art, family secrets—and 
obsession.

Ivy and her sisters have a secret. 
Their Great-Aunt Maeve is actually the 
reclusive author Adela Madden, who 

wrote Ivory Apples, a book that still, many years after publica-
tion, inspires a steady stream of fan mail. And some of those 
fans can be obsessive. That secret only becomes more urgent 
for Ivy when, wandering in the woods at Maeve’s house, she 

Told with just enough editorializing from a Dickensian 
narrator, this story delights from cover to cover.

how rory thorne destroyed the multiverse
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stumbles upon a secret grove full of sprites, one of whom 
steps into her. So when a woman named Kate Burden strikes 
up a friendship with the girls and starts insinuating herself 
into their lives—and talking about how much she loves Ivory 
Apples—Ivy is immediately suspicious. But Kate’s intentions 
are far more sinister than even Ivy suspects, and Piper, the 
sprite living inside her, is too much an agent of chaos to help. 
Soon Ivy and her sisters are plunged into a nightmare, and 
the cost of keeping Maeve’s secret proves to be greater than 
they could have imagined. Goldstein (Weighing Shadows, 2015, 
etc.) has crafted a dark, suspenseful tale in which the power of 
the faery world is appealingly disruptive and dangerous. The 
dreamlike quality of portions of the book sometimes works 
to undercut the impact of genuinely traumatic events, but 
overall the story is gripping and unusual enough to keep the 
reader invested.

This dark, eerie tale about the lengths people will go 
for a taste of magic will keep readers guessing until the end.

THE SINISTER MYSTERY OF 
THE MESMERIZING GIRL 
Goss, Theodora 
Saga/Simon & Schuster (448 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5344-2787-7  

The monstrous ladies of the Athena 
Club have one last adventure in the final 
installment of Goss’ (European Travel for 
the Monstrous Gentlewoman, 2018, etc.) 
trilogy.

Mary Jekyll and the rest of the Athena Club, made up of 
women who’ve been experimented on by famed literary men 
like Drs. Jekyll, Frankenstein, and Moreau, have returned home 
from their European escapades. Ready for a break from adven-
turing, Mary is horrified to discover that both the kitchen maid, 
Alice, and Mary’s friend (and perhaps more than friend) Sher-
lock Holmes have gone missing. The club goes to Sherlock’s 
office in Baker Street to look for clues while alternating chap-
ters from Alice’s point of view reveal her upsetting predicament. 
As it turns out, the woman keeping her captive is actually her 
mother, who is a member of a sinister organization called the 
Order of the Golden Dawn. The two of them share the mesmer-
izing powers of the title, which they gained from, you guessed it, 
dangerous experiments performed by Alice’s grandfather. They 
are able to manipulate what others see, including changing their 
own appearances, which will come in handy for the Golden 
Dawn’s plan to take over England by kidnapping the queen and 
replacing her with Alice’s mother in her mesmerizing disguise. 
As Alice tries to learn all she can about the group’s schemes, her 
friends work just as hard to rescue her. But will they make it 
in time to save the queen as well? The first two books’ prob-
lems are still present here, with too much exposition and largely 
pointless commentary from the characters themselves. But 
the tone is lighter and the prose shows marked improvement, 
making those issues far less noticeable. The villains are more 

compelling, the plot twists land well, and the literary-character 
mashups don’t feel so forced.

An uneven series ends on a high note.

THE LIBRARY OF THE 
UNWRITTEN 
Hackwith, A.J. 
Ace/Berkley (384 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-9848-0637-6  

A librarian in charge of unwritten 
books gets pulled into a dispute between 
heaven and hell in Hackwith’s debut. 

Claire is the librarian of hell’s Unwrit-
ten Wing, meaning she’s in charge of 

books that either haven’t been written yet or, if their author has 
died, will never be written at all. Claire’s soul is human, unlike 
that of her assistant, Brevity, who’s a failed muse. There’s 
nothing an unwritten book wants more than to be written, 
and sometimes a book is able to manifest itself in the form 
of one of its characters. When a young demon named Leto 
gives Claire the news that one such book has escaped, she 
knows it’ll be looking for its author on Earth, hoping to con-
vince her to sit down and write that book she’s been think-
ing about. But when Claire, Brevity, and Leto go to retrieve 
the book, they are confronted by the angel Ramiel, who is 
convinced they have pages of the Devil’s Bible. Suddenly 
Claire and her friends are on the run from realm to realm, 
trying to get to those pages before Ramiel and prevent a war 
between heaven and hell. There’s a lot going on here, and the 
first in any new series has plenty of worldbuilding to cover, 
but it would have been nice if this sprawling first installment 
had been a bit more contained. The scenes with Ramiel and 
the other angels are particularly interesting, as are hints of 
political tensions between the demons of hell. Hackwith is a 
strong writer, and there’s plenty to build a series on here, so 
hopefully future novels will have a narrower focus.

A somewhat overstuffed first entry in a promising new 
series.

HALF WAY HOME
Howey, Hugh
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  $16.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-358-21324-6
978-0-358-21158-7 paper  

Revisiting a popular science-fiction 
premise—colonists stranded on an unex-
plored planet—the latest from Howey is 
a survival story revolving around a group 
of young pioneers who are awakened 

from their amniotic vats to find their settlement in ruins and 
the majority of their fellow colonists dead.
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For hundreds of years, Porter and the rest of his compa-
triots have traveled through space as blastocysts—fertilized 
eggs—en route to a distant world that scientists back on Earth 
presumed could be habitable. Once at their destination, the AI 
was supposed to evaluate the planet and deem it either viable 
or unviable. If viable, the AI would grow the 500 fertilized 
eggs in vats and educate each one with specific knowledge (in 
medicine, mechanics, agriculture, etc.) for 30 years before they 
would be birthed as adults. If unviable, the AI would simply 
destroy everything. Born 15 years too early, Porter (the colony’s 
psychologist) is awakened to screams as his home burns. After 
deeming the world viable, the AI has inexplicably begun the 
abort process. Barely escaping with his life—naked and clueless 
about the alien world he has stepped into—Porter and 58 other 
newly hatched humans must survive long enough to understand 
the AI’s brutal decisions. But as the teenagers attempt to build 
their new society, age-old human flaws threaten to destroy 
their chances of survival. Howey doesn’t offer up anything par-
ticularly original here: The worldbuilding is superficial at best 
and the storyline is formulaic and predictable. But the major 
issue is with the tone-deaf characterization. Porter, who has 
been genetically engineered to be gay, is described as feminine 
and weak. His sexuality—which has little to do with the main 
story—seems forced and unrealistic. Some readers may find the 
paper-thin reasoning behind the author’s decision to make the 
main character gay problematic at best.

A fun but deeply flawed science-fiction reimagining of 
the 1955 Heinlein juvie classic Tunnel in the Sky.

r o m a n c e

HOLD BACK THE DAWN
Ashley, Amanda
Zebra (400 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4201-4739-1  

A vampire living a quiet country life 
saves a young woman and battles an old 
foe.

Centuries-old vampire Roan Cabrera 
lives as an unthreatening gentleman in a 
small English village in 1867. Rather than 
hunt and kill his prey, Roan quenches his 

thirst by feeding off hospital patients, lulling them into compla-
cency by showing them the happiest minutes of their lives. Roan 
can read minds, turn into a wolf, and will himself anywhere; but 
disappointingly, the only nod Ashley (Twilight Desires, 2018, etc.) 
makes toward worldbuilding is labeling Roan’s special skills as 

“vampire magic.” Enter Kathryn Winterbourne, a young woman 
who fled her home after unwanted attention from her abusive 
stepfather. Kathryn is struggling to make it on her own when 

she is hit by a carriage and left for dead. After finding her, Roan 
feels an unexpected flare of attraction and decides to save her 
life. From there, the plot takes several inexplicable turns. Roan 
moves Kathryn into his home and hires a driver for her, but she 
never wonders what he might expect in exchange. Meanwhile, 
Roan realizes Pascual, a fellow vampire and old enemy, is hunt-
ing villagers in his territory. Roan actively searches for Pascual 
while Kathryn placidly whiles her days away reading, garden-
ing, and ignoring her suspicions about why Roan only appears at 
night. The romance between them is dull and listless. Kathryn 
is a thinly developed character without agency, existing to be a 
love interest for Roan and a pawn for Pascual. The plot chugs 
along relentlessly, but no matter how dramatic the problem, 
Roan effortlessly solves it. The end result is that both Roan and 
Kathryn are strangely static characters; they say they’re in love 
but readers won’t be convinced.

Conflict without character development leads to an 
unconvincing romance.

HOW TO CATCH A 
WICKED VISCOUNT
Bennett, Amy Rose
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-9848-0392-4  

A deliberately notorious rake meets 
an accidentally scandalous lady.

Sophie Brightwell’s chance at a soci-
ety marriage was dashed years ago, after 
she and her school friends were found by 
their headmistress in the midst of drink-

ing brandy, smoking cigarillos, and reading books like Memoirs 
of a Woman of Pleasure. But she’s remained friends with all the 
members of the Society for Enlightened Young Women despite 
their mutual scandal, and her friend Lady Charlotte Hastings 
still has hopes of finding Sophie a husband to help her family’s 
fortunes. Calling the society back together, Charlie decides 
they should all look for eligible rakehells to marry—after all, 

“rakes sometimes turn into the very best husbands.” Little does 
she know that Sophie already has her heart set on one: Char-
lie’s brother, Nathaniel, Viscount Malverne. Nate, as notorious 
a rake as the beau monde has seen, is attracted to her as well 
but knows he should leave his sister’s friend alone, and after 
an accidental indiscretion, he agrees to help introduce her to 
bachelors meeting her specifications. But as he watches her flirt 
with other men, he realizes he wants her more than he wants to 
admit—and both will have to decide if potential ruin is worth 
the plunge. The first book in Bennett’s new Disreptuable Debu-
tantes series sets up and delivers on an appealing premise: clever 
Regency heroines willing to sacrifice their reputations for dis-
reputable love matches. Sophie’s intelligence and innocent 
lust are charming, and Nate is a pitch-perfect rake. Although 
their happily-ever-after is never in doubt—there’s little sus-
pense, though a lot of sizzle, in this plot—readers will enjoy this 
expertly executed Regency with likable characters.
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A well-written start to a historical romance series full 
of rakes and the women who love them.

THE WALLFLOWER 
WAGER 
Dare, Tessa
Avon/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-06-295256-1  

Under threat of being banished from 
London, Lady Penelope Campion enlists 
her new business-mogul neighbor to help 
her become less reclusive and shrink her 
sprawling menagerie. All goes well until 

Penny and her pets crack open his crusty heart.
To rescue her wayward (and profane) parrot, Delilah, Lady 

Penelope uses a spare key to let herself into the house next door. 
The mansion has recently changed hands, and, unbeknownst to 
her, the new owner has taken up residence. Delilah leads Penny 
to his bedchamber, where they meet in a most inappropriate 
way, and Penny realizes that her new neighbor is none other 
than the notorious Gabriel Duke, known for financial acumen 
and ruining noble families. Gabe is modernizing the property 
to sell it for a tidy profit: “New-money families would pay outra-
geous amounts to live next door to a lady, even if said lady was 
an unappealing spinster.” So when Penny’s brother, who’s man-
aging the family estate in Cumberland while their parents are 
serving as diplomats in India, sends their aunt to make Penny 
move to the countryside for good, saying she shouldn’t be living 
by herself in London and implying that at age 26 she’s unlikely 
to find a husband, Gabe offers to help her find new homes for 
the abandoned animals she cares for and mingle more in soci-
ety. Penny’s not unappealing, though. She’s beautiful, spirited, 
and kind. As the two attend events together and discreetly 
enter into a torrid affair that would derail both of their goals if 
anyone discovered it, she begins to care for his wounded heart, 
he becomes her devoted champion, and they fall in love. Deep 
secrets and old habits cause bumps in the road, landing Gabe 
in life-threatening danger and forcing Penny to stand up for 
herself to save him and their love. Dare’s inimitable wit, charm, 
humor, and emotional intensity are on full display, and readers 
will be smitten.

Another sparkling success for Dare and her delightful 
Girl Meets Duke series.

NOTHING TO FEAR
Rushdan, Juno
Sourcebooks Casablanca (448 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4926-6157-3  

A deadly operative must get close to 
a shy cryptologist to help stop a deadly 
global conspiracy in this tense romantic 
suspense novel by Rushdan (Every Last 
Breath, 2019)

Gideon Stone is an agent of Gray 
Box, a secret agency that operates out-

side the purview of the government. When the leaders of Gray 
Box discover a mole in their midst after an important suspect 
dies in their custody, a team of highly skilled spies must investi-
gate their colleagues. Gideon volunteers to get close to analyst 
Willow Harper. There are startling connections indicating that 
Willow had something to do with the organization’s betrayal, 
but Gideon firmly believes the smart woman he’s admired from 
afar has been framed. Willow keeps to herself at Gray Box head-
quarters, and Gideon’s sudden attention throws her. Having 
autism spectrum disorder, Willow is wary of letting anyone get 
close out of fear that she’ll say or do the wrong thing or that, 
once people find out the nature of her disorder, she’ll be viewed 
with pity. The way Willow is often discounted by those close 
to her—sisters, her ailing father, past lovers—further exacer-
bates her insecurities. The danger that jeopardizes the couple 
keeps the plot from turning into a bore, as the romance is too 
bogged down by unnecessary baggage in the form of Gideon’s 
late ex-wife, who died under mysterious circumstances, and 
Willow’s rude, contemptuous sister. Though Gideon clearly 
has fond feelings for Willow, his continuous insistence that 
she’s entirely too good for him grows tiresome. His insensitive 
behavior seems rather hurtful given his knowledge of how Wil-
low has been treated by friends and family. Ultimately, Willow 
deserves better, and her romantic arc feels far from satisfying. 
At the very least, the revelation of Gray Box’s traitor will keep 
readers going.

A misstep in the Final Hour series, which had an other-
wise promising start.

FAKER
Smith, Sarah
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-9848-0542-3  

An enemies-to-lovers office romance 
between two introverts who misjudge 
each other, and themselves.

Emmie Echavarre is always in “boss-
bitch mode” at Nuts & Bolts, the male-
dominated power tool company where 

she works as a copywriter. One of the few women or people of 
color at the company, Emmie is confident and assertive because 

Dare’s inimitable wit, charm, humor, and 
emotional intensity are on full display.

the wallflower wager
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she has to be. Growing up being bullied for her Filipina ethnic-
ity, she can handle the mansplaining from managers and innu-
endos from workers on the factory floor, but what she cannot 
handle is the hostility directed her way every day by co-worker 
Tate Rasmussen, the social media manager in the office across 
the hall. From day one, Tate, a blond Chris Hemsworth look-
alike with the biceps to match, has disliked Emmie. But when 
they are forced to work together on a long-term project, they 
begin to get to know one another, and an unexpected romance 
begins. Smith, a debut author, writes only from Emmie’s first-
person point of view and has some trouble nailing Tate’s char-
acter. His initial attitude toward Emmie is described as “rude, 
dismissive,” “cold, calculating, and hostile,” and “passive aggres-
sive,” more hate-hate than love-hate. The explanation eventu-
ally offered is unconvincing. Tate is an extreme introvert, a loner 
who is often anxious and awkward in social situations, and he 
can be rigid and controlling. But Emmie is fascinated by him, as 
his caring and funny sides are revealed through quiet moments 
of conversation and kissing, and readers may become so as well. 
Readers who enjoyed Sally Thorne’s The Hating Game will enjoy 
this one as well.

A sweet, slow-burn romance between rival co-workers 
at a power tool company makes for a promising debut.
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ENOUGH
How One Woman Moved 
From Silence to Rage to 
Finding Her Voice
Ahern, Shauna M.
Sasquatch (224 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-63217-217-4  

Ahern, well-known for her award-
winning gluten-free cookbooks (Gluten-
Free Girl Every Day, 2013, etc.), compiles 

a series of essays that explore her childhood, young adulthood, 
marriage, and motherhood.

In her first collection, the author explores a question the 
doctor asked her after a stress-induced ministroke landed her 
in the intensive care unit. “Where in your life do you not feel 
good enough?” he asked. “It was the question that compelled 
me,” she writes, “over the next year, to start letting go of every-
thing that didn’t bring me joy.” The first place she had to start 
was with her parents, particularly her mother, who suffered 
from panic attacks and kept Ahern’s life “entirely restricted.” 
As she writes, “I was not allowed to visit a friend’s house, by 
myself, until I was seventeen.” Her parents fought every day, but 
there was never a mention of therapy for anybody in the family. 
Ahern discusses her low self-esteem due to her body size, the 
difficulty of being a virgin into her mid-30s, and finding friends 
and building a community of people around her that made her 
feel safe and complete. She discusses how she and her husband 
wrote cookbooks and started a gluten-free flour company (an 
endeavor that caused extremely unhealthy levels of stress), her 
daughter’s difficult infancy, and her gradual easing into and 
acceptance of herself despite her faults. Ahern’s narrative will 
resonate especially with small-business owners, women who 
have difficult mothers, and, most of all, those who have issues 
with body image. “I am fifty-two years old now,” she writes. 

“Instead of waiting for permission to love my own body only if 
it is sufficiently small enough, I have surveyed what I am lucky 
enough to have, from my feet on the ground to the top of my 
head, and find joy in this body now.”

A candid, instructive memoir of self-growth.
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EDITOR’S NOTE:  For the sake of clarity, in the review of The Dog 
Went Over the Mountain by Peter Zheutlin, which ran in the July 
15 issue, the word “primitive” that was excerpted in the review, with 
regard to the “Jackson Whites,” is in reference to legends and historic 
sources associated with this group. It does not reflect the author’s own 
views or statements made in the book.
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I USED TO BE CHARMING
The Rest of Eve Babitz
Babitz, Eve
New York Review Books (360 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-68137-379-9  

Zesty essays by a sly observer.
Journalist and novelist Babitz (Two 

by Two: Tango, Two-Step, and the L.A. Night, 
1999, etc.) gathers nearly 40 personal 
essays, book reviews, travel pieces, and 
celebrity profiles, published between 

1976 and 1997, that give ebullient testimony to her colorful, star-
studded past. “I have always loved scenes,” she writes, “bars 
where people come in and out in various degrees of flash, despair, 
gossip, and brilliance.” And she loved parties, too: “Nothing 
makes me feel worse than knowing I’m missing the right party.” 
She recounts parties galore: in Los Angeles, Hollywood, Miami, 
and New York; in swanky apartments, mansions, and nightclubs; 
attended by the rich, famous, and soon-to-be-famous—e.g., pre-
Doors Jim Morrison. Babitz met Morrison at a Sunset Strip club 
when she was 22 and “propositioned him in three minutes, even 
before he so much as opened his mouth to sing.” He was sexy, 
seductive, and, she soon discovered, self-destructive: “Jim drank, 
got drunk, and wanted to be shown the way to the Next Whiskey 
Bar.” Sex, drugs, and rock and roll characterized “an entire gen-
eration” that became “dazzled by a drug with the density, force, 
and newness of LSD,” recoiled at images of napalm bombings, 
and surged together “As One waiting for the next Beatles album 
to come out.” But the generation learned a crucial lesson, as well: 

“that the price of freedom is eternal vigilance.” The collection 
includes a charming recollection of posing nude with Marcel 
Duchamp; sympathetic portraits of actors James Woods, Nich-
olas Cage, and Billy Baldwin; and a paean to her friend Linda 
Ronstadt, whose voice was “opulent with happiness and excel-
lence.” Babitz muses on body-building gym culture; her efforts to 
lose weight with the help of “diet, amphetamines, and the gentle 
augmentation of cocaine”; the pain of yoga; and, in a particularly 
endearing piece, the unexpected pleasure of ballroom dancing. 
The title essay, never before published, recounts a 1997 accident 
that resulted in devastating third-degree burns.

A spirited, entertaining collection.

A CASTLE IN WARTIME 
One Family, Their 
Missing Sons, and the 
Fight To Defeat the Nazis
Bailey, Catherine
Viking (480 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-525-55929-0  

An uplifting, exciting story of the 
extraordinary actions of one family dur-
ing World War II.

Though I’m not your typical true-
crime reader, there are two recent books 
that feature elements of the genre that I 
am particularly keen to recommend.

The first is a book our reviewer 
calls “a well-tempered blend of true 
crime and literary lore.” In Furious 
Hours (see our feature on p. 74), Casey 
Cep explores the work of one of lit-
erature’s most intriguing mysteries, 
Harper Lee. For years after the pub-

lication of her masterpiece, To Kill a Mockingbird, she re-
treated from the spotlight, her creative spark lying dor-
mant. However, a series of Alabama 
murders involving a reverend and 
his family piqued her curiosity, and 
she began a project, The Reverend, 
that was later abandoned. Furious 
Hours is packed with elements of 
Southern voodoo, fraud, murder, 
and vigilante justice, and Cep’s im-
mersive narrative, “with the accessi-
ble erudition of podcast-style jour-
nalism,” will keep the pages turning 
late into the night.

An equally complex narrative—
on a global scale—drives Atavist Magazine co-founder Evan 
Ratliff ’s The Mastermind. The book stars a rogue computer 
programmer named Paul Le Roux, who, our reviewer writes 
in a starred review, “discovered early on that cyberspace 
was a frontier in which to grow rich serving humankind’s 

lesser instincts: pornography, troll-
ing, gambling, addictions of various 
kinds. Eventually, as the author fore-
shadows in an opening salvo of inci-
dents, he founded a crime network 
with many nodes across the world, 
one with hired killers, corrupt doc-
tors, software specialists, and count-
less other players.” It’s a cyberthriller 
mixed with a cat-and-mouse chase 
as Ratliff follows Le Roux, his many 
pursuers, and his paths of destruc-
tion around the globe. Our reviewer 

calls it “a wholly engrossing story that joins the worlds of El 
Chapo and Edward Snowden; both disturbing and memora-
ble,” and it’s the perfect book for readers who enjoyed Nick 
Bilton’s American Kingpin. —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

up all night with 
true crime

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



Bailey (Black Diamond: The Downfall of an Aristocratic Dynasty 
and the Fifty Years That Changed England, 2014, etc.) tells the 
story of Fey von Hassell (1918-2010), who, at age 12, moved to 
a villa in Italy, where her father, Ulrich, was Germany’s ambas-
sador. Though appointed by the Weimar government, Ulrich 
never trusted Hitler and worked with German resistance lead-
ers. The Nazis distrusted him, as well, posting spies through-
out the household. After marriage to Detalmo Pirzio-Biroli, an 
aristocrat from one of Italy’s oldest families, Fey lived at Brazzà, 
the family estate in northern Italy. She remained there, main-
taining the estate while her husband escaped the Italian army 
and ended up in Rome, working for the Americans. In July 
1944, the attempt on Hitler’s life caused the Führer to release 
his vengeance on anyone even slightly connected to the plot. 
This included Ulrich, who was tried and executed. Then the 
SS rounded up their family members, wives, parents, and other 
relatives. Fey and her two young sons were taken to Innsbruck, 
where the SS seized the boys and sent them to one of the Nazis’ 
orphanages. The propulsive narrative traces Fey’s frightening 
transfers from grand hotels to infamous camps such as Buchen-
wald and Dachau. The other prisoners became her family, and 
she was told nothing of her children, worrying that she would 
never see them again. These high-profile hostages, including 
royalty and former government leaders, were kept alive and 
well fed as Heinrich Himmler’s insurance policy against his 
war crimes. Until the end of the war, they were under imminent 
threat of execution. Throughout their time as prisoners, they 
wrote—heavily censored—letters, and many kept journals. Bai-
ley’s access to those journals and SS records attests to the histor-
ical accuracy of this tale, and she relates the entire suspenseful 
story like a novel.

Right to the nail-biting end, this book captures your 
attention in alternating dread, fear, and hope.

STOLEN
Five Free Boys Kidnapped 
Into Slavery and Their 
Astonishing Odyssey Home
Bell, Richard
37 Ink/Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5011-6943-4  

A historian tells the harrowing story 
of five free black boys kidnapped in Phil-
adelphia by a brutal gang who hoped to 

sell them into slavery.
After the United States outlawed the importing of slaves 

in 1808, black residents of free states like Pennsylvania lived 
in dread of kidnappers who hoped to sell them in the labor-
deprived South. Bell (Early American History/Univ. of Mary-
land; We Shall Be No More: Suicide and Self-Government in the 
Newly United States, 2012) brings their terrors to life as he 
reconstructs this little-known episode in American history. 
The author focuses on five boys lured onto a ship on the Phila-
delphia waterfront in 1825 by a criminal gang led by Joseph 

Johnson, whose accomplices included his brother and sister-in-
law, Ebenezer and Sally Johnson. Newlyweds Ebenezer and Sally 
took the boys on a horrific journey by foot and wagon toward 
the slave market in Natchez, Mississippi, that soon went awry. 
Ebenezer sold one boy in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, when cash ran 
low and beat another so savagely he died on the trip. The three 
remaining boys, desperate but alert, caught a break when one 
ran away and told his story to a sympathetic Mississippi cotton 
planter. That encounter set in motion near-miraculous events 
involving heroic acts by the planter and his lawyer and Joseph 
Watson, the mayor of Philadelphia, all determined to return the 
boys to the city and to freedom. Tapping rich archival sources, 
Bell overreaches only when he strains to portray criminals like 
the Johnson gang as a “Reverse Underground Railroad,” drawing 
oversimplified parallels between people like Harriet Tubman, a 

“conductor” on that storied network, and murderous thugs like 
Ebenezer, whom he casts as “a conductor” on its evil twin. His 
book—more comprehensive than Solomon Northup’s memoir 
of his own kidnapping, Twelve Years a Slave—needed no such 
distracting comparisons to deserve wide attention. Ultimately, 
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Bell offers a well-told story of brave, abducted boys—and the 
equally brave adults who fought for them—slightly undercut 
by its aggressive casting of Underground Railroad workers and 
kidnappers of free blacks as mirror images of one another.

A deep dive into the extraordinary risks faced by free 
blacks in the antebellum era.

NEW KINGS OF 
THE WORLD 
Dispatches From 
Bollywood, Dizi, and K-pop
Bhutto, Fatima
Columbia Global Reports (150 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-73362-370-4  

A probing look at some of the shift-
ing tides of global culture.

Having borne witness to the throes 
of political upheaval in her birth country of Pakistan, journal-
ist and novelist Bhutto (The Runaways, 2018, etc.) here explores 
the local roots and global impact of three contemporary pop-
culture game-changers: Bollywood (India), dizi (Turkey), and 
K-pop (South Korea). Many American readers may be surprised 
to learn that what’s entertaining much of the rest of the world 
no longer hails from Hollywood or New York but rather India, 
Turkey, and South Korea. In this engaging study, the author con-
vincingly asserts that American dominance of popular culture 
was “facilitated by massive migration to urban areas, the rise 
of the middle class across the Global South, and increased con-
nectivity”—not to mention “American military might.” Though 
American pop culture may have resonated with “a Third World 
elite,” Bhutto argues that “villagers uprooted from their homes 
and cultures and living in the crowded outskirts of big cities took 
no comfort in Sex and the City or the twangy music of Britney 
Spears. Instead, they turned to the products of Indian, Turkish, 
and Korean pop culture, whose more conservative values better 
aligned with “this majority’s self-image and aspirations.” Such 
vast, rapid urbanization, writes the author, marks a “journey 
from tradition to modernity…accompanied by profound turbu-
lence” and resulting in “a geography without anchors, full of sex-
ual and material deprivations, injustices, and inequalities.” In 
the wake of such global sea changes, Bhutto investigates where 
millions today find their cultural moorings and why. Though 
focusing extensively on Bollywood’s politically rooted narrative 
transformations and the meteoric rise of its biggest star, Shah 
Rukh Khan, the author also traces and analyzes the appeal of 
dizi—sweeping, two-plus–hour soap opera–like TV epics often 
adapted from Turkish literary classics—and concludes with a 
fascinating look at K-pop’s highly stylized production and enor-
mous Western influence.

Witty and packed with detail, this is an intercultural 
shot that should be heard around the world.

THE AMERICAN CANON
Literary Genius From 
Emerson to Le Guin
Bloom, Harold
Library of America (500 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-59853-640-9  

A deep consideration of significant 
American writers, from Emerson to 
Pynchon.

For more than 50 years, Bloom 
(Humanities/Yale Univ.; Possessed by Memory: The Inward Light 
of Criticism, 2019, etc.) has produced incisive literary criticism, 
offering both close readings of writers’ works and their place 
in what he considers to be the American canon. Drawing from 
published volumes, several long out of print, and assorted other 
sources, Mikics (English/Univ. of Houston; Bellow’s People, 2016, 
etc.) gathers a sampling of Bloom’s essays on writers of fiction, 
nonfiction, and poetry to represent the scope and depth of the 
critic’s capacious interests. Organized chronologically by the 
writer’s birthdate, the collection begins with Emerson, whom 
Bloom considers “the inescapable theorist of all subsequent 
American writing. From his moment to ours, American authors 
either are in his tradition, or else in a counter-tradition origi-
nating in opposition to him.” Bloom is much focused on “the 
anxiety of influence” between one writer and another, a theme 
he explored in one of his early books, The Anxiety of Influence 
(1973), and which emerges throughout his criticism. Essays tend 
to focus on what Bloom considers a writer’s exemplary work 
rather than their entire oeuvre: The Portrait of a Lady dominates 
the essay on Henry James, whom Bloom deems the “subtlest 
of novelistic masters (excepting Proust).” He regards Toni Mor-
rison’s Song of Solomon a greater achievement than Beloved and 
The Great Gatsby more worthy of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s “canonical 
status” than “the seriously flawed Tender Is the Night.” Nathanael 
West’s Miss Lonelyhearts seems to Bloom a “remorseless master-
piece,” far above anything else West produced and surpassed 
only by Faulkner’s most well-known novels. Although he finds 

“West’s spirit” in some of Pynchon’s novels, “the negative sublim-
ity of Miss Lonelyhearts proves to be beyond Pynchon’s reach, or 
perhaps his ambition.” Besides defending his own evaluations, 
Bloom sets his views alongside those of many major critics, 
including Lionel Trilling, Edmund Wilson, Nina Baym, Irving 
Howe, and Northrop Frye.

An erudite tour of the American literary landscape 
from one of its most important observers.

Witty and packed with detail, this is an intercultural
shot that should be heard around the world.

new kings of the world



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

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

A narrative by Bryson (The Road to 
Little Dribbling: Adventures of an American in Britain, 2016, etc.) 
rarely involves the unfolding of a grand thesis; instead, it’s a 
congeries of anecdotes, skillfully strung, always a pleasure to 
read but seldom earthshakingly significant. So it is here. The 
author does some on-the-ground digging, talking to scientists 
and physicians, while plowing through libraries of literature 
to get at the story of how our bodies work. Early on, he pokes 
at the old bromide that the human body is an assemblage of 

a few dollars’ worth of assorted chemicals and minerals. Not 
so, he writes: We’re made up of 59 elements, including carbon 
and oxygen. But, he adds, “who would have thought that we 
would be incomplete without some molybdenum inside us, or 
vanadium, manganese, tin, and copper?” Bryson employs the 
example of an “obliging Benedict Cumberbatch,” of medium 
height and build and good health, to venture that the real cost 
of a human is “a very precise $151,578.46,” a figure that turns 
out to wiggle and wobble as we layer on additional costs. As 
ever, the author collects lovely oddments and presents them as 
so many glittering marbles: The largest protein in the body is 
titin, whose “chemical name is 189,819 letters long, which would 
make it the longest word in the English language except that 
dictionaries don’t recognize chemical names.” The heart, which, 
Bryson notes, doesn’t really look like a valentine, does only one 
thing: It beats, “slightly more than once every second, about 
100,000 times a day, up to 2.5 billion times in a lifetime.” Along 
the way, the author considers whether the old surgical practice 
of bleeding was really a good thing to do (it wasn’t), how “cyto-
kine storms” work, and what the winning combination is for 
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a long life—one factor is wealth: “Someone who is otherwise 
identical to you but poor…can expect to die between ten and 
fifteen years sooner.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

MY TIME AMONG THE WHITES
Notes From an Unfinished 
Education
Crucet, Jennine Capó
Picador (208 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-29943-7  

Autobiographical essays reveal the 
challenges of a first-generation American.

New York Times contributing opin-
ion writer Crucet (English and Ethnic 

Studies/Univ. of Nebraska; Make Your Home Among Strangers, 
2015, etc.), winner of the Iowa Short Fiction Prize, among other 
awards, makes an affecting nonfiction debut with a collection of 
essays that explore family, culture, and her identity as a Cuban 
American. Her parents, Cuban refugees, named her after a 
beauty queen in the Miss USA pageant. They believed that 

“you give your kids white American names so that their teach-
ers can’t tell what they are before meeting them,” and so they 
have a better chance at avoiding prejudice. For Crucet’s mother, 

“her ideal daughter was a white girl because she had long inter-
nalized the idea that as Latinas, we’d be treated as lesser, that 
we were somehow lesser. And she just wanted better for me, 
which meant: whiter.” Because she grew up seeing Cubans 
who worked as doctors, police officers, and teachers, she did 
not realize, until she went to college in upstate New York, that 
mainstream American culture looked predominantly white. As 
a light-skinned Latina, Crucet often made a deliberate choice 
not to reveal her racial identity. In college, when she read Nella 
Larsen’s novel Passing, she “first recognized this trespassing as an 
act in which I had sometimes found myself but didn’t yet know 
how to define” and first noticed that whites “who misread me 
as also white” sometimes showed “the kind of pervasive racism 
usually reserved for white-only spaces.” Among the “white-only 
spaces” she sensitively examines are Disney World, “grounded 
in whiteness and heteronormative gender roles”; college classes, 
where white professors and white students singled her out “as 
the official Latinx ambassador”; the process of planning a wed-
ding to a man who came from “a white monolingual American 
family”; and a cattle ranch in Nebraska, where she signed up to 
work with the hope of learning something about the culture of 
her prospective students at the university.

Thoughtful, deftly crafted reflections on race and 
identity.

Thoughtful, deftly crafted reflections on race and identity.
my time among the whites



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

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

and novelist Daum (The Unspeakable: And Other Subjects of Discussion, 
2014, etc.), recipient of Guggenheim and National Endowment for 
the Arts fellowships, takes on fourth-wave feminism, victimhood, 
identity politics, #MeToo, social media, ideological warfare on 
college campuses, and assorted other irritants in a culture that is 

“effectively mentally ill.” Social media, asserts the author, creates 
an echo chamber where people lie to one another and eagerly 
wait for friends to lie back. “I am convinced,” she writes, “the 

culture is effectively being held hostage by its own hyperbole. 
So enthralled with our outrage at the extremes, we’ve forgot-
ten that most of the world exists in the mostly unobjectionable 
middle.” Examining displays of outrage as public performance, 
she writes that “the search for grievance has become a kind of 
political obligation, an activist gesture.” Accusations of sex-
ism, sexual harassment, or assault, she believes, foster women’s 
image of themselves as victims rather than individuals “capable 
of making mistakes”; in making such accusations, women “lit-
erally hand men their own power.” Rather than see the gender 
wage gap as evidence of sexism, Daum suggests “that there are 
biological differences between male and female brains that 
can influence women’s professional decisions.” She also criti-
cizes “the left-leaning chatterati” who praised Ta-Nehisi Coates’ 
Between the World and Me as engaging in “self-congratulatory 
reverence,” wondering “if my white friends and colleagues 
who venerated Coates actually liked his work or just liked the 
idea of liking it.” This suspicion of other people’s authenticity 
underlies much of the book: Daum admits that when she was an 
undergraduate in the midst of student uprisings, she “often felt 
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like I was impersonating a college student…I had a hard time 
believing other people were actually for real.” Now middle-aged, 
divorced, childless by choice, and feeling increasingly marginal, 
the author is dismayed by those whose energetic engagement 
with social and cultural problems fuels “the exquisite lie of our 
own relevance.”

Sharp, brazen, and undeniably controversial.

THE GREATEST FURY
The Battle of New Orleans 
and the Rebirth of America
Davis, William C.
Dutton Caliber (544 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-399-58522-7  

A massively detailed narrative of one 
of the greatest victories in U.S. military 
history.

Early in the morning of Jan. 8, 1815, 
Maj. Gen. Andrew Jackson was having coffee at a home in New 
Orleans when an artillery ball passed through the room. Grab-
bing his sword, Jackson looked to his staff and said “Come 
on—we shall have a warm day.” Over the next several hours, 
writes historian Davis (The Rogue Republic: How Would-Be Patri-
ots Waged the Shortest Revolution in American History, 2011, etc.), 
former director of the Virginia Center for Civil War Studies, 
Jackson led his ragtag force to a smashing victory that both 
secured the West for the United States and set Old Hickory on 
the road to the presidency. The last major engagement of the 
War of 1812, the Battle of New Orleans served as a showcase 
for Jackson’s tenacity, skill, and leadership. Davis effectively 
depicts how Jackson overcame obstacles such as poor health, 
an ineffective Louisiana legislature, and a bitter feud with the 
governor to shrewdly build up the city’s defenses, a strategy 
that proved wise when the anticipated British assault ended 
in disaster. Throughout the narrative, the author sprinkles 
intriguing details: One of the few Americans to die at the bat-
tle was Thomas Jefferson’s nephew; Edward Pakenham, who 
led the British forces at New Orleans, was the Duke of Wel-
lington’s brother-in-law; the supposed lethal effectiveness of 
the “Kentucky riflemen” was largely a myth, as Jackson’s artil-
lery inflicted most of the damage. Unfortunately, the author 
also missteps. Repetitive phrases abound, and the “rebirth 
of America” referenced in the subtitle appears in an epilogue, 
which makes that part of the book feel tacked-on. Most fun-
damentally, the narrative is clearly aimed toward military 
enthusiasts and thus occasionally bogs down in descriptions 
of troop movements, engagements, and armaments. As is his 
wont, Davis delivers a highly descriptive and prodigiously 
researched book, but general readers should look elsewhere.

A weighty military history for students and scholars. 
(maps throughout)

THE DISTRICTS
Stories of American Justice 
From the Federal Courts
Dwyer, Johnny
Knopf (368 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Oct. 2, 2019
978-1-101-94654-1  

An in-depth account of the two federal 
court districts that encompass New York 
City: the Southern District in Manhattan 
and the Eastern District in Brooklyn.

Each of the districts is staffed by federal judges nominated 
by the White House and the Department of Justice and con-
firmed by the Senate—as are the prosecutors for each district, 
known as the U.S. Attorney. The judges normally serve until 
retirement, therefore shielding them from replacement based 
on partisan politics. The U.S. Attorney, on the other hand, 
serves at the pleasure of the most recently elected president 
and his attorney general. To explore the inner workings of 
each district, New York City–based reporter Dwyer (American 
Warlord: A True Story, 2015), who has contributed to Esquire, the 
Guardian, VICE, and other international publications, exam-
ines specific criminal cases from these realms, including orga-
nized crime, white collar crime (Wall Street activity as well as 
specific corporate frauds), illegal narcotics, terrorism, and cor-
ruption by government officials (elected and appointed). As 
the author points out, at least 90 percent of cases filed by U.S. 
Attorneys lead to financial settlements and/or plea bargains. 
That means only a small percentage of cases go to trial, some 
of which involve a jury, others of which are heard only by a fed-
eral judge. For maximum drama—there is plenty of intrigue to 
be found in these pages—Dwyer focuses mostly on cases that 
reached the trial stage. In one of the public corruption cases, 
the author emphasizes the impact on one female juror who held 
out, at least for a while, against her fellow jurors, who wanted 
to go home after a lengthy trial and therefore quickly reached 
a guilty verdict. In every other case, though, Dwyer focuses on 
the prosecutors, defendants, defense lawyers, and judges. “If 
this book has a single premise,” writes the author, “it is that the 
true measure of the justice within a society can be discovered by 
stepping into its courts.”

Occasionally, Dwyer’s compare-and-contrast narra-
tive grows prosaic; nonetheless, this well-documented, 
timely book will hold readers’ attention.
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CHASING MY CURE
A Doctor’s Race to Turn Hope 
Into Action
Fajgenbaum, David
Ballantine (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5247-9961-8  

A Pennsylvania physician races to 
find a cure for his rare illness.

In this moving memoir, Fajgenbaum 
(Medicine/Univ. of Pennsylvania) details 

his harrowing bout with a rare disorder called Castleman dis-
ease, which invades lymph node tissue and systematically 
wreaks havoc on major organ function. He amiably describes 
his early days on medical school rotations nervously fumbling 
through infant deliveries and delivering proactive patient care. 
As the son of an extroverted orthopedic surgeon, expectations 
were high, and there was a lot of ground to cover in a field he 
pursued with “reckless intensity” after his beloved mother 

succumbed to cancer when he was a teenager. Throughout the 
book, Fajgenbaum writes with consistent urgency and great 
emotion about how his mother’s illness inspired his future live-
lihood: “I was impaled by my mother’s death,” he writes. While 
in medical school, he noticed his energy flagging and a group of 
troubling symptoms, including skin lumps and severe abdomi-
nal pain. After more than a month of inconclusive tests and 
near-fatal conditions, Fajgenbaum remained without a diagno-
sis but suddenly began temporarily stabilizing. Doctors finally 
reached a determination of Castleman disease, which carried 
an uncertain and possibly fatal prognosis. The author, a former 
weight lifter and Georgetown quarterback, recognized this 
personal health conundrum as a challenge he was more than 
prepared to tackle. As he began dedicating his medical career 
to unlocking the mysteries of the disease, his research and his 
work with other sufferers would also teach him about hope, 
about his capacities and limitations as a doctor, and about the 

“often unfair disconnect between the best that science can offer 
and our fragile longevity.” Offering a distinctively uncommon 
perspective on disease and doctoring, Fajgenbaum also writes 
earnestly and frankly about the unique brand of humility one 
must accept as a medicinal healer with a mysterious, possibly 
deadly malady.

A powerful, highly personal chronicle of a doctor’s 
feverish rush to find a cure for the disease that afflicts him.

THE EUROPEANS 
Three Lives and 
the Making of a 
Cosmopolitan Culture
Figes, Orlando
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (688 pp.) 
$37.50  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-62779-214-1  

A prodigiously researched account of 
the spread of culture throughout the mid 
and late 19th century using three specific 

biographies to personalize the voluminous historical data.
Figes (History/Birkbeck Coll., Univ. of London; Revolution-

ary Russia, 1891-1991, 2014, etc.) returns with another astonish-
ing work displaying his vast knowledge of art, music, literature, 
culture, and history. Wisely, he uses three people to embody 
much of his discussion: Russian writer Ivan Turgenev, French 
singer Pauline Viardot, and her husband, Louis, a political activ-
ist and literary figure. The author follows these three over the 
decades—Turgenev and Pauline had an intimate relationship 
that Louis tolerated—and through their stories, we see specific 
instances of the cultural changes Figes illuminates throughout 
the book. The growth of railways, the advances in photogra-
phy and publication, the explosion in literary translations, the 
vast increase in literacy—these and other factors increased the 
development of a kind of common European culture that only 
the growth of nationalism, and the consequent wars, could 
weaken. “The arts played a central role in this evolving con-
cept of a European cultural identity,” writes Figes. “More than 

A powerful and essential addition to our understanding
of European history and culture.

the europeans



religion or political beliefs, they were seen as uniting people 
across the Continent.” This necessitated the “recognition that 
any national culture is a result of a constant dialogue across 
state boundaries and of the assimilation of separate artistic tra-
ditions into a larger European world.” Turgenev and the Viar-
dots traveled continually: She was a popular singer, and, initially, 
it was her financial success that supported her family. Later, her 
voice gone, it was Turgenev’s writing and generosity. In many 
ways, the text is a who’s who of the time period. Liszt, Dickens, 
Balzac, Hugo, George Sand, Chopin, Tolstoy, Flaubert—these 
and countless other icons move smoothly through the narra-
tive, a rich mélange of tasty ingredients. There are some mild 
surprises, too: Mary Shelley briefly wanders in (we read Vic-
tor Frankenstein’s description of the Rhine), and Henry James 
makes some cameos.

A powerful and essential addition to our understanding 
of European history and culture.

EXCUSE ME
Cartoons, Complaints, and 
Notes to Self
Finck, Liana
Illus. by the author
Random House (416 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-984801-51-7  

A New Yorker cartoonist gathers 
more than 500 of her pieces from that 

magazine, other publications, and Instagram.
Though she has been writing and drawing for years, Finck 

experienced a breakthrough of sorts with her impressively mul-
tilayered graphic memoir, Passing for Human (2018). Here, the 
author provides one or two simple sketches or lists per page, 
ranging across such sections as “Love and Dating,” “Gender 
Politics and Politics in General,” “Animals,” “Art & Myth-
Making,” and “Time, Space, and How to Navigate Them.” As 
with many collections of cartoons from illustrators, comedians, 
or other artists, the quality here varies widely. Further culling 
would have been welcome (especially in the “Notes to Self ” 
section, which many readers may skim); some of the cartoons 
feel rushed or even unfinished. However, when she hits, Finck 
is incisive in her observations of modern life—e.g., two nearly 
identical sketches of someone typing on their phone; one cap-
tion says “Work,” and the other says “Fun.” While Finck is 
certainly in line with Roz Chast when it comes to expressing 
anxiety and neurosis (“Can everyone else stop doing anything 
while I figure out what’s paralyzing me?”) in an approachable, 
even appealing manner, Finck is also sharp in her exposures 
of hypocrisy and double standards, especially when it comes 
to gender relations—e.g., an old man and old woman standing 
side by side, and the caption under the woman reads, “Too old 
to been seen as sexual,” while under the man, “Too old to be 
blamed for hitting on everyone.” Or a woman saying to a man, 

“I don’t want your last name. Can I have your sense of entitle-
ment instead?” As a two-color paperback, the book should serve 

well as a holiday gift for fans of Chast, New Yorker cartoons, and 
droll humor delivered in bite-size chunks.

A serviceable place holder while we await more from 
this talented artist.

AMERICAN CUISINE
And How It Got This Way
Freedman, Paul
Liveright/Norton (528 pp.) 
$39.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-63149-462-8  

A celebration of American diversity 
as seen through its food.

Freedman (History/Yale Univ.; Ten 
Restaurants That Changed America, 2016, 

etc.) offers a sweeping, thoroughly researched social and cul-
tural history of America through its changing food habits and 
practices, from the nation’s founding to the current trend of 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Sonia Purnell

THE BIOGRAPHER WENT ON A GLOBE-SPANNING MISSION TO 
RESEARCH HER BIOGRAPHY OF AN UNKNOWN WWII FEMALE SPY
By Chelsea Ennen

In May 1940, the heat of summer was raging as the 
French fled the Nazi invasion. Even soldiers were 
abandoning their country as the bombs fell around 
them. But one woman, 34-year-old Pvt. Virginia 
Hall, was making her way toward the enemy. An 
American working to secure freedom for another 
country, she had a prosthetic leg, a French ambu-
lance with barely enough fuel and medicine to keep 
it going, and a mission that would help change the 
course of history. 

So begins A Woman of No Importance: The Untold 
Story of the American Spy Who Helped Win World War II, 

Sonia Purnell’s extraordinary book about an even 
more extraordinary woman. A privileged Balti-
more socialite, Hall sought to exceed contempo-
rary expectations of women and to save as many 
people from the Germans as she could. She was so 
successful constructing spy networks throughout 
France that the Germans called her “the most dan-
gerous of Allied spies.” Her work aiding the French 
Resistance didn’t just help change the course of 
the war, it changed the course of how espionage 
would be conducted decades into the future. The 
CIA has acknowledged that the missions it sent 
into Afghanistan both before and after 9/11 were 
built on Hall’s work. Her name is in the Military 
Intelligence Corps Hall of Fame. She was awarded 
the Croix de Guerre. And yet she is somehow not a 
household name. 

Purnell found Hall’s story after writing a bi-
ography of Clementine Churchill, another wom-
an whose legacy is often ignored. Churchill, wife 
of the British prime minister, played an immense 
role in World War II, and Purnell wondered if 
there were other buried stories of heroic women 
from that time. As she began what would turn into 
three years of research, Purnell would come across 
fleeting mentions of Hall’s spectacular courage in 
documents that otherwise focused on men. As she 
began to get a sense of her subject and the extent 
of what she accomplished, Purnell became, in her 
words, “addicted” to Hall’s story, beginning an in-
ternational journey to piece together her work. 

It’s a good thing that Purnell found Hall’s life 
so absorbing, because between the files that were 
lost, destroyed, or are still classified, the records of 
her work were literally all over the place. Purnell 

Photo courtesy Charlie H
opkinson



farm-to-table cuisine. Drawing on cookbooks, culinary his-
tories, advertisements, restaurant menus and reviews, guide-
books, and chef ’s memoirs, the author argues convincingly 
that Americans do have “well-defined and consistent tastes” 
in food: a “national fondness for sweet, spicy, and salty combi-
nations” and enthusiasm both for regional traditions and for 
variety. In examining culinary delights from different regions, 
Freedman points out that “invented traditions infuse regional 
cuisines, just about everywhere and many ‘traditional’ foods 
are not as old as most people believe.” If grits and barbecue 
are unknown in some parts of the South, still, roadside restau-
rants and cookbooks long have featured dishes—stewed clams 
from North Carolina and cranberry chiffon pie from Georgia, 
for example—that evoke particular areas. Variety, though, has 
been compromised by the rise of agribusiness and supermar-
kets. Freedman notes that in 1905, 14,000 varieties of apples 
were grown in the U.S.; by the 1960s, only three were sold in 
supermarkets. By the end of World War II, processed foods 
came to be less expensive than fresh ingredients and tempted 
homemakers with more time for “work, family, and active lei-
sure.” For many decades, consumers accepted processing and 
lack of diversity as trade-offs for the advantages of “hygienic 
safety, consistency, [and] affordability.” The author locates the 
movement against homogenization and standardization in the 
1970s, which also saw a decline of French haute cuisine as the 
ultimate tastemaker. “All the pieces of New American cuisine—
farm-to-table, seasonal, and local—were in place by the end of 
the 1980s,” he writes. Freedman also offers entertaining profiles 
of many notable chefs, including Alice Waters, Thomas Keller, 
and René Redzepi, whose influences have reformed how many 
Americans eat.

A spirited, abundantly illustrated food history. (85 color 
photos)

WE STAND DIVIDED
The Rift Between American 
Jews and Israel
Gordis, Daniel
Ecco/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-06-287369-9  

A winner of the National Jewish 
Book Award urges a thoughtful recon-
ciliation between Israelis and American 
Jews for the future of all Jews.

Gordis (Senior Vice President/Shalem Coll.; Israel: A 
Concise History of a Nation Reborn, 2016, etc.) takes up a much-
used but apt simile that the relationship between the Israelis 
and the American Jews is like a troubled marriage: What should 
be done? Should they split, get counseling, or separate? As the 
author writes, “the American and Israeli Jewish communities 
total more than 85 percent of the Jewish world and are there-
fore likely to be the communities that determine the course 
of Jewish history.” Surveying the landscape, the author, a lucid 
guide to this contentious topic, concludes that “the crux of 
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traveled between France, the U.K., and the Unit-
ed States trying to track down documents about 
Hall’s movements, reading records that were never 
written with a future historian in mind. “It was al-
most as if she was playing cat and mouse with me,” 
says Purnell, who ended up reading thousands of 
files to track Hall’s activities through her many 
code names. 

Still, those official records left out the personal 
element. What was Hall like? How did it feel when 
she was in the room? What made her laugh? For 
that, Purnell visited the Haute-Loire in France, 
where Hall is beloved by an entire region that re-
members what she did for them. She also spoke ex-
tensively with Hall’s niece, who was thrilled that 
someone had taken an interest in her aunt. 

While Hall was a human being with flaws, like 
anyone, it was the intimate details from the people 
who knew her that made her all the more astound-
ing to Purnell. It would have been so easy for Hall 
to marry rich and live a life of ease, but instead, 
she chose a life of service and hardship on top of 
the constant pain from her prosthetic leg. “One of 
the things I so admire about her is that she volun-
teered—she didn’t have to do any of this” says Pur-
nell. “I’ve never come across anyone quite like her.” 

Chelsea Ennen is the editorial assistant. A Woman of 
No Importance was reviewed in the Jan. 15, 2019, issue.
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the problem between the communities is not what Israel does, 
but what Israel is.” American Jews freely criticize Israel and 
its strong-armed policies toward the Palestinians, but Israelis 
often believe that Americans—comfortable and not constantly 
faced with security threats—have no idea what it means to live 
surrounded by hostile countries. Gordis argues that the intense 
love affair of American Jews with Israel buckled in 1982, when 
Israeli military perpetrated massacres at the Palestinian refugee 
camps at Sabra and Shatila, leaving American Jews “humiliated 
and shamed by the country to which they had once pointed 
with pride.” This was a turning point. Yet the author also con-
cisely highlights ongoing fundamental tension points between 
the two countries, including the Zionist dream that Jews can be 
the active agents in their story rather than passive victims. The 
sticking point of religion (“Who and What are the Jews?”) is 
another point of contention, as American Jews tend to be non-
Orthodox in opposition to the enormous power of the right-
wing Orthodox element in Israel, who define identity as well 
as the role of the Hebrew language, which most Americans do 
not speak.

A deliberative academic work that rises above hack-
neyed arguments with significant research and a great deal 
of heart.

FACE IT
Harry, Debbie
Dey Street/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-074958-3  

The iconic singer reveals her legend-
ary journey.

In this whirlwind tour of her life, 
Harry, one of the most photographed 
faces in music, deploys an irreverent 
style well suited to her story. Her tales of 

life before, during, after, and beyond her time with Blondie are 
intermixed with interludes that capture the eclectic and elec-
tric passion she has for the creative process. In a narrative that 
feels simultaneously heartfelt and spontaneous, Harry recounts 
close encounters with violence and harassment with the same 
immediacy as the moments that catapulted Blondie to world-
wide fame. Harry doesn’t focus on the challenges of being a 
woman in the music industry but rather on the collaborations 
that fueled her creativity. Though her sound and style influenced 
rock, and especially women in rock, there’s refreshingly little 
self-congratulation in these pages. Instead, readers will find 
reflection on life with a budding band and an uncensored view 
of what it took to succeed. Whether she’s recounting her expe-
riences making clothes, waitressing, meeting artists, or playing 
early gigs at CBGB, Harry’s intimate portrait often reads like 
a love letter to a bygone version of New York City. The narra-
tive reflects the energy of the punk and new wave scene as the 
author weaves personal stories with entertaining descriptions of 
partying and playing with the likes of the Ramones, Andy War-
hol, Iggy Pop, and David Bowie. There is no shortage of notable 
cameos in Harry’s chronicle of her journey to stardom, and she 
maintains effervescent senses of humor and grace throughout. 
From small venues to world tours, bankruptcy to gold records, 
this account of life behind the fame offers a candid view of the 
hard work, big breaks, and tough times that came before and 
after celebrity. The co-founder of Blondie, Chris Stein, provides 
the introduction.

A wild ride of fame, friendships, music, and drugs sure 
to appeal to Blondie fans and 1970s rock in general. (photos)

A wild ride of fame, friendships, music, and drugs sure
to appeal to Blondie fans and 1970s rock in general.

face it
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QUALIFICATION 
A Graphic Memoir in 
Twelve Steps
Heatley, David
Illus. by the author
Pantheon (416 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-375-42540-0  

A family steeped in 12-step recovery 
risks addiction to 12-step programs.

Heatley (My Brain Is Hanging Upside 
Down, 2008), who has provided illustrations for the New York Times, 
New Yorker, McSweeney’s, and other publications, pairs deceptively 
simple drawings with transparently direct text. Though the book is 
divided into 12 chapters, it doesn’t really involve working all 12 steps 
until the last. Before that, Heatley delves deeply into a life that is 
as complex and messy as any, that refuses to untangle through easy 
epiphanies, and that doesn’t resolve itself the way readers may 
anticipate. Throughout his life, the artist has been drawn to—and 
suspicious of—12-step programs since his parents were involved 
in numerous ones, often simultaneously. He heard the jargon and 
witnessed the results as his mother transformed herself (at least 
temporarily) through Overeaters Anonymous and changed the 
family’s dynamic enough to divorce his father, who had issues with 
debt (and at least borderline sexual abuse of his sons). At various 
times, the author was addicted to pornography, spending, shop-
lifting, and attracting romantic attention. He and his wife fought 
frequently, most often over their financial instability but about his 
various 12-step programs as well, which she felt he was using as an 
escape from domestic tension. He felt he was becoming addicted 
to those arguments. He saw his brother walk a thin line between 
spiritual fervor and madness, and he resented the way that his 
mother responded to every complication in any of their lives with 
12-step bromides. He supplemented his programs with therapy, 
and he found counseling and 12-stepping to be at odds with each 
other. “It was clear to me that I had a spiritual disease,” he admits, 
yet finding the cure proved confusing. This graphic narrative, rich 
in detail and reflection, shouldn’t be read quickly in one sitting but 
rather savored.

Heatley powerfully demonstrates that when lives are 
messiest, art remains cathartic, even redemptive.

DOMINION 
How the Christian 
Revolution Remade the 
World
Holland, Tom
Basic (624 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-465-09350-2  

Christianity may not be on the 
march, but its principles continue to 
dominate in much of the world; this 

thoughtful, astute account describes how and why.

This is not a biography of Jesus or a history of the church, 
writes Holland (Dynasty: The Rise and Fall of the House of Caesar, 
2015, etc.), an award-winning historian of the ancient world. His 
aim is to “study Christianity for what it can reveal, not about 
God, but about the affairs of humanity. No less than any other 
aspect of culture and society, beliefs are presumed to be of 
mortal origin, and shaped by the passage of time.” He accom-
plishes this with 21 isolated chapters (in three parts: “Antiquity,” 

“Christendom,” and “Modernitas”) that proceed chronologically, 
beginning when the ancient world, which featured a live-and-
let-live attitude toward the gods of every nation, became aware 
of the Jewish God, who insisted that He reigned alone. Leaping 
forward centuries and then decades at a time, Holland delivers 
penetrating, often jolting discussions on great controversies 
of Western civilization in which war, politics, and culture have 
formed a background to changes in values. Thus, Christ taught 
that slavery was offensive in God’s eyes. Christians accepted this 
idea until they became the establishment, when practicalities 
took priority. Radical Christians fumed and skeptics sneered, 
but the author points out that when abolition finally became a 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Gordon L. Dillow

THE AUTHOR’S FIRE IN THE SKY IS THE RESULT OF HIS TWO-YEAR 
CRASH COURSE IN THE SUBJECT OF ASTEROIDS
By Mark Athitakis

If Gordon L. Dillow wasn’t such an early riser, he 
might have missed the subject of his new book blow-
ing up over his head.

On June 2, 2016, Dillow was up at 4 a.m., drink-
ing coffee on the back porch of his home in northern 
Arizona, when the sky seemed to come undone. “All 
of a sudden the sky starts lighting up,” he says. “Not 
like dawn—I mean, this is a bolt of red light that cov-
ered the hillside, and then it blows up in a white ex-
plosion.”

News reports later clarified that a small asteroid 
had entered the Earth’s atmosphere, its breakup cre-

ating a flashy but ultimately harmless fireball. Dil-
low was reassured that Armageddon—or a real-life 
version of the film Armageddon—wasn’t nigh. But as 
a veteran journalist who’d covered war, earthquakes, 
and volcanic eruptions, he was struck by how little 
he knew about asteroids, meteors, and what risks 
they might present to the planet.

Dillow’s lively, conversational pop-science book 
Fire in the Sky: Cosmic Collisons, Killer Asteroids, and the 
Race To Defend the Earth is the product of his two-year 
crash course on the subject, covering the asteroid 
that doomed the dinosaurs, the business of identi-
fying the thousands of near-Earth objects, known as 
NEOs, that are close enough to merit keeping an eye 
on, and the technologies that can push or blast an as-
teroid out of harm’s way—maybe.

Arizona proved to be a hospitable place to re-
search such a book. It’s home to the mile-wide Mete-
or Crater, among the largest visible “astroblemes” on 
the planet, created 50,000 years ago; Dillow relates 
the foolhardy and expensive effort of one early-20th-
century entrepreneur who drilled deep into the cra-
ter hoping to mine the asteroid’s precious metals, un-
aware that the impact all but vaporized it. More ra-
tionally, researchers for the Catalina Sky Survey near 
Tucson monitor the skies for new NEOs, which can 
still take us by surprise: A large meteor gave the Rus-
sian city of Chelyabinsk a scare in 2013.

Such events make for sensationalistic headlines 
(“Kiss Your Asteroid Goodbye!”), which can make it 
hard for researchers to trust a journalist, especially 
a nonexpert on outer space. “There was a little bit 
of getting past that—they were kind of worried,” he 
says. “But once you get them talking, they love to talk 
about this stuff.”

Photo courtesyO
lga Straatsm
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political force in the 18th century, it was almost entirely Chris-
tian based, and no other world religion participated. So it has 
been with issues from women’s rights to genocide to evolution, 
and Holland looks at the work of Julian the Apostate, Moham-
mad, Voltaire, Nietzsche, Hitler, and countless other relevant 
historical figures. Readers may squirm, but even a humane con-
cept such as human rights “was far likelier to be signed up to if 
its origin among the canon lawyers of medieval Europe could 
be kept concealed.”

An insightful argument that Christian ethics, even 
when ignored, are the norm worldwide.

A BEGINNER’S GUIDE 
TO JAPAN
Observations and 
Provocations
Iyer, Pico
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-451-49395-8  

The accomplished journalist and 
author, who has lived in Japan for more 
than 30 years, pursues the elusive Japa-
nese character.

With an elegant, understated manner, Iyer (Autumn Light: 
Season of Fire and Farewells, 2019, etc.) offers poignant reflections 
on his adopted country and its maddening contradictions and 
shifting parts. He moves from the public to the private realms, 
ambling among themes such as travel, dress, animism, language, 
role-playing, and playing ball. He often inserts a quote that 
has nothing to do with Japan but that sizes up the place and 
sense perfectly—e.g., he cites Oscar Wilde, who “saw the folds 
within emotions and knew that social life was a theater where 
the emotions are very real.” Iyer’s subtle observations reveal 
a great deal about what is beyond the surface of how some 
Westerners view the Japanese—“as robots,” which the author 
explains to be “less because the Japan are so machinelike and 
dependable than because inanimate things in Japan possess 
so much spirit and life.” Iyer marvels at the “culture of shared 
obedience” and service; at the country’s astonishing number of 
vending machines and every imaginable kind of convenience 
store; and at the company called Family Romance, which 
employs 1,400 actors “to be family members for clients who are 
going through hard times.” Being in Japan reminded the author 
of his time visiting West Point Military Academy: “the courtesy, 
the sense of order—held up by an unbudging sense of hierar-
chy—the devotion to tradition,” and also how the cadets “were 
brought together into a unit…that spoke for a commitment to 
something larger than themselves.” Iyer also sees the troubling 
flip side to this “streamlined” and cooperative society, such as 
its exclusivity and insularity, which keep it “out of step with the 
larger global community,” especially in its treatment of women, 
outsiders, and minorities.

Marvelously nuanced reflections on a nation “in con-
stant motion.”
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One of Dillow’s takeaways is that you shouldn’t 
buy the disaster-movie version of an asteroid strike. 

“In the movies it’s always a giant asteroid, right? It’s 
headed toward Earth and going to destroy every liv-
ing thing on the planet,” he says. “That’s not the is-
sue. The issue is the smaller ones like the one that 
hit Russia back in 2013. Those are the ones that the 
astronomers and the astrophysicists worry about be-
cause there’s more of them, and they hit more often. 
They don’t want to sensationalize the story. On the 
other hand, they want to get the word out.”

One virtue of Fire in the Sky is its thoughtful ex-
ploration of the complexity of getting the word 
out. If a massive asteroid has a 5% chance of strik-
ing Earth in 10 years, is it time to panic? Should we 
spend billions on a “kinetic impactor” to push it out 
of the way or use nuclear weapons on it, with such 
small odds? And who foots the bill?

Though Dillow’s book is overall a caution not to 
panic, he believes the global community ought to 
have a contingency plan ready. “I think we should 
do something now,” he says. “Chances are if it’s a big 
enough asteroid, we’re going to see it before it actu-
ally hits. The problem is if you see it, and it’s eight 
years away from impact and you don’t have anything 
on the drawing boards as to what to do with it….” 
He pauses. “I mean, it takes a long time to engineer 
these things.”

Mark Athitakis is the author of The New Midwest and a 
regular contributor to Kirkus. Fire in the Sky was reviewed 
in the May 1, 2019, issue.
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STILL HERE
The Madcap, Nervy, Singular 
Life of Elaine Stritch
Jacobs, Alexandra
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-374-26809-1  

New York Times features writer and 
cultural critic Jacobs makes her book 
debut with a biography of the glamorous, 
outspoken entertainer Elaine Stritch 

(1925-2014).
Stritch’s career spanned nearly seven decades, ending in an 

acclaimed one-woman show that earned her the Tony Award 
she had long coveted. As an actress and singer, she had middling 
success, usually hired for a part when a bigger name was unavail-
able, or when a show went on national tour, or for summer stock. 
Often, she lost out to Angela Lansbury, who won many of the 
roles Stritch wanted: as Auntie Mame, for example, which 

made Lansbury “a definitive star of the musical theater,” and as 
Madame Rose in Gypsy. “I’m sick of Angela Lansbury,” Stritch 
once remarked. “I’m sick of people doing parts that I should be 
doing.” In 1961, her performance in Noel Coward’s Sail Away 
won accolades: She turned the play “into a one-woman show,” 
one critic wrote. “Let’s keep the busy Miss Stritch busier.” But 
there were problems in keeping her busy: a reputation for “being 
tiresome, over-full of suggestions and not knowing a word” of 
her lines, as Coward noted; and, increasingly, alcoholism. “They 
all love Elaine,” Lee Israel discovered when she worked on a fea-
ture story about Stritch. “But along the way lots of people have 
ceased to trust her,” Israel wrote. “She drinks, they say.” Stritch 
defended drinking as “a wonderful thing for social communica-
tion,” but theater critic John Lahr saw a deep vulnerability. She 
was “the most panic-struck person I ever knew,” he observed, 

“a hysteric, and completely terrified.” In an engaging, thor-
oughly researched narrative, Jacobs chronicles Stritch’s career, 
boosted by working with Stephen Sondheim and Woody Allen; 
her half-hearted attempts to get on the wagon; her friendships, 
romances, and marriage; kleptomania and refusal to pay restau-
rant tabs; and brazen money-grubbing. Put up at a Florida hotel 
for an event, for example, she brought her entire winter ward-
robe for dry-cleaning “at the production’s expense.”

A sharply drawn portrait of an ambitious, fierce, and 
complicated woman. (8 pages of b/w illustrations)

CRUSADERS
The Epic History of the Wars 
for the Holy Lands
Jones, Dan
Viking (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-525-42831-2  

The centuries of campaigning to 
reclaim the Holy Land retain their fas-
cination, as demonstrated by this expert 
mixture of cutthroat politics, battlefield 

fireworks, and mass murder.
Bestselling British historian Jones (Templars: The Rise and Fall 

of God’s Holy Warriors, 2017) reminds readers that Christians had 
been warring against Islam since its warriors burst out of Arabia 
in the seventh century and advanced well into Europe. By the 
11th century, when the author begins the narrative, Spain and 
Sicily were already battlegrounds. Matters were critical further 
east where the Byzantine Empire was fending off attackers on 
all sides, most significantly from the Turks, who had advanced 
perilously close to the capital at Constantinople. In 1095, its 
emperor requested military aid from Pope Urban II. For many 
reasons, not all admirable, Urban responded enthusiastically. 
Jones does his best to explain, but historians still scratch their 
heads over the fanatic response. Masses of the poor slaugh-
tered local non-Christians (i.e., Jews) and then walked east in 
the thousands; most died. Soon after, armies under French and 
Norman leadership marched the entire distance, more than 
2,000 miles, capturing much of Palestine, including Jerusalem, 

A sharply drawn portrait of an ambitious,  
fierce, and complicated woman.

still here
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in 1099 after a bloody campaign. The result was a kingdom of 
Jerusalem and several other Christian principalities that spent 
the next two centuries fighting, ultimately unsuccessfully, for 
survival. At intervals, European leaders organized vast, expen-
sive, poorly organized expeditions (crusades) that trundled 
toward the Holy Land, sometimes reached it, wreaked havoc, 
and suffered horribly. Readers may recall the Third Crusade’s 
epic clashes between Richard the Lionheart and Saladin. Jones 
does not neglect officially sanctioned, bloody crusades against 
Muslims in Spain, pagans in northern Europe, and religious 
heretics at home. As usual, the author has done his homework, 
laboring mightily to recount century after century of gruesome 
warfare between profoundly religious cultures with apparently 
no inhibition against lying and profound cruelty. Two appendi-
ces list the kings and queens of Jerusalem and the popes.

Readers may not sort out the innumerable Baldwins, 
Rogers, Fredericks, or battles, but they will keep the pages 
turning. (10 maps)

WHEN THEY COME FOR YOU
How Police and Government 
Are Trampling Our Liberties—
and How to Take Them Back
Kirby, David
St. Martin’s (400 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-250-06436-3  

Investigative reporting and anec-
dotes demonstrate why the author 
believes United States citizens should 

fear governments at all levels.
A journalist and self-described “leftist libertarian,” Kirby 

(Death at SeaWorld: Shamu and the Dark Side of Killer Whales in 
Captivity, 2012, etc.) certainly understands the vital roles of 
governments regarding roads, parks, schools, consumer safety, 
environmental protection, and even law enforcement. In this 
book, the author focuses on how and why government entities 
in Washington, D.C., state capitals, county seats, city halls, and 
law enforcement complexes consistently restrict the rights of 
Americans. Kirby hopes to raise individual consciousness with 
the case studies and then encourage individuals to mobilize 
against government overreach, whether it is well intended or 
motivated by corruption. The chapters focus on warrantless 
police searches of residences; child protective services remov-
ing juveniles from families; incarceration of suspects for minor 
alleged offenses or inability to pay bail (manifested in the pro-
liferation of “modern-day debtors’ prisons”); a law enforcement 
practice known as forfeiture, which strips cash and other assets 
from alleged criminals, many of whom are not guilty; suppres-
sion of free speech guaranteed by the First Amendment; gov-
ernmental invasions of individual privacy; a malfunctioning 
criminal justice system revolving around out-of-control police, 
inefficient courts, and mass incarceration in inhumane jails and 
prisons. The author also explains why he decided to exclude a 
chapter about voter suppression by governments, suppression 

aimed unequally at people of color. He goes on to delineate why 
he decided to omit Second Amendment controversies over gun 
ownership and government-enforced gun control. Kirby gener-
ally avoids partisan political verbiage; throughout the narrative, 
he chooses case studies that reflect poorly on nearly everyone 
involved in the political process: Republicans, Democrats, and 
so-called civil servants who are unaffiliated. Readers who pay 
attention to the news behind the headlines will already know 
much of this information, and Kirby’s proposed reforms at the 
end of each chapter are intriguing but probably mostly imprac-
tical in the current political climate.

An average contribution to a variety of political debates.



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Casey Cep

CEP’S NONFICTION DEBUT, FURIOUS HOURS, TAPS OUR FASCINATION 
WITH TRUE-CRIME STORIES—AND WITH THE MYSTERIOUS HARPER LEE
By Megan Labrise

Thick with mysteries dense as Southern sum-
mer air, Casey Cep’s Furious Hours: Murder, Fraud, 
and the Last Trial of Harper Lee leaves it to readers 
to determine the true crime within.

“I’ve been surprised by the number of people 
who said they did stay up all night with the book, 
and it’s not for the section I would have thought,” 
says Cep, a writer from the Eastern Shore of 
Maryland whose work has appeared in the New 
Yorker, the New York Times, and the New Republic. 
“It was not to find out what happens to the rever-
end, it’s not to find out the verdict in the trial of 

this vigilante. It’s to find out what happened to 
Harper Lee.”

Cep’s New York Times–bestselling nonfiction 
debut is three books in one. It’s the story of the 
Rev. Willie Maxwell, a rural Alabama preacher ac-
cused of murdering five family members for nearly 
$100,000 of insurance money in the 1970s (about 
half a million dollars today). It’s also the story of Di-
xie Democrat Tom Radney, the charismatic white 
attorney who represented Maxwell—and, subse-
quently, Maxwell’s killer, Robert Burns. Finally, it’s 
the story of Nelle Harper Lee, author of To Kill a 
Mockingbird, who was nearly two decades into her 
tenure as a literary titan when she returned to her 
native state to report on Burns’ trial.

“Now, finally, she was ready to try again,” Cep 
writes in Furious Hours. “One of the state’s best 
trial lawyers was arguing one of the state’s strang-
est cases, and the state’s most famous author was 
there to write about it. She would spend a year in 
town investigating the case, and many more turn-
ing it into prose. The mystery in the courtroom 
that day was what would become of the man who 
shot the Reverend Willie Maxwell. But for de-
cades after the verdict, the mystery was what be-
came of Harper Lee’s book.”

Lee never completed the book she planned 
to call The Reverend, stymied by “the shortage of 
facts, the lack of an ideal protagonist, her unfa-
miliarity with the lives of African Americans, a 
certain uncomfortable moral muddiness concern-
ing black criminality in a criminally racist society, 
and a related discomfort with her own deep de-
light in the self-serving mythologies of the south-
ern gentry,” Cep writes.

Photo courtesyKathryn Schulz
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“I would never have anticipated the kind of fas-
cination people would have with writer’s block,” 
says Cep, who logged countless hours of report-
ing and writing where Lee left off, “but [readers] 
are rooting for her and want to know how it all 
turns out.”

Kirkus calls Furious Hours an “effortlessly im-
mersive…impressively researched narrative”—
one that’s part literary biography, part geopoliti-
cal history, and part true crime.

“There are a series of murders and suspicious 
deaths at the heart of this book,” Cep says, “and 
I tried very hard to treat them sensitively, mind-
ful that those people all have living relatives and 
descendants, and there is real pain and anguish. 
[But] I think the more interesting crime is the fi-
nancial one. That, to me, is where it got interest-
ing for Harper Lee, too. We think of money as a 
motive, but money is also a means.

“If you look back at the history of politics in 
this period,” she says, “the disenfranchisement of 
black voters, the misapplication of so many federal 
protections that were attempting to strike at the 
heart of Jim Crow that failed over and over again 
because the law was abused, that’s obviously a dif-
ferent kind of crime but a crime all the same.”

Megan Labrise is the editor at large and hosts the Fully 
Booked podcast. Furious Hours was reviewed in the 
March 15, 2019 issue.
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ON FIRE
The (Burning) Case for a 
Green New Deal
Klein, Naomi
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-982129-91-0  

An impassioned anthology of the 
author’s evidence-based pleas to allevi-
ate climate change.

In her latest book, Intercept senior 
correspondent Klein (Media, Culture, and Feminist Studies/
Rutgers Univ.; This Changes Everything: Capitalism Versus the 
Climate, 2015, etc.) presents pieces, some of which have been 
updated, from 2010 to 2019. Whether revised or not, most 
still resonate; the masterful, newly composed, 53-page intro-
duction alone is worth the cover price. What separates Klein 
from many other advocates for a Green New Deal is her bal-
anced combination of idealism and politics-based realism. The 
idealism shines through as she discusses the need for systemic 
change across the globe. The realism becomes apparent as she 
explains the huge obstacles to progressive policies put in place 
by elected politicians, private-sector corporate leaders, and 
omnipresent lobbyists, most of whom rarely care about the 
overarching public interest and can spend money at will to fur-
ther their agendas. Throughout her urgent essays, Klein lucidly 
expresses her incredulity that huge swaths of humanity fail to 
recognize the critical nature of our current climate crisis. She 
believes that mass destruction will occur during many readers’ 
lifetimes, with their children and grandchildren suffering even 
greater losses. Alterations in individual behaviors—if enough 
individuals willingly participate—can lead to short-term allevi-
ation, but long-term systemic change must follow immediately. 
The author’s most compelling extended example is the account 
of how 15-year-old Greta Thunberg of Sweden has influenced 
countless people to join in her advocacy. “Listening to Thun-
berg speak about how our collective climate inaction had 
nearly stolen her will to live seemed to help others feel the fire 
of survival in their own bellies,” writes Klein. The author also 
explores historical instances of systemic change to determine 
if the New Deal proposed by Franklin Roosevelt serves as the 
most appropriate analogy for the currently circulating Green 
New Deal. Klein wisely ranges beyond the U.S. and her native 
Canada when presenting evidence and explaining obstacles.

Another important addition to the literature on the 
most essential issue of our day.
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PASSING
A Memoir of Love and Death
Korda, Michael
Liveright/Norton (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-63149-464-2  

A devoted husband bears witness to 
his wife’s final illness.

Retired Simon & Schuster editor-in-
chief Korda (Alone: Britain, Churchill, and 
Dunkirk: Defeat Into Victory, 2017, etc.) 

offers a sensitive and absorbing chronicle of his wife’s death 
from cancer a year after she was diagnosed with a brain tumor. 
Joining a growing genre about death and dying that includes 
Sherwin Nuland’s How We Die and Atul Gawande’s Being Mortal, 
Korda’s memoir is both a celebration of his 45-year marriage to 
his “lover, companion, and best friend” and a cleareyed account 
of the benefits and limits of medical intervention. Until she was 
stricken with brain cancer, Margaret Korda seemed invulner-
able: a strong, athletic woman who loved the outdoors, rode 
horses competitively to win five national championships, and, 
even at the age of 79, retained the beauty and “perfect posture 
of the fashion model she once had been.” Yet although she 
was remarkably healthy, the author discloses that she took an 
assortment of medications to treat depression and anxiety. “She 
was a perfectionist,” he writes, “hard on herself, she worried 
about aging, losing her looks, what she would do with herself 
if she had to give up riding.” Her fears made her wary of doc-
tors, which is why, when she noticed a patch on her cheek, she 
covered it with makeup rather than have it removed and biop-
sied. By the time she agreed to remove it, the cancer had begun 
to spread. After the diagnosis of her brain tumor, Korda took 
it upon himself to find out as much as he could about the ill-
ness and treatment, devouring cancer sites on the internet and 
parsing medical information, hoping it would help him support 
Margaret’s treatment. Despite finding an excellent, caring neu-
rosurgeon, the author “struggled with alarm and despondency 
as I read about what lay in store for Margaret.” He chronicles 
in detail her yearlong experience of surgeries, therapy, decline, 
and decision-making as the two learned the extent of her illness 
and, finally, abandoned “hope, illusions, [and] faith in miracles.”

A compassionate chronicle of a couple’s last year.

BARACK AND JOE
The Making of an 
Extraordinary Partnership
Levingston, Steven
Hachette (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-316-48786-3  

The chronicle of a political “bromance.”
Journalist Levingston (Kennedy and 

King: The President, the Pastor, and the Battle 
Over Civil Rights, 2017, etc.), nonfiction 

book editor of the Washington Post, examines the partnership 
between Barack Obama and Joe Biden, which, the author gushes, 

“evolved into a friendship of profound depth, one never before 
witnessed in the history of the American presidency.” His admi-
ration for this relationship serves to justify this book. Unfor-
tunately for Levingston, neither Obama nor Biden consented 
to interviews or replied to emails, although he did manage to 
interview sources such as Obama’s senior adviser David Axelrod, 
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, and Deputy Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken. From those responses, along with videos, 
blogs, twitter posts, various media reports, speeches, and the 
protagonists’ memoirs—all public documents—Levingston 
weaves a lively narrative about an unlikely alliance between the 
taciturn Obama and gregarious, voluble Biden. After an initially 
cool assessment of one another, growing mutual respect led 
Obama to choose Biden for vice president due to his experience 
and skill working with Congress, his popularity among working-
class voters, and their agreement “on matters of international 
import.” Obama, Levingston maintains, admired Biden’s per-
sonal story: “his character in the face of profound setbacks,” 
his willingness to question “the meaning of life and his place 
in it,” and his “devotion to his family,” traits that Obama felt 
he shared. The author stretches to include any commonalities 
he can identify—for example, that both men used sports meta-
phors. Nevertheless, as Levingston recounts their relationship 
during the campaign’s high and low points and throughout eight 
years of facing economic, social, and military crises, he points 
out many occasions when the two men seemed close. In par-
ticular, Obama’s demonstrative sympathy for Biden when his 
son Beau died of brain cancer is compelling evidence of the sin-
cerity of his friendship and love. But the author is at a loss to 
explain Obama’s reticence in supporting Biden’s current cam-
paign for the presidency, and he ends simply by proclaiming the 
bromance mesmerizing and inspiring.

A nostalgic portrait of the last presidency.

RETURN TO 
THE REICH 
A Holocaust Refugee’s 
Secret Mission To Defeat the 
Nazis
Lichtblau, Eric
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-328-52853-7  

A real-life World War II spy thriller 
from a two-time Pulitzer Prize–winning 

journalist.
Lichtblau (The Nazis Next Door: How America Became a Safe 

Haven for Hitler’s Men, 2014, etc.) narrates the exciting story 
of Freddy Mayer (1926-2016), from his childhood in Germany 
before the rise of the Nazis to his escapades in the OSS. His 
family was lucky to escape from Germany, arriving in New 
York in 1938. After Pearl Harbor, he tried to enlist, hoping to 
use his German training as a mechanic, but he was rejected as 

An enthralling page-turner.
return to the reich



an “enemy alien.” Soon, the need for able-bodied men eased 
the restrictions, and Mayer’s older brother was called up. 
Freddy appealed, and the draft board took him instead, allow-
ing his brother to finish college. His dauntlessness, abilities, 
and outlandish maneuvers brought him to the attention of 
the OSS, and after months of training, he arrived in Africa in 
June 1944. His partner was Hans Wynberg, a Dutch Jew and 
Morse code expert. Frustrated at the lack of action, Mayer 
came up with audacious ideas for missions. While his superiors 
never doubted his motives, they worried that he had no limits. 
Finally, they engaged in a mission into the Austrian Tyrol, but 
there were no local resisters to meet their landing; they needed 
a guide. Thus Mayer was sent to a Nazi POW camp to find a 
German ready to turn to their side. He struck gold with Franz 
Weber, a German deserter born in the Alps. Mayer, Wynberg, 
and Weber ended up in Weber’s hometown, where some local 
citizens helped them. And that’s just the backstory. Recounting 
one of the most successful espionage missions, Lichtblau deliv-
ers the goods, shining a bright spotlight on a truly unique char-
acter: Mayer was aggressive, ingenious, and often disregarded 
the rules, to great effect.

An enthralling page-turner. (8-page b/w photo insert)

THE SPY WHO 
CHANGED HISTORY
The Untold Story of How the 
Soviet Union Won the Race 
for America’s Top Secrets
Lokhova, Svetlana
Pegasus (496 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-64313-214-3  

History-changing it wasn’t, but this 
is a genuinely untold story about a major 

Soviet espionage operation.
In a well-researched and often breathless account, Lokhova 

(By-Fellow/Churchill Coll., Univ. of Cambridge) focuses on 
Soviet technocrat Stanislav Shumovsky (1902-1984), who led an 
advanced party of 75 countrymen to the United States in 1931 to 
enroll in universities, majoring in science or engineering. The 
students’ goal, Stalin informed them, was to bring home knowl-
edge from the world’s most advanced nation to jump-start slug-
gish Soviet industry. They were to learn, but even more, they 
were to steal. Overseen by Shumovsky and a cadre of under-
cover agents, they sent back an avalanche of technical informa-
tion under the nose of the FBI, which remained oblivious for 
two decades. “To an extent that has never been acknowledged 
before,” writes the author, “the Soviet Union’s survival during 
the Second World War was underpinned by the technological 
and manufacturing secrets, plundered from US universities and 
factories, that enabled the development and mass manufacture 
of the aircraft and tanks needed to defeat the Third Reich.” 
Lokhova is at her best describing individuals: earnest Russians 
and often enthusiastic Americans who were happy to help build 
the workers’ paradise led by Stalin, who receives an admiring 

portrait. While there’s no doubt the Soviet Union received 
useful intelligence, readers will not find hard evidence that 
this ensured its survival. Obsessed with espionage, the Soviets 
expended enormous resources perhaps better spent elsewhere. 
Much of the massive material sent back was public or simply 
proprietary. Lokhova highlights American amazement at the 
advanced Soviet Tupolev Tu-4 bomber, but it owed more to 
reverse-engineering of the American B-29 than spying. Ameri-
can material, not secrets, aided the Soviet Union against Hit-
ler. Acquiring the American atom bomb plans saved time and 
money, but it was not a game-changer. Concentrating on the 
trees at the expense of the forest, the author never points out 
that Soviet industry remained backward until its 1989 collapse.

An interesting glimpse into a hitherto obscure Soviet 
spy ring, but there is less there than meets the eye. (b/w 
photos throughout)

HITLER 
A Biography
Longerich, Peter
Oxford Univ.  (912 pp.) 
$39.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-19-005673-5  

An expert on Nazi Germany delivers 
a massive new biography of arguably the 
most monstrous leader in history.

Longerich (Modern German His-
tory/Royal Holloway Univ. of London; 

Goebbels: A Biography, 2015, etc.) addresses the many biographies 
that have come before, notably by Ian Kershaw and Joachim 
Fest, which tend to characterize Hitler as a loner and an out-
sider, a “nonperson.” In contrast, Longerich examines Hitler’s 

“autonomous role as an active politician” in shaping the policies 
of his party. “I argue…that critical turning points in Hitler’s 
policies cannot be seen as the result of external constraints and 
structural determinants but were the product of decisions he 
forced through in the face of resistance and significant retard-
ing factors,” writes the author. After Hitler’s first three nonde-
script decades, the post–World War I depression gave way to 
fury and rage at the German defeat, and he found expression 
as a propagandist for the extreme right-wing German Work-
ers’ Party. Emerging a “magnificent failure” from his botched 
putsch, trial, and imprisonment, he set about creating a pub-
lic image and political program with Mein Kampf, articulating 
especially his anti-Semitism and the conquest of “living space” 
in Eastern Europe. Although he was appointed chancellor in 
January 1933, his party, writes Longerich, “still had no more than 
one-third of the electorate behind it,” and it took “great politi-
cal skill” over the next 18 months to transform the government 
into a Hitler dictatorship. The author deftly shows how Hitler 
actively “steered the course of events”—e.g., neutralizing the 
left, removing basic rights, eliminating trade unions, asserting 
total Nazi control of all clubs and associations, and “sorting 
out” the role of the two churches. As the momentum of terror 
grew, so did the inner conflicts and inconsistencies. Yet these 
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5 truths more 
fearsome than 

fiction

Emily Bazelon Jack Fairweather

Evan Ratliff Duncan White

Liao Yiwu
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did not undermine Hitler’s rule; on the contrary, the often cited 
“chaos of offices,” the author notes, “strengthened his personal 
position” and “allowed him…to enforce his political will directly 
as an autocratic dictator.” Throughout, the author wears his 
impeccable scholarship lightly, creating a fresh picture of one of 
history’s most written-about subjects.

A Hitler biography unlikely to be surpassed for quite 
some time.

IN THE DREAM HOUSE 
Machado, Carmen Maria
Graywolf (264 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-64445-003-1  

In this daringly structured and ruth-
lessly inquisitive memoir, Machado (Her 
Body and Other Parties, 2017) examines an 
abusive relationship with an eye to both 
personal truth and cultural assumption.

The author begins with a declaration. 
“I speak into the silence,” she says. “I toss the stone of my story 
into a vast crevice; measure the emptiness by its small sound.” 
She is writing to record her experience of queer sexuality and 
intimate psychological violence; by telling her story, she’s com-
mitting its existence to history. History has largely ignored the 
queer experience, particularly the existence of domestic abuse 
between queer women. As Machado points out, when you are 
invisible from the collective narrative, it is harder to imagine 
what your own feelings mean. The relationship at the heart of 
this memoir is resurrected with visceral potency. Instead of 
tracing her past with linear continuity, the author fractures it, 
diving into beautifully or painfully remembered moments with 
a harrowing emotional logic. As Machado recounts, she fell 
in love with a woman who seemed wonderful—they had sex, 
went on road trips, met parents—but who eventually became 
oppressively terrifying. In other sections, the author recounts 
an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation and illuminates the 
imagery of abuse in two films by George Cukor. Machado uses 
slippery changes in point of view and a knack for translating 
emotion into concrete sensation to slide readers into her space, 
where they experience the fear and confusion of abuse from the 
inside. She applies the astonishing force of her imagination and 
narrative skill to her own life, framing chapters with storytell-
ing motifs (unreliable narrator, star-crossed lovers, choose-your-
own-adventure) and playful footnotes. Occasionally, the various 
parts muddle each other’s trajectories, but the heart of this his-
tory is clear, deeply felt, and powerful.

A fiercely honest, imaginatively written, and necessary 
memoir from one of our great young writers.



THE CONTENDER
The Story of Marlon Brando
Mann, William J.
Harper/HarperCollins (736 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-06-242764-9  

A new biography of a legendary actor 
who “used his fame to draw attention to 
racism and injustice.”

It has been 25 years since Peter Man-
so’s 1,000-page Brando: The Biography, 

and award-winning biographer Mann (The Wars of the Roosevelts: 
The Ruthless Rise of America’s Greatest Political Family, 2016, etc.) 
believes Manso (and “conventional wisdom”) incorrectly por-
trays Brando (1924-2004) as “eccentric, erratic, narcissistic 
and hypocritical.” In this meticulously researched book, bol-
stered by access to the Brando estate, Mann “attempts to see 
Brando’s life, career, choices, and actions in a new light.” The 
author describes him as a “thinker, an observer, an examiner of 
himself and the world, with the goal of figuring out both.” He 
sympathetically portrays Brando as a survivor of childhood 
trauma, the only son of alcoholic parents: an abusive father and 
a distant, neglectful mother Brando loved dearly. Mann begins 
in 1943 in New York City, where the impoverished high school 
dropout studied at the New School’s Dramatic Workshop. He 
was insecure about many things but not sex, and his woman-
izing would always be a problem. The gifted teacher, Stella 
Adler, took “her young student under her wing.” She wanted to 
make him great, but for Brando, acting would always be a “lark, 
a game of pretense.” Although he was in a dark place, Brando 
did A Streetcar Named Desire on Broadway primarily because of 
director Elia Kazan, whom Brando greatly admired. After its 
success, Mann writes, he “knew his life was no longer his own.” 
In 1963, he walked with the Congress on Racial Equality—he 
believed that “if more people knew about the reality of racial 
discrimination, they wouldn’t stand for it”—and he was furious 
over what the studio did to his directorial debut, One-Eyed Jacks. 
Throughout, Mann balances Brando’s reluctance to act with 
excellent insights into his finest performances. Brando enjoyed 
the improvisation he brought to The Godfather and Last Tango in 
Paris; it made acting seem “fun and creative.” For Mann, Brando 
was always a “searcher” who “spent his life trying to become 
ever more conscious.”

A complex, intimate, and illuminating inquiry into and 
defense of Brando. (two 8-page color inserts)

EDISON 
Morris, Edmund
Random House (800 pp.) 
$38.00  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-8129-9311-0  

One of history’s most prolific inven-
tors receives his due from one of the 
world’s greatest biographers.

Pulitzer and National Book Award 
winner Morris (This Living Hand and 
Other Essays, 2012, etc.), who died this 

year, agrees that Thomas Edison (1847-1931) almost certainly 
said, “genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent 
perspiration,” and few readers of this outstanding biography 
will doubt that he was the quintessential workaholic. Raised in 
a middle-class Michigan family, Edison displayed an obsessive 
entrepreneurial spirit from childhood. As an adolescent, he ran 
a thriving business selling food and newspapers on a local rail-
road. Learning Morse code, he spent the Civil War as a telegra-
pher, impressing colleagues with his speed and superiors with 
his ability to improve the equipment. In 1870, he opened his 
own shop to produce inventions to order. By 1876, he had money 
to build a large laboratory in New Jersey, possibly the world’s 
first industrial research facility. Never a loner, Edison hired 
talented people to assist him. The dazzling results included 
the first commercially successful light bulb for which, Morris 
reminds readers, he invented the entire system: dynamo, wires, 
transformers, connections, and switches. Critics proclaim that 
Edison’s innovations (motion pictures, fluoroscope, recharge-
able batteries, mimeograph, etc.) were merely improvements 
on others’ work, but this is mostly a matter of sour grapes. 
Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone was a clunky, short-range 
device until it added Edison’s carbon microphone. And his 
phonograph flabbergasted everyone. Humans had been making 
images long before Daguerre, but no one had ever reproduced 
sound. Morris rivetingly describes the personalities, business 
details, and practical uses of Edison’s inventions as well as the 
massive technical details of years of research and trial and error 
for both his triumphs and his failures. For no obvious reason, 
the author writes in reverse chronological order, beginning in 
1920, with each of the seven following chapters backtracking a 
decade. It may not satisfy all readers, but it works.

Not only the definitive life, but a tour de force by a 
master.
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CRISIS OF 
CONSCIENCE 
Whistleblowing in an 
Age of Fraud
Mueller, Tom
Riverhead (608 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-59463-443-7  

An unusually deep dive into 
whistleblowing.

“This is the age of the whistleblower,” 
writes Mueller (Extra Virginity: The Sublime and Scandalous World 
of Olive Oil, 2011). Beginning in the late 1960s, informants like 
Ralph Nader and Daniel Ellsberg “galvanized” America over 
wrongdoing, “from cybercrime to credit card scams to iden-
tity theft, from criminal college admissions conspiracies to 
systemic wrongdoing by automobile companies to wholesale 
money laundering and looting of national treasuries by banks.” 
Drawing on interviews with more than 200 whistleblow-
ers and many lawyers and experts, the author offers revealing 
human stories about numerous insiders and outsiders, both 
well- and little-known, who have engaged in this “vital crime-
fighting paradigm” under federal laws that provide job protec-
tion and financial incentives (a percentage of money recovered 
by the government). “Since 1986,” writes Mueller, “the False 
Claims Act has been used to recover some sixty billion stolen 
tax dollars, and has deterred an estimated $1 trillion more in 
fraud.” Whether writing about drug companies that conceal 
unfavorable evidence, hospitals that engage in needless admis-
sions, or nuclear facilities that waste public funds, the author 
engrossingly examines the ethics, mechanics, and reverbera-
tions of whistleblowing of all kinds, emphasizing how bitterly 
controversial the practice remains, posing a clash between 
group loyalty and individual conscience. “Even if we admire…
the whistleblowers’ devotion to justice, we may still mistrust 
them for their betrayal of coworkers, superiors, and the organi-
zation itself,” he writes. Animus against whistleblowers—who 
generally undergo scrutiny and retribution and face consider-
able challenges finding new jobs—stems from “the instinctive 
aversion” that employees who choose to work for large, hierar-
chical organizations have for “people who question authority.” 
Mueller also looks at conflicts of interest, societal changes, and 
the neuroscience of blowing the whistle. He harshly criticizes 

“national security mandarins” who abuse public trust for private 
gain. Begun before the rise of Donald Trump, the book deems 
the president the “incarnation” of the present era of corruption.

Superb reporting on brave people who decided, “It 
would have been criminal for me not to act.”

DIAMOND DORIS
The True Story of the World’s 
Most Notorious Jewel Thief
Payne, Doris
Amistad/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-291799-7  

An ex–jewel thief ’s account of her 
more than 50-year career stealing fabu-
lously expensive gems from some of the 
world’s most exclusive stores.

Born to an African American coal miner father and his 
Native American wife in the West Virginia community of Slab 
Fork, Payne grew up with a keen awareness of social injustice. 
She knew from childhood that “greedy coal mining companies 
made a ton of money” on poor families by skimping on hous-
ing and mine safety. Though her family lived decently, she and 
her mother sometimes became victims of her father’s violence. 
Determined to stay independent of men and help her mother 
get away from her father, Payne employed a talent for theft that 
she accidentally discovered while trying on watches at a jewelry 
store. She began her criminal career in her early teens stealing 
food from the market and money from school for her family. 
As her confidence grew, so did her desire to live in the luxury 
denied people of color. By her late teens, Payne used her beauty 
and charm to entice store jewelry store clerks into showing her 
the expensive jewelry she took with ease. Later, she became 
involved with a married Jewish businessman who introduced 
her to the black market underworld and helped her score major 
thefts all over the country. After his death, Payne set her sights 
on international heists at stores like Cartier and Bulgari. She 
served one light jail sentence late in her career for a minor theft, 
yet neither the FBI nor international police were ever able to 
definitively prove her guilt. Payne’s personal charm is clearly 
evident on every page, but what makes her book especially 
provocative is her righteous anger at a (largely white) diamond 
trade built on the backs of poor Africans and her belief that she 
was “notorious on purpose.”

Engaging reading about an elegant modern-day Robin 
Hood.

UNSPEAKABLE ACTS
Women, Art, and Sexual 
Violence in the 1970s
Princenthal, Nancy
Thames & Hudson (304 pp.) 
$34.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-500-02305-1  

A potent study of feminist art and 
activism of the 1970s.

Art in America contributing edi-
tor Princenthal (Art Writing/School of 

Visual Arts; Agnes Martin: Her Life and Art, 2015, etc.) provides 
a riveting analysis that unfolds alongside an introduction to 



feminist conversations of the era. Clearly grasping the scope 
and complexity of her subject, the author contextualizes the 
stumbles and stamina of feminism, addressing objectifica-
tion and exploitation while focusing on artists’ pivotal acts 
of defiance, which brought heightened awareness to taboo or 
underdiscussed topics. Examining Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece, Ana 
Mendieta’s haunting installations, Valie EXPORT’s Action 
Pants: Genital Panic, and other projects, Princenthal shows how 
much of the art in this milieu shocked audiences with challeng-
ing notions of culpability and consent. The author also exposes 
diverse responses to violence that often inverted assumptions 
about spectatorship, participation, and victimhood by invit-
ing audiences to become witnesses. Looking at long-running 
performance pieces like Adrian Piper’s Mythic Being and Lynn 
Hershman Leeson’s Roberta Breitmore series, Princenthal 
explores how art handled both the performativity of gen-
der and the tension between vulnerability and violence. The 
author’s thorough handling of pieces like Nancy Spero’s epic 
Torture of Women, Suzanna Lacy’s Three Weeks in May, and others 
highlight the potency of the work, and she handles the racial-
ization of sexual violence with acuity. Paying attention to the 
groundbreaking work of artists giving voice to sexual violence, 
Princenthal plainly establishes art’s significant contributions 
to social change movements. “In the spectrum of dramatic 
injury—of harm organized for maximum emotional as well as 
physical impact—sexual violence occupies a uniquely potent, 
and unstable, place.” The author’s layered treatment of artistic 
influences, trends, and debates offers a precise snapshot of the 
context that fueled conversations about and depictions of vio-
lence. Ending her excellent primer to 1970s feminist art with a 
forward-looking view, Princenthal extends her insights into the 
realm of contemporary issues.

A concise and vital view of art and social change. (21 
color illustrations)

HIGH SCHOOL
Quin, Sara & Quin, Tegan
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(384 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-982112-66-0  

A coming-of-age memoir about how 
the Canadian twin sisters became suc-
cessful recording artists.

When they started high school, 
Tegan and Sara Quin considered them-

selves oddballs, outcasts, and misfits. They were big music 
fans—Nirvana, Green Day, the Smashing Pumpkins—but had 
no particular musical aspirations. Other than being identical 
twins, there was not much to distinguish them from other teen-
agers trying to navigate the awkward years—certainly nothing 
to suggest that they would soon become young recording stars 
and icons of the burgeoning LGBTQ community. These were 
pivotal years for the sisters, and their musical success would 
prove transformative. However, music almost seems like an 

afterthought here, as the authors proceed in alternating chap-
ters to show how their experience was fairly typical. They did 
lots of drugs, got blackout drunk on occasion, went to parties 
that got out of control, experienced their sexual awakenings, 
and wrestled with their sexual identities. Both had boyfriends 
and girlfriends, and both struggled with the issue of whether 
a particular girl was her best friend or something more. They 
also fought a lot. The music came when they found a guitar that 
belonged to their stepfather and separately began writing songs 
and then harmonizing with each other’s songs. The sisters also 
hid many of their experiences from each other, so it proved 
cathartic to write and share. “I wrote lyrics that sometimes felt 
too close to the bone,” remembers Sara, recalling how the unrav-
eling of her relationship with her girlfriend contributed to her 
songwriting surge. After arranging the song with her sister, she 
writes, “when we finished, I felt lighter.” Their friends became 
fans of their music, and a self-recorded cassette helped expand 
that fandom. Winning a prestigious talent contest earned them 
studio time, and they marked their 18th birthdays by signing 
with one of the recording labels that had been pursuing them.

A solid memoir mostly for fans of the band. (75 b/w 
illustrations)

THE ENIGMA OF 
CLARENCE THOMAS
Robin, Corey
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-62779-383-4  

For Supreme Court Justice Clarence 
Thomas, racism in America can never be 
expunged.

Analyzing speeches, court opinions, 
and Thomas’ writings, Robin (Political 

Science/Brooklyn Coll. and CUNY Graduate Center; The Reac-
tionary Mind: Conservatism From Edmund Burke to Donald Trump, 
2017, etc.) argues persuasively that Thomas’ right-wing con-
servatism and black nationalism make him “the most extreme 
justice on the Supreme Court.” Thomas, writes the author, 
believes “that racism is permanent, the state is ineffective, and 
politics is feeble.” Noting that he rejects “virtually all of Thom-
as’s views,” Robin warns against dismissing them, and he pres-
ents them in detail along with critiques from other justices and 
analysts. Central to Thomas’ beliefs is the valorization of the 
black male provider and protector, “a figure of authority whose 
word is law for the women and children under his care.” Black 
men, “stolid, moral, responsible, authoritative, upstanding,” 
are essential to the black community. For Thomas, white rac-
ism and liberal politics combine to undermine black interests. 
Blacks, therefore, “should cease to look to electoral politics as 
a means of bettering their situation; any involvement in elec-
toral politics will only confirm white power and reinforce black 
powerlessness.” Efforts such as affirmative action, for example, 
reinforce black powerlessness by failing to treat blacks and 
whites as equals, defining blacks as “inferior and deficient.” 
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When Thomas considers the incarceration rate for blacks and 
liberals’ cry for judicial and prison reform, he counters that “the 
racist dimensions of the carceral state” actually benefit African 
Americans: Harsh policing protects black neighborhoods from 
crime, and stringent punishment fosters law-abiding behavior. 
Adversity—even slavery and society under Jim Crow—“helps 
the black community develop its inner virtue and resolve.” 
Acknowledging that we are all trapped “in the same historical 
moment” as Thomas, Robin asks readers to examine the prem-
ises underlying their own social and political views. Thomas’ 

“beliefs are disturbing, even ugly,” Robin acknowledges; “his 
style is brutal. I want to make us sit with that discomfort rather 
than swat it away.”

A penetrating profile of the Supreme Court’s longest-
serving justice.

BE STRONG AND OF GOOD 
COURAGE
How Israel’s Most Important 
Leaders Shaped Its Destiny
Ross, Dennis & Makovsky, David
PublicAffairs (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5417-6765-2  

Profiles in leadership spotlighting 
four towering figures in Israeli history 
who took great “risks for an elusive 

peace”—and why those qualities are needed in our current time.
American authors Ross and Makovsky (co-authors: Myths, 

Illusions, and Peace: Finding a New Direction for America in the 
Middle East, 2009) are both passionately committed to Israeli-
Palestinian peace and diplomacy and believe the current Israeli 
leadership cannot deliver the solution. They observe that long-
term Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu does not 
believe peace with the Palestinians is in his political interest 
and is allowing the issue to drift inexorably toward the estab-
lishment of a binational state. The authors offer the instructive 
examples of David Ben-Gurion, Menachem Begin, Yitzhak 
Rabin, and Ariel Sharon as guides for the next step. Though all 
were flawed leaders, they all were “able to see risks clearly and 
understand which ones had to be run and not avoided,” and 
they were “willing to make very lonely decisions.” Founding 
father Ben-Gurion maintained a single-minded determination 
to establish a Zionist state, a desire magnified by the Holo-
caust, although he grasped the terrible cost of a war with the 
Arab neighbors; he was willing to compromise, when needed, 
though he did not foresee the growth of the religious right. 
Begin, former leader of the paramilitary underground, led the 
conservative coalition Likud to leadership in 1977, seizing the 
moment of making peace with Egypt’s Anwar Sadat (thanks to 
U.S. mediation) and ending “the virtually constant threat of war 
looming over Israel during its last three decades.” Rabin also 
understood the need for concessions, despite the awful political 
consequences, and Sharon, the early architect of the building of 
settlements, rehabilitated himself, after a controversial military 

career, by making the decision to withdraw from the Gaza Strip 
and recognizing Palestinian statehood. The choice for the next 
leaders, write the authors, is “whether [Israel] remains Jewish 
and democratic.”

Solid historical guidance for policymakers and stu-
dents of the Israeli-Palestinian conundrum.

THE MOST 
SPECTACULAR 
RESTAURANT IN 
THE WORLD 
The Twin Towers, Windows 
on the World, and the 
Rebirth of New York
Roston, Tom
Abrams (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4197-3799-2  

A detailed, inspiring, and horrifying account of the restau-
rant that sat atop the North Tower of the World Trade Center.

Former Premiere senior editor Roston (I Lost It at the Video 
Store: A Filmmakers’ Oral History of a Vanished Era, 2015) returns 
with a rich, complex account of Windows on the World, a story 
the author begins by discussing the many immigrants who 
worked there—later, he includes one of Donald Trump’s many 
clueless comments about 9/11. However, politics is much in 
the background; in the foreground are the many stories of the 
founders of the restaurant, the local politics (e.g., dealing with 
the Port Authority, the organization that controlled the site), 
key workers in the restaurant, the amenities, and the menus. 
He also chronicles the fundamental changes that occurred after 
the Feb. 26, 1993, truck-bomb episode. Informed by more than 
125 interviews, the text is most impressive for its accounts of 
the human relationships involved, both the friendships and 
the fiery competitions among some of the managers. Emerging 
above all is Joe Baum, the original manager, who, writes Roston, 

“could electrify or freeze a room, depending on his mood.” Baum 
and his colleagues faced significant challenges in the space. For 
example, they were not allowed to use natural gas and had to 
use electricity (which most all disdained) and a charcoal pit, 
and they were dealing with a rough economy in the mid-1970s. 
Eventually, however, the restaurant grossed enormous sums and 
became a New York City institution. Roston concludes with 
some very painful chapters about 9/11: the day before, the day 
of, the days after. All who were in the restaurant died that day; 
there was no escape from the floors above the impact. As the 
author grimly reminds us, many on the doomed upper floors 
jumped, preferring that to incineration.

Stories of creation and destruction told in an informed 
and compassionate voice. (photo insert)

Stories of creation and destruction told in an 
informed and compassionate voice.

the most spectacular restaurant in the world



WHERE I COME FROM
Life Lessons From a 
Latino Chef
Sánchez, Aarón
Abrams (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-4197-3802-9  

Sánchez (Simple Food, Big Flavor, 2011, 
etc.) plates a taster’s menu of personal 
and professional influences, not to men-
tion a few culinary travails, in a memoir 

infused with succulence, revelation, and ethnic pride.
Son of a gustatory pioneer, the author is a seasoned chef, 

restaurateur, and TV personality (currently seen on MasterChef) 
whose Latin roots run deep. Born in El Paso, nurtured in New 
York, and now based in New Orleans, he shot to international 
fame as a regular on the Food Network. This chronicle of an 
adventurous life in and out of the kitchen is a love letter not just 
to expansive pan-Latin cuisine, but to the power of food to bring 
cultures together and discover the most nourishing qualities of 
each. The book is also a cautionary tale for the higher reaches 
of a hospitality industry often distracted by inessentials, risky 
behavior, and the traps of celebrity. Throughout the well-con-
structed narrative (which includes recipes), the writing is crisp, 
candid, and rich with emotion, the latter ingredient applied lib-
erally. The author’s account of the evolution of Food Network is 
especially flavorsome. But Sánchez reserves much room in the 
pot for an inward and outward journey of self-exploration as a 
man of two worlds, Mexican and American. The “life lessons” of 
the subtitle are not original—whose are?—but they are certainly 
valid for those in the food industry struggling to balance fam-
ily and sanity with workload and opportunity, and they are no 
less instructive for aspiring chefs or those dealing with chronic 
depression and anxiety. With a soupçon of sympathy, Sánchez 
can even make the painful palatable. Occasionally, the narrative 
is somewhat repetitive, and, though trivial, a too-liberal use of 
the F-word might be off-putting for some readers. Nonetheless, 
the author offers readers a delicious reading experience.

If the Michelin guide gave a star to memoirs of a life in 
food, Sánchez rates at least a pair.

24/6
The Power of Unplugging One 
Day a Week
Shlain, Tiffany
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster
(196 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-982116-86-6  

The joy of going offline.
Filmmaker and Webby Awards founder 

Shlain once urged friends to connect online. 
Now she wonders, “how do you get people offline regularly to live a 
good life?” In this bright debut, she offers a very personal solution: 

Take a weekly “Technology Shabbat,” a day spent without 
smartphones or any other screen. A secular Jew and child of 
the 1970s, the author and her husband and daughters have been 
unplugging for one full day, every week, for nearly 10 years—
and liking it. Troubled that everyone is “head-down looking 
at screens all the time”—like “ostriches burying our heads in 
silicon sand”—she argues that the traditional day of rest works 
nicely to reduce the stress of news, tweets, and other electronic 
distractions. Benefits include increased productivity, reduced 
burnout, and greater quality of life. Writing in a pleasing, con-
versational style, Shlain reminds us that, according to one study, 
American adults spend 74 hours per week staring at a screen. 

“Screens have become like members of the family,” she writes, 
noting some people keep power on even during Lamaze classes. 
Drawing on family experiences, she focuses on the basics of 
24/6 living, beginning with the need to get back your landline: 
A phone plugged into a wall is critical for emergencies. Have 
needed supplies at hand (pad and sharpie pens, radio or record 
player, camera, books, other offline amusements), tell your rela-
tives and boss, invite friends to join the day, entice your children 
(with games, picnics, bike rides), and so on. A weekend day is 
best for Tech Shabbat, when there is time for cooking, excur-
sions, talks, visits, or doing nothing. While outdoors, borrow 
someone else’s phone to make calls. Shlain’s detailed examples 
will seem a bit much for some, but they make clear how an off-
day can refresh the entire family.

A useful and much-needed guide to turning the clock 
back to a less frazzled pre-internet and -smartphone day.

WHEN REAGAN SENT IN 
THE MARINES
The Invasion of Lebanon
Sloyan, Patrick J.
Dunne/St. Martin’s (240 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-250-11391-7  

A look back at the massacre of 241 
Marines at their barracks in Beirut in 
1983 and how the fallout from that trag-
edy still influences American foreign 

policy today.
Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Sloyan (The Politics of 

Deception: JFK’s Secret Decisions on Vietnam, Civil Rights, and Cuba, 
2015)—who covered international affairs since 1960 and died 
in February 2019 after finishing this book—succinctly chroni-
cles the decades of hostility toward the American government 
before the suicide truck bombing, with much of that ill will 
related to U.S. support of Israel. Some of the author’s research 
occurred in recent years and some during the 1980s during his 
postings in Washington, D.C., Jerusalem, Beirut, and Cairo. 
The targeting of the Marine barracks had been foreshadowed 
six months earlier by a terrorist attack on the U.S. Embassy 
in Beirut, which killed 63 individuals, including 17 Americans. 
Sloyan portrays the president at the time, Ronald Reagan, as an 
uninformed chief executive who shared the viewpoints of his 
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hawkish military and civilian aides. As the author shows, the 
administration failed to protect Americans in Lebanon partly 
because they never properly grasped the dynamics of the Mid-
dle East. Part of Sloyan’s exposé, which also offers parallels to 
contemporary history, focuses on how Reagan refused to accept 
blame for the fatal mistakes, instead using Marine Col. Timothy 
Geraghty as an undeserving scapegoat. At the end of the book, 
the author includes an anecdote suggesting that despite Rea-
gan’s scapegoating of Geraghty, he remained a loyal Marine who 
refused to lash out at his commander in chief. Throughout the 
book, Sloyan points out “misleading statements and downright 
lies by both the American and Israeli governments.” The Bei-
rut attacks proved not to be an isolated incident; they inspired 
Osama bin Laden to spread the word that terrorism against the 
U.S. was effective, a message that reached its horrible apotheo-
sis on 9/11.

Readers who believe Reagan deserves a positive rank-
ing as president will find Sloyan’s exposé disturbing. (8-page 
b/w photo insert)

YOURS, FOR 
PROBABLY ALWAYS 
Martha Gellhorn’s 
Letters of Love and War, 
1930-1949
Ed. by Somerville, Janet
Firefly (528 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-228-10186-4  

Loneliness, love, and a rebellious 
spirit are revealed through a writer’s intimate letters.

Somerville makes an impressive book debut with a life of 
novelist, journalist, and intrepid war correspondent Martha 
Gellhorn (1908-1998), told through a captivating selection of 
her letters to friends, family, husbands, and lovers. The volume 
is enriched by Somerville’s biographical narrative and her deci-
sion to include responses of many recipients and, in some cases, 
letters between individuals who were especially significant in 
Gellhorn’s life: letters, for example, between Gellhorn’s second 
husband, Ernest Hemingway, and her mother, Edna Gellhorn. 
Edna was her daughter’s polestar and champion: “I love you 
best of anybody,” Gellhorn wrote to her before she went off to 
report in Vietnam. “I’ll love you as long as I live, and admire you 
wholeheartedly out of the whole world.” Gellhorn loved Eleanor 
Roosevelt, too, whom she counted as a friend and confidante. 

“Dearest Mrs. R.,” Gellhorn wrote, was “an absolutely unfright-
ened selfless woman whose heart never went wrong.” To Gell-
horn’s impassioned raging against injustice, oppression, and the 
horror of war, Roosevelt was unfailingly sympathetic and wise 
but also calmly forthright about Americans’ reluctance “to do 
much in the way of sacrificing to help the people who are suffer-
ing in other lands.” By the time Gellhorn married Hemingway 
in 1940, both were already famous, and the marriage made news. 
But despite playful, loving letters to her “Beloved Bug,” she 
came to find Hemingway moody and volatile; “a man must be a 

very great genius to make up for being such a loathsome human 
being,” she wrote to her mother when she decided to divorce 
him. Although she had many affairs and countless friends, she 
confessed that her abiding loneliness could not “be blotted out 
by anyone else; my loneliness is my own cherished possession 
and probably my only one.”

An engrossing collection that burnishes Gellhorn’s 
reputation as an astute observer, insightful writer, and 
uniquely brave woman. (32 pages of color and b/w photos)

THOMAS JEFFERSON’S 
EDUCATION 
Taylor, Alan
Norton (448 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-393-65242-0  

The two-time Pulitzer Prize–winning 
historian enlightens us on the mindset of 
Colonial Virginia through Thomas Jef-
ferson’s drive to change the education 
system.

Beginning with young Jefferson’s student days at the Col-
lege of William & Mary, Taylor (History/Univ. of Virginia; 

American Revolutions: A Continental History, 1750-1804, 2016, etc.) 
describes a church-run school whose students had little or no 
interest in learning; few stayed long enough for a degree. They 
were irreverent and defiant, and they drank, gambled, fought, 
and even destroyed church and town property in drunken riots. 
Due to certain entrenched rules about honor, no Southern 
gentleman would testify against a fellow student. Within this 
milieu, Taylor depicts Jefferson as a man trained from child-
hood to exercise sovereign authority over slaves. Jefferson felt 
slavery was wrong in principal but essential in practice, and 
his abolition plan could only work with deportation. Officials 
in Virginia used the Bill of Rights’ guarantee of free exercise of 
religion to ban state assistance to churches and repealed the 
incorporation of the Episcopalian Church. This included cut-
ting funding and eliminating the parish tax. Jefferson fully sup-
ported this secularization and planned to use those savings and 
taxes for a public education system. His master plan included 
primary schools, including girls, and colleges (secondary) run 
by each county feeding one university—at Charlottesville. His 
schools were to be absolutely secular, and while rejecting leader-
ship by blood, he ensured that class distinctions remained, seek-
ing enlightened aristocrats of merit. The narrative bogs down a 
bit at the end with the history of the university, but Taylor is a 
master historian, and he delivers a highly illuminating account 
in which “Jefferson’s social context in Virginia looms even larger 
than his unique personality and career achievements.” Further-
more, the author plumbs the depths of his subject’s objectives, 
faults, and ideals.

A book that refreshingly adds real substance to the 
abundant literature on Jefferson. (23 illustrations)

An engrossing collection that burnishes Gellhorn’s reputation as an 
astute observer, insightful writer, and uniquely brave woman.

yours, for probably always
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ON THE PLAIN 
OF SNAKES 
A Mexican Journey
Theroux, Paul
Eamon Dolan/Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-544-86647-8  

A veteran traveler explores our com-
plex neighbor to the south.

Accomplished travel writer and novel-
ist Theroux (Figures in a Landscape: People and Places, 2018, etc.) has 
been writing about his travels for more than 50 years. Like his pre-
vious accounts, this journey, narrated in his usual, easygoing, con-
versational style, includes countless lovely descriptions of Mexico’s 
landscapes and insights into the country’s history and literature, 
including Mexican magical realism. Being a naturally inquisitive 
guy, Theroux talks to the people he meets, everywhere and often, 
because “it is in the nature of travel to collect and value telling 
anecdotes.” This “shifty migrant” chronicles his navigation of cit-
ies, towns, and tiny villages on both side of the borderlands, a “front 
line that sometimes seems a war, at other times an endless game 
of cat and mouse.” Most Mexicans Theroux met “said urgently to 
me, ‘Be careful.’ ” He cites harrowing statistics of the violence that 
occurs near the border. “On their trip through Mexico,” he writes, 

“…migrants are brutalized, abducted, or forced to work on Mexi-
can farms, as virtual slaves. In the past decade, 120,000 migrants 
have disappeared en route, murdered or dead and lost, succumb-
ing to thirst or starvation.” The author also discusses NAFTA and 
how it turned the “Mexican side of the border into a plantation, 
a stable supply of cheap labor.” He writes about the thousands of 
gallons of water at aid stations destroyed by the border police and 
his encounters with Mexican police who, with a wink and a nod, 
accepted bribes for made-up charges. Outside Mexico City, he vis-
ited Frida Kahlo’s Blue House, a “kind of habitable sculpture.” He 
also experienced a Day of the Dead ceremony and drank home-
made mezcal. “I had made friends on the road through the plain of 
snakes,” he writes, “and that had lifted my spirits.”

Illuminating, literate, and timely—a must-read for 
those interested in what’s going on inside Mexico. (8-page 
color photo insert)

COMMUTE
An Illustrated Memoir of 
Female Shame
Williams, Erin
Illus. by the author
Abrams ComicArts (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4197-3674-2  

One day’s commute offers time for 
the author to reflect on sexual predators, 

alcoholism, and the experiences she understands better now 
than she did at the time.

New York City–based writer and illustrator Williams (co-
author: The Big Activity Book for Anxious People, 2019, etc.) pres-
ents a graphic memoir that female readers will find galvanizing 
and male readers should find illuminating. She explains early on 
that her reading on the commuter train is restricted to female 
authors: “I don’t read books by men because I feel sufficiently 
well-versed in the human male experience from my education.” 
The lessons were hard earned, and some were slowly learned, 
since the author’s perspective as a sober mother in recovery 
is very different than it was when she was experiencing sexual 
encounters as a blackout alcoholic. “Blackouts,” she writes, “are 
euphoric, quiet, twilight birth....It’s absolute, perfect freedom. 
So bring strangers home, because in this sacred darkness, inti-
macy is not a threat, it’s a compulsion. The dark has you cov-
ered.” Williams long felt some shame of complicity in what she 
now recognizes as outright rape, and she sees clarity in even 
murkier situations: “The yes or no of consent is not what sepa-
rates mutual desire from predation,” she writes. “The game is 
rigged; all the power is concentrated on the other side. We are 
groomed for compliance.” Most pages are a single panel and 
self-contained, a series of reflections and impressions intercut 
with memories, as the woman on the page feels outnumbered 
by the men who sit too close to her, stare at her, or intrude upon 
her. Within her caricatures, she wonders which might be rap-
ists and which might be rescuers. Over the course of the day, 
she reflects on her recovery, how the strong support of other 
women helped awaken her to a new life, and how their encour-
agement spawned this graphic, candid, courageous memoir.

A catharsis for the author that fits perfectly within a 
pivotal period for society and culture at large.

UNRAVELING THE 
DOUBLE HELIX 
The Lost Heroes of DNA
Williams, Gareth
Pegasus (504 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-64313-215-0  

A fine history of the first 85 years of 
DNA and the “stories of the people who 
became entangled with it and who were 
variously enthralled, seduced or infuriated.”

Most readers have heard of James Watson and Francis Crick, 
but their 1953 discovery of the structure of DNA followed 
almost a century of biological research. Williams (Emeritus, 
Medicine/Univ. of Bristol; A Monstrous Commotion: The Mysteries 
of Loch Ness, 2016, etc.) begins by noting the significant work 
of 19th-century Swiss physicist Friedrich Miescher that laid the 
foundation. Although his isolation of nuclein (nucleic acids) 
was significant, no one realized that it was earth-shaking. Living 
cells teem with proteins, which are complex molecules. At this 
time, no one knew how heredity worked. Gregor Mendel’s basic 
rules of genetics, announced in the 1860s, remained unnoticed. 
It wasn’t until 1875 that German biologist Oscar Hertwig first 
saw a single sperm penetrate an egg and fuse with the nucleus, 
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which then began to divide. Brilliant, obsessive men (and the 
occasional woman) march through the narrative. Genes and 
chromosomes make their appearances after 1900. Then X-ray 
crystallography, the key to deciphering atomic structure, 
explodes onto the scene. In the 1930s, studies hinting that DNA 
figured in heredity made little impression. In 1944, proof from 
Oswald Avery’s lab did not achieve iconic status for another 
decade, when others confirmed it and Watson and Crick worked 
their magic. Williams’ steady stream of biographies includes 
plenty of key figures unknown, he admits, even to him. They 
made significant discoveries (or barely missed) that helped to 
clarify the mechanism of heredity. There is no shortage of vil-
lains, tragedies, and missed opportunities, but readers will take 
comfort in knowing that it turns out well. They will enjoy lucid, 
opinionated writing and the useful (often neglected) who’s who 
and timeline at the beginning and generous glossary at the end.

A superb chronicle of a scientific struggle with a happy 
ending.

SELF-PORTRAIT IN 
BLACK AND WHITE 
Unlearning Race
Williams, Thomas Chatterton
Norton (208 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-393-60886-1  

A standout memoir that digs into 
vital contemporary questions of race and 
self-image—among the most relevant, 

“What is proximity to the idea of white-
ness worth and what does color cost? And the reverse?”

Williams (Losing My Cool: How a Father’s Love and 15,000 
Books Beat Hip-Hop Culture, 2010), a 2019 New America Fellow 
and contributing writer at the New York Times Magazine, moves 
away from the “Black Man” label to offer a chronicle of why 
he is aiming to think of himself as “an ex–Black Man.” Raised 
in the 1980s in New Jersey by a “black” father and a “white” 
mother, the author grew up thinking of himself as black. The 
trigger for writing this lyrical, incisive memoir was the birth of 
his daughter in 2013, followed by a son. They are also mixed-
race given the author’s marriage to Valentine, a Frenchwoman. 
(The family resides in Paris.) Though Williams is determined to 
move beyond categorizations of “black” and “white,” in order 
to communicate clearly in this memoir, he knows he must rely 
heavily “on our language’s descriptive conventions,” which 
he explains in the opening author’s note. We see the author’s 
psychological struggle as he thinks through the conundrums, 
including what the confusion might mean for his white-looking 
children. In the hands of a lesser writer, the back and forth of his 
pondering could have sunk the memoir. However, it succeeds 
spectacularly for three main reasons: the author’s relentlessly 
investigative thought process, consistent candor, and superb 
writing style. Almost every page contains at least one sentence 
so resonant that it bears rereading for its impact. The lengthy 
prologue is grounded heavily in discussions of race as a social 

construct. Part 1 takes readers through Williams’ adolescence, 
Part 2 through his marriage, and Part 3 through dealing with his 
family on both sides. In the epilogue, the author speculates on 

“the shape of things to come.” Shelve this one alongside Kiese 
Laymon’s Heavy, Mitchell Jackson’s Survival Math, and Imani 
Perry’s Breathe.

An insightful, indispensable memoir.

A WILD AND PRECIOUS LIFE
A Memoir
Windsor, Edie with Lyon, Joshua
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-250-19513-5  

Growing up queer in midcentury 
America.

In 2010, Windsor (1929-2017) sued 
the United States for recognition of her 
marriage to a woman, claiming her legal 

right of inheritance from her late wife’s estate. Her victory 
in the suit, which catapulted her to fame, marked the trans-
formation of a deeply closeted woman into an outspoken gay 
rights activist. In a forthright and vivid memoir, written with 
the assistance of journalist Lyon (Pill Head: The Secret Life of a 
Painkiller Addict, 2009), Windsor reveals her early realization 
of her attraction to women and her long struggle to navigate 
homophobia among family members and at work, to live openly 
as a lesbian, and to marry the woman she loved. After Wind-
sor died, Lyon took over the unfinished project, resulting in “a 
memoir/biography hybrid” that complements, and often deep-
ens, Windsor’s narrative with information and insights that 
Lyon uncovered from his continued research. Lyon discovered, 
for example, that Windsor had a fierce temper, that her skill as 
a card counter enabled her to win big in casinos, and that she 
tended to “brush past” painful memories, such as the rift within 
her family caused by her sexuality. Although Windsor knew she 
was gay, she married a man who had been a close family friend, 
thinking she could bury her feelings for women. Soon, however, 
she rebelled against the charade: “The core of my identity, my 
natural biological instinct, wasn’t going to change.” Divorced, 
she moved to Greenwich Village, where she dove energeti-
cally into gay social life and sex. “She went through so many 
women,” a friend told Lyon. At the same time, she embarked 
on a successful career as a mathematician, writing programs for 
the UNIVAC computer and eventually developing software at 
IBM. In the workplace, she deflected matchmakers by pretend-
ing to have a boyfriend. In 2007, when she married Dutch-born 
psychologist Thea Spyer after a relationship of more than 40 
years, co-workers asked her why she had lied to them. Wind-
sor’s world had changed dramatically.

A candid portrait of an indefatigable woman. (16-page 
color photo insert)

Shelve this one alongside Kiese Laymon’s Heavy, Mitchell 
Jackson’s Survival Math, and Imani Perry’s Breathe.

self -portrait in black and white
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children’s
A FOX FOUND A BOX
Adamson, Ged
Illus. by the author
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-9848-3053-1
978-1-9848-35054-8 PLB  

When Fox finds a radio while digging 
for food in the snow, he and his forest 

companions become transfixed by the music it produces, find-
ing that it has the power to affect their feelings.

When the box stops making noise, the animals try to revive 
it. “But nothing would make the box sing again.” This newly 
recaptured quietude permits Fox to hear the “drip! drop! drip! 
drop!” of water droplets making a puddle. “Fox’s whole body 
moved to the drip-drop beat.” The other animals hear for-
est sounds, too: the whooshing wind, chattering geese, the 

“crunch-crunch of snow…[a]nd the gurgle-gurgle of the river.” 
Their senses quicken to all that their wintry habitat affords. 

“And every night, the animals would…let the forest sing them 
to sleep.” (Sharp-eyed kids will note that Owl is awake.) Adam-
son’s onomatopoeic text pays fond tribute to music’s power to 
evoke and shape emotions. His narrative presents children with 
lovely examples of nature’s own ability to sing to us, if we open 
our senses. Washy watercolors, accented with colored pencil 
against plenty of white space, charmingly portray the creatures’ 
expressions of wonderment, anxiety, and contentment.

This introduction to the sensory pleasures of music 
and nature makes a fine winter’s tale for storytime or bed-
time. (Picture book. 3-7)

ONE MORE HUG
Alexander, Megan
Illus. by Nakata, Hiroe
Aladdin (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-1-5344-2971-0  

The reassurance of “one more hug” 
allows a little boy to take on fears, new 
challenges, and responsibilities as he 

grows into an older boy, adolescent, and finally young man.
Graceful gouache paintings delineate a child’s progress, 

from coping with the fear of a storm and a broken toy through 
the first time on a school bus, growing older and learning to 
climb a tree, ride a bike, play soccer, training with the track 
team, and, ultimately, driving away to life on his own. All the 
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Page-turning ghost stories 
and nighttime adventures are 
all very well for night owls, but 
I suspect there are many of our 
readers who would rather their 
children not stay up all night. 
For those adults who really, re-
ally want to make sure their chil-
dren get to sleep, I offer these 
soporific reads for bedtime.

Babymoon, by Hayley 
Barrett and illustrated by 
Juana Martinez-Neal, cel-
ebrates the arrival of an in-
fant into the world of dot-
ing parents. Its gentle text 
and warm, soft-edged im-
ages will lull many an ex-
hausted caregiver to sleep 
while reinforcing the joy 
brought by their squalling 
new family member.

Bouncing toddlers 
and preschoolers re-
ceive a dose of cheerful 
behavior modeling in 
Everybunny Dream, by 
Ellie Sandall, which de-
picts impossibly cute 
bunnies happily getting 
ready for bed—even 
the appearance of a fox 

can’t disturb this bunny clan’s bedtime plans.

A bunny also figures in 
the dreamy import When 
the Moon Came Down, by 
Turkish creator Feridun 
Oral, which details the 
growing friendship be-
tween the moon and a 
young rabbit in quiet, lush 
language and gorgeous sil-
very-blue nighttime images.

In The Night Is Yours, 
by Abdul-Razak Zacha-
riah and illustrated by 
Keturah A. Bobo, Am-
ani and her friends play 
in the apartment court-
yard through warm sum-
mer evenings, the moon 
and glowing windows 
offering soft illumina-
tion and a sense of safe 
coziness before the games die down and the chil-
dren go to bed.

And The Silence Slips 
in, by Alison Hughes 
and illustrated by Ni-
non Pelletier, offers old-
er preschoolers a les-
son in mindfulness with 
the tale of a young girl 
who learns how to sum-
mon inner quiet even 
when she’s surrounded 
by noise—a skill young readers can put to use at the 
ends of their own busy days.

Sweet dreams! —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

books for readers who don’t want 
to stay “up all night”

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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while, Mama is there to provide support and love, always with 
a special hug. Related in the past tense by Mama, the narra-
tive reflects a nostalgic remembrance yet conveys the constant 
unbreakable bond between mother and child. “But even though 
you were older, you were still my boy. And you asked for… // one 
more hug before your big performance.” In a final sentimental 
reflection, Mama wonders if her now-adult son understands her 
pride and love for him and is happily rewarded with a surprise 
visit and “one more hug.” Children will enjoy reviewing the 
relatable illustrations of a growing child’s activities; however, 
it’s parents who will undoubtedly identify with the emotions. 
According to the author’s note, the intent is to assure parents 
that sons should be allowed to express their feelings. Both 
Mama and son are white.

Less pathological than Love You Forever but aimed at the 
same audience. (Picture book. 5-10)

FIREFLIES
Aliaga, Roberto
Illus. by Díez, Miguel Ángel
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (28 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-84-16733-54-5  

Themes of displacement, community, 
and facing the unknown suffuse this pic-

ture book.
White text pops off warm, nighttime-blue double-page 

spreads. Dots of yellow light from anthropomorphic “fire-
flies” feel familiar and welcoming. The glowing fireflies have 
very human bodies, translucent wings, pale complexions, and 
elfin noses; they wear unremarkable Western clothing. Despite 
their transcendent qualities, the fireflies encounter very human 
needs of food and home as their dwellings in a city park are 
destroyed by excavators. With the spirit of a road trip, this exis-
tential quest commences as the intergenerational group soars 
through the evening with suitcases and maps in hand. Whether 
it’s due to a forgotten teddy, lost friends, or a misplaced sense 
of direction entirely, each featured firefly relies on encourage-
ment from another in the party for the necessary confidence to 
move along. The ceaseless night and the uncertainty among so 
many fireflies remind readers that sometimes a destination will 
remain elusive, particularly for those forced into movement. 
The distinctive feel of stone-paper pages is a grounding comple-
ment to the uprooted nature of this narrative about a group of 
people involuntarily searching for a new home.

For those who have lost home; for those who will always 
be searching. (Picture book. 4-7)

A DRAGON ON THE ROOF
A Children’s Book Inspired by 
Antoni Gaudí
Alix, Cecile
Illus. by Sochard, Fred
Trans. by Kelly, Paul
Prestel (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-3-7913-7391-1  

A quirky story of a girl and a dragon 
inspired by the equally quirky Casa Batlló, designed by the cel-
ebrated architect Antoni Gaudí.

As her nanny sleeps, Paloma hears a sound at the window. 
Upon her opening it, a frightened bat flies in. It is fleeing some-
thing, and that something is now on the stairs. Unafraid, Paloma 
seeks it out. Eventually catching up to the creature—now iden-
tified as a dragon—Paloma tickles it between its scales, causing 
the dragon to explode in laughter and so “unleashing the sea and 
all its waves, tuna, crabs, cuttlefish and seaweed!” Having unwit-
tingly swallowed all this during a previous yawn, the dragon is 
sorry to have caused a flood in her house and now just asks for 
a place to sleep. He curls himself up on the roof, “closes its eyes 
and falls asleep.” Paloma returns to the room where her nanny 
is waking up, unaware there is a dragon on the roof. As the 
adventure takes place, the illustrations portray columns in the 
shape of bones, a staircase like a winding spine, and tile work 
resembling an oceanscape. Should children believe the house is 
the product of the illustrator’s imagination, photographs of the 
real Casa Batlló in Barcelona show that the house does exist and 
that a dragon sleeps on its roof.

A whimsical introduction to one of the most unconven-
tional architects of the 20th century. (further information, 
interview with author and illustrator) (Picture book. 4-8)

RED DOVE, LISTEN TO 
THE WIND
Antaki, Sonia
Illus. by Bosley, Andrew
One Elm Books (232 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-947159-12-9  

Thirteen-year-old Red Dove’s impet-
uous nature crosses the line when it 
comes to roles she should abide by in the 
traditional Lakota culture during the late 

summer of 1890.
Her frustrated mother blames Red Dove’s disobedience on 

heritage from her white father, who abandoned the family years 
ago. When Red Dove and her brother are taken to the mission 
boarding school, she considers it “an adventure” to leave her 
family and learn white ways. Her grandfather offers Red Dove a 
pouch with a mysterious power that will keep them psychically 
linked and enable her to understand English. At the mission 
boarding school, Red Dove quickly learns that the adventure 

Themes of displacement, community, and facing 
the unknown suffuse this picture book.

fireflies
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she expected is quite the opposite, as when she speaks her 
Lakota language she is punished, and then her hair is cut off. 
One of the nuns, Sister Mary Rose, befriends Red Dove, teach-
ing Red Dove that there are similarities between the two and 
sharing secrets about “magic” with her. Tension on the plains is 
mounting, leading to violence; when a wounded white soldier 
arrives at the school, Red Dove seizes the chance and runs away 
to find her family. Though the book alludes to some of the abuse 
children experienced in mission schools, it soft-pedals the 
trauma with the incorporation of kind white characters. The 
climax relies on the magic of the pouch, cementing the unfortu-
nate association of the Native characters with mysticism.

Stereotypical depictions of Native Americans under-
mine this effort. (glossary) (Historical fiction. 8-12)

SALSA LULLABY
Arena, Jen
Illus. by Meza, Erika
Knopf (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-525-57973-1
978-0-525-57972-4 PLB  

It’s bedtime, and Baby isn’t having it. What’s a parent to do?
No problem—just dial up some hip-swaying, foot-moving 

salsa music! In the kitchen, Mami kicks up her heels with the 
baby bottle while Papi dances his giggling infant across the liv-
ing room floor. The exuberant family dog joins in the fun as Papi 
spins Mami around. Finally, the baby cuddles in Mami’s arms as 
the dance slows. The salsa lullaby soothes as the baby’s parents 
tuck their tot in with a stuffed toy. While both child and doggy 
friend drift off to sleep, they continue following the salsa beat 
in their dreams. Unfortunately, Arena’s mostly English four-line 
verses fail to conjure salsa’s infectious beat and bobble a bit in 
one stanza: “Mami glides across the floor. / Papi sets the pace. 
/ Baby sings la la la, / makes a silly face.” There are only seven 
Spanish words (not counting “Mami” or “Papi”) in the entire 
book—one per each two-line, nonrhyming refrain. “Baila, baby, 
baila. / Dance, dance, dance.” The phrase “Buenas noches” is 
paired with “Good night!” outside the preceding pattern and 
rhyme. Meza’s characters present as a loving Latinx family but 
appear to be dancing swing rather than salsa. A retro boombox 
is the source of the swirling musical notes and floral designs 
that also fail to evoke salsa’s spicy tempo. Maurie J. Manning’s 
Kitchen Dance (2008) is a more authentic choice.

A slight effort with minimal cultural references. 
(Picture book. 3-5)

THE LAST HUMAN
Bacon, Lee 
Illus. by the author
Amulet/Abrams (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4197-3691-9  

A trio of robot workers sets out to 
help a girl they believe to be the last of 
humankind. 

Thirty years after robots put an end 
to humanity in order to save the planet, a 

girl appears at the narrator’s worksite. XR_935 is purpose-built 
to install solar panels in a large array. XR_935’s work companion, 
enormous, strong Ceeron, built to lift and carry, is a scholar of 
human jokes and colloquialisms. Smaller, zippy SkD connects 
wires and communicates via emoji pictographs. XR_935 itself 
is analytical, constantly running numbers, data, and measure-
ments. Emma, a white-presenting human, explains that her 
family and others have been overcome by a flu epidemic in their 
hidden bunker. The lone survivor, she hopes to reach a point of 
help marked on a map. XR_935 grapples with the dilemma: It 
needs to violate the rules it knows in order to provide forbidden 
assistance to this Unknown LifeForm. Bacon deftly constructs 
an amiable but also moral and emotional self for XR_935 out 
of the data that the unlikely hero collects and considers. The 
result is an amusing and upbeat adventure, with glimpses of 
a fading human footprint on the planet and a suggestion that 
there’s hope for a shared AI and human future. An off note is 
sounded, however, in XR_935’s initial conjecture that Emma 
could be “a shaved gorilla” (to which Emma reacts, “not cool”), 
which unnecessarily deploys a phrase that some young readers 
will recognize as a racist one. After all, via data clips, XR_935 
and its fellow robots have seen images of humans multiple times.

Appealing speculative fiction with memorable robot 
personalities. (Science fiction. 9-12) 

THE BIG RACE
Barrow, David
Illus. by the author
Kane/Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-61067-880-3  

Participation awards are for people 
who try.

And Aardvark wants to try! On the 
day of the big race, she sets out to compete in a race that tra-
ditionally features the, “fastest, biggest and strongest” animals 
in town: Cheetah, Buffalo, and Crocodile. Although the trio 
is skeptically hostile, Aardvark vows that she’ll enter and that 
she’ll have fun competing. Over a series of obstacles that see the 
race’s leader change multiple times, Aardvark stays in last place 
until the final minutes of the race. While the final result may 
be a bit of a surprise for some readers, the message of inclusion 
creates a heartwarming end. Barrow’s story is amusing but far 

An amusing and upbeat adventure.
the last human
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from groundbreaking. The colorfully mottled illustrations are 
bright and inviting, but they may cause the odd head-scratch 
from astute readers: Why is crocodile in third place during the 
swimming portion of the race? How did everyone get a hot air 
balloon except Aardvark? She registered, too. And how, after 
plummeting from high in the sky, does Aardvark survive when 
her helium-balloon conveyance pops?? These quirks aside, the 
book` is perfectly adequate. Aardvark makes a comical contrast 
to the powerful animals, with her stubby legs, elongated snout, 
and expressively droopy ears.

Satisfactory—but far from transcendent. (Picture book. 
6-9)

SHARING OUR 
TRUTHS / TAPWE 
Beaver, Henry & Willett, Mindy 
with Beaver, Eileen
Photos by Macintosh, Tessa
Fifth House (36 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 15, 2019
978-1-927083-52-9 
Series: This Land Is Our Storybook 

Henry Beaver (Cree) shares truths about the Cree cul-
ture with his visiting grandchildren to pass on its traditional 
knowledge.

The first lesson he introduces is how to harvest salt on the 
salt plains of Fort Smith, located in the Northwest Territories 
of Canada. Colorful photos then show Henry and the grand-
children trapping beaver while Henry’s wife, Eileen, (Cree and 
Chipewyan) demonstrates how to skin the animal for hides 
used in making mitts, moccasins, and parkas. There’s actual 
step-by-step instructions for tipi setup with accompanying 
illustrations. Eileen shares the importance of smudging and 
offers descriptions of each of the sacred plants that are used 
for spirit cleansing. This is followed by traditional Cree stories 
told by Eileen and Henry as they spend the night in the tipi with 
their grandchildren. The importance of teaching as a vehicle for 
transmitting culture suffuses the narrative, with lessons gleaned 
from the smallest of details transmitted smoothly and naturally 
in the narrative; that learning never ends is emphasized in Hen-
ry’s description of himself as “an Elder in training for twenty 
years.” The trip is a heartfelt family experience, and the accom-
panying photos lend the book the feel of a family album packed 
with good memories, a visual connection made to be accessible 
to all readers.

An intimate gateway to learning about the Cree First 
Nations people from the perspective of its elders. (Nonfic-
tion. 9-12)

FROM ME TO YOU
Bertini, Anthony
Illus. by Bentley, Jonathan
Kane/Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-61067-903-9  

An entry in the “I love you and here 
are some words of wisdom” genre.

The declarative voice here is that of 
a father, and the figures depicted are human—two grown men 
and a small child. One is possibly a grandfather, and the younger 
(or at least slimmer) grown figure seems to be doing most of 
the parenting. All three figures present white in the illustra-
tions. Brief phrases offer a combination of reassurance (“Time 
will come soon enough to be big”), advice (“Assemble the maps. 
But set your own compass”), and hope (“I will stay in your heart. 
Watching along the way”), with at least one sentimental over-
reach (“You were born perfect. And it is up to you to stay that 
way”). The child is very young (“you have yet to grow your two 
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front teeth”—presumably meaning the permanent teeth) and 
has round dot eyes and a small button nose. The edge-to-edge 
pencil and watercolor illustration offers a series of vignettes—
plowing (with the child atop the horse), apple-picking (the child 
teetering precariously atop a ladder), tree-climbing, fishing. 
The lines are animated, the colors fairly muted. While parents 
and grandparents may get more out of this than a child, the lov-
ing, if slightly nebulous, message is heartfelt, and its intent will 
be clear to a young listener.

Anodyne. (Picture book. 2-5)

NIC BISHOP BIG CATS
Bishop, Nic
Photos by the author
Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-545-60577-9  

As noted early on: “This book is 
about the largest and most powerful of 
all cats.”

These are, technically, big cats: tigers, lions, jaguars, leop-
ards, snow leopards, and clouded leopards. Pumas and cheetahs 
have been included because, although they are more closely 
related to house cats, they are…big. Bishop is a wildlife pho-
tographer par excellence, filling every double-page spread with 
photographs—make that portraits—that arrest beholders. The 
layout is eye-catching, with generously leaded, large print, some-
times in colored ink, over photographic backgrounds or blocks 
of color; each page always includes one sentence in oversized 
type. The text is accessible, modulating between conversational 
and lyrical. Emphasis is placed on how big cats become skilled 
hunters, with details not for the faint of heart. Of a lion: “Saber-
like canine teeth pierce and hold the struggling animal, giving it 
little chance of escape.” However, readers are spared any gore 
in the photographs, and the text is tactful about feline territo-
rial disputes. Facts about specific big cats are used both to high-
light differences and to demonstrate similarities across species. 
There’s vocabulary too, such as the word “coalition,” referring 
to a group of young, male cheetahs. Some readers may find that 
the use of “lioness” for female lions has a slightly anachronistic 
sound. The book ends with the recounting of some fascinating 
stories related to photographing cats in the wild, thoughtfully 
meting out compassion for both predators and prey.

Growing up beautiful and carnivorous. (index, glos-
sary) (Informational picture book. 6-8)

THE MAGPIE’S LIBRARY
Blair, Kate
DCB (184 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-77086-554-9  

The magpie is always there, myste-
rious and manipulating—and perhaps 
manipulated.

It is at Grandpa’s house and also at 
the hospital where he doesn’t recognize 
Silva. It is at the library where Silva goes 

to find solace. There, the magpie’s magic door leads her to an 
inner library holding amazing books. The first book is Mar-
garet’s tale. The words move off the page and physically pull 
Silva into the book, where she becomes Margaret, hearing her 
thoughts. Thus begins layer upon layer of magic and secrets 
involving books in which the characters all have their own 
magic doors. Silva feels comfort and a sense of removal from 
the tensions and sadness in her modern England. But ultimately 
she is aware that it is a trap. Silva must fight for her soul and the 
health and safety of those she loves, for they too are in thrall to 
the magic. The action is fast paced and constant, but readers are 
always privy to Silva’s feelings. She narrates her part of the story, 
but the magpie—or is it Maghew?—narrates his backstory, 
shown in different typeface, always controlled by the Whisper, 
the evil force behind it all. Blair releases information about the 
characters and clues almost grudgingly, deftly hinting at pos-
sible patterns and interrelations, while completely surprising 
readers with the final denouement. The cast is default white.

This intricate and compelling fantasy will pull readers 
in. (Fantasy. 10-14)

LITTLE BRO, BIG SIS
Bonilla, Rocio
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (56 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-62354-109-5  

Experience both sides of sibling rivalry 
in this “flip-me-over” Spanish import.

“I don’t like my brother,” exclaims the titular sis, pointing at 
her bro (depicted as a monkey). He’s needy, annoying, and noisy. 
But sometimes she misses him. Maybe it’s not so bad having a sib-
ling—or so she thinks until she hears the wails of her family’s new 
baby. The story ends there, at its center. Readers can flip the book 
over and then read it again from the brother’s perspective. Cue 
the déjà vu: “I don’t like my sister” exclaims bro (now a human), 
pointing at his sis (now a rhino). Brother has his own laundry 
list of complaints about his sister—and, of course, a few positive 
thoughts, too. And, well, readers will know how the rest of the 
story goes. The dual-perspective storytelling is an interesting 
conceit, particularly in the way it plays with the first-person–lim-
ited narration and animal-as-metaphor device. Repeated phrases 
and mirrored image placement create strong visual parallels 

Blair releases information about the 
characters and clues almost grudgingly.

the magpie’s library
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between the two sides of the story. Bonilla’s mixed-media illus-
trations emphasize expressive characters and cartoon sequences. 
Though bro is seen playing with dolls and wearing a dress, both 
siblings are rather stereotypical (and pretty one-note in their 
negativism). The siblings present white, but there is some racial 
diversity in the supporting cast.

Clever but shallow. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE TALE OF THE 
TIGER SLIPPERS
Brett, Jan
Illus. by the author
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-399-17074-4  

A retelling of a Persian folktale substituting tigers for people.
A tiger cub lives in a stately home built by its father. In the 

center of the vast gardens there is a fountain that, to the surprise 
of the tiger cub’s friends, contains a pair of worn-out slippers. 

When the cub’s friends ask why the slippers are there, the tiger’s 
father explains that when he was younger, he and his mother were 
impoverished. His mother—the tiger cub’s grandmother—made 
the slippers for him as an act of love. As the tiger grew older, 
wealthier, and more successful, he was repeatedly told that his 
worn, old slippers were not appropriate for his new station in 
life. Although he agreed, no matter how many times he tried to 
get rid of his slippers, they always managed to find a way back 
to him. Eventually, the tiger’s uncle helps him find a way to keep 
his slippers—and his memories of his past—without sacrificing 
his future. Done in Brett’s signature, paneled style, the book’s 
illustrations, while vibrant, read more like Western picture-book 
illustrations than the Mughal miniature style the author claims 
as her inspiration. Furthermore, although they are beautifully 
detailed, at times, the number of panels makes the pages feel 
crowded. The text is well paced, but Brett’s choice to retell the 
folktale using animals instead of people comes across as exoticiz-
ing at a time when the current Indian government is systemati-
cally erasing Muslim, particularly Mughal, history.

It’s pretty, but it falls far short of authenticity. (Picture 
book. 3-5)
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HOW DID I GET HERE?
Your Story From the BIG 
BANG to Your BIRTHDAY
Bunting, Philip
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-0-316-42344-1  

From the Big Bang to you, in 40 pages.
It’s clear from the cover that Bunting has set his sights 

pretty high: “Your Story from the BIG BANG to Your BIRTH-
DAY” greets readers at the top of the cover and on the title 
page. He jumps right in, too—in the first seven pages, read-
ers learn that before the Big Bang, the entire universe was 
condensed into a space smaller than an orange before explod-
ing into a multitude of (amusingly multilingual) particles with 
googly eyes. From there, readers are presented with a truncated 
history of the sciences, from physics to evolution. Educators or 
caregivers should brace themselves for the flurry of questions 
that the text invites. The illustrations—a mix of gouache and 
acrylic—are mostly helpful but may mislead in their necessary 
simplification. The largest visual misconception is that animals 
have evolved in a direct line from single-celled organisms to 
humans. The text intimates at branching (“And from an ances-
tor we share with chimps, we slowly evolved into the species we 
are today”), but that’s not supported by the illustrations, which 
imply something much more linear. Sadly, the text has also been 
overly simplified in some places. For example, in a discussion of 
pregnancy, “somewhere inside your mom’s tummy” fails both to 
recognize gender complexity and to use anatomically accurate 
language.

Amusing but lacking. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

WHERE ARE YOU NOW?
Burke, Tyler Clark
Illus. by the author
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-77147-367-5  

A study of impermanence and 
transformation.

Do shooting stars disappear? Or do they transform into 
something else? In Burke’s opening spread, a figure admires a 
shooting star that streaks across the blue, purple, and red sun-
set. As the fleeting light disappears, the words read, “Where 
are you now, star?” And so the conversation begins. From the 
vastness of the shooting star in the sky to the tininess of the 
grains of rocks and sea glass it can transform into, the star 
becomes part of the Earth. As a hand reaches to catch a snow-
flake, water’s journey—as fog and mist when it swirls “up to the 
clouds” and rolls “down to the hills”—is explored. But trans-
formation does not happen only in inanimate objects. It hap-
pens in plants, like the seed that grows into a tree, which bears 
apples, and in humans, when, “dreams intertwined / Slow days, 

quickly past.” The verses and illustrations are vague enough to 
allow wide-ranging conversations. Without any specificity in 
human characters’ identity—only silhouettes are displayed—
exchanges about death are prompted as the narrator says, “I see 
you now, still— / Even though you aren’t here.” With sumptuous 
illustrations and thought-provoking verses, Burke’s meditation 
can serve as a quiet bedtime story or a deep conversation starter.

Worthy of contemplation. (Picture book. 4-7)

IN THE JERUSALEM 
FOREST 
Busheri, Devora
Illus. by Kelner, Noa
Kar-Ben (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-3472-8  

Readers will be happily confused by this picture book.
Almost every page of the story—based on a piece by Israeli 

national poet Hayim Nahman Bialik—is gently disorienting. 
The narrator is a young girl walking through the woods with 
her mother, and as they look at the reflections in the water, 
she says, “The forest is upside-down,” and “There in the water: 
the sky!” Kelner takes this as a challenge. In her paintings, the 
sky is often the same color as the water or the ground, and the 
characters’ clothing matches the nature around them. The 
most challenging section is when the girl says, “Ima and I see 
our reflections in the pond. We look the same, like two drops 
of rain.” (“Ima” is the Hebrew word for “Mom.”) This isn’t quite 
true. The mother is tall, freckled, and redheaded. The daughter 
is more compact, and her skin is the pale brown of coffee ice 
cream. But the paintings include small details that mirror each 
other so that the characters really do start to look alike. Busheri 
adds off rhymes to the text at unexpected moments (“same” and 

“rain,” “come” and “sun”), which is both lovely and a bit startling. 
The imagery, both in the words and the pictures, is so beauti-
ful that readers may be heartbroken when a ripple in the water 
takes the reflections away.

People will be stunned by this book even if they’re too 
astonished to explain why. (Picture book. 4-9)

THE PERFECT STAR
Buyea, Rob
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5247-6463-0
978-1-5247-6464-7 PLB 
Series: Perfect Score, 3 

Sometimes everything happens at 
the same time.

Gavin, Randi, Natalie, Trevor, and 
Scott are back following The Perfect 

Secret and The Perfect Score (2018, 2017), and, as previously, 
myriad topics of varying seriousness are addressed through 

Almost every page of the story is gently disorienting.
in the jerusalem forest
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the various characters’ points of view. Characters contemplate 
sports injuries, football strategies, and sportsmanship; having a 
female football coach and the accompanying sexism; maintain-
ing friendships while experiencing budding romance; having a 
teacher who is pregnant; utilizing video and social media; being 
a target of bullying; supporting a friend; forgiving and helping 
someone despite their past negative behavior; having a hospi-
talized parent; being uninsured; overcoming racist attitudes; 
dealing with death and celebrating life; appreciating people 
without regard to their age; being assertive; helping others; 
achieving goals; raising money; and making a difference. This 
is a safe if not always realistic world, one where bad things may 
happen but most adults are accessible and helpful, people who 
misbehave tend to see the error of their ways, all are eventu-
ally open to reconciliation, difference is ultimately celebrated, 
and effort determines the ability to bring about positive change. 
While the sheer volume of issues prevents a deep dig into most 
of them, the characters (seemingly default white except for 
biracial Latinx Gavin) are appealing, and the various strands all 
come together in the end.

An accessible delivery helps this issues-driven novel go 
down. (Fiction. 9-12)

GROWN-UPS NEVER 
DO THAT 
Cali, Davide 
Illus. by Chaud, Benjamin
Chronicle (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4521-3169-6  

A compendium of expectation-upset-
ting moves performed by oblivious adults.

The prose is straightforward, belied by colorful illustrations. 
An elegantly dressed woman bashes a bewildered, bespectacled 
gent with a large blue painting; caption: “Adults never misbe-
have.” A dad who has apparently stepped on a child’s Lego is 
several feet in the air, eyes bulging and tongue sticking out 
in pain; caption: “They never yell.” A double-page spread of 
examples, 10 in all, accompanies the caption, “They’re never 
clumsy.” Two mountains of colorful papers flank a woman at her 
desk: “They’re never messy.” (She is about to pull a single piece 
of paper from the middle of a pile, toppling a cup of coffee.) 
A tennis match illustrates two of Cali’s tongue-in-cheek obser-
vations. On one side of the net, a player is thumbing her nose 
(“They never make funny faces”) while on the other, a player 
stomps angrily on her racket (“They never lose their temper”). 
There are 23 dubious claims in all, every one delightfully illus-
trated with irony-laden wit. The author’s concluding advice: “So 
you really should be just like them.” The child who’s been tak-
ing notes on all of this might beg to differ. Cali’s delightfully 
droll text is apt in its minimalism; Chaud’s pictures and fairly 
diversely cast consistently earn laughter.

Hilarious. (Picture book. 3-10)

FRANKLIN AND LUNA AND 
THE BOOK OF FAIRY TALES
Campbell, Jen
Illus. by Harnett, Katie
Thames & Hudson (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-500-65175-9  

Franklin, a large green dragon, and 
his friend Luna, a human girl, are about to celebrate the book-
loving creature’s 606th birthday.

There’s a special party being planned, but Luna doesn’t want 
Franklin to know about it. She takes him to a mysterious book-
shop, where their adventure starts when Luna’s pet tortoise is 
trapped in a locked book. In one of the most exciting of the full-
bleed, double-page spreads, a swirl of many colors and mysteri-
ous symbols, Franklin and Luna follow into the magical world 
of fairy tales. There, they encounter the usual characters, with 
some updates. They meet three little pigs building a hotel, “a 
yawning princess with a bag of frozen peas,” and a host of other 
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THE AUTHOR’S SOUTHERN GOTHIC FOR MIDDLE-GRADE READERS 
FEATURES THE GHOSTS OF HATE CRIMES PAST
By Joshunda Sanders

The beautiful cover of Karen Strong’s debut mid-
dle-grade novel, Just South of Home, captures only the 
surface of this Southern ghost story. The four black 
children on the cover look like they’re in search 
of something, and possibly a little creeped out, but 
that’s just one part of this dynamic tale.

Sarah Greene is stuck with her cousin Janie, who 
visits Warrenville, Georgia, every summer from Chi-
cago, though this time she has to stay longer. Janie 
is “citified,” and, like many of her Northern coun-
terparts, she has preconceived notions about the ru-
ral South (where Strong was born and raised). Bored 
with what she believes to be a backward, boring town 

and surrounded by a cast of characters she calls “coun-
try birds,” Janie entertains herself with a little bit of 
shoplifting and makes a visit to the site of a church 
that was burned down by the Ku Klux Klan during 
the Jim Crow era. The unsettled spirits known as 

“haints”—the Southern word for ghosts—in search 
of justice are reignited by this act, and Sarah recruits 
Janie along with a couple of other kids to help make 
things right. 

The site of the crime and the details of it are drawn 
from Strong’s real-life experience, nurtured by a fam-
ily of storytellers. “I’ve always been attracted to these 
Southern gothic ghost stories,” Strong says. “There 
was always someone who was wronged. The haints 
would be trapped, they would feel like the people 
who harmed them never got justice.”

The result is a ghost story with levity and down-
home flair. Sarah and her brother Ellis deliver a bunch 
of brilliant one-liners like “snitches get switches,” re-
ferring to the branches that are often used for corpo-
ral punishment.

The ghosts of hate crimes past drive the plot, but 
there is also a light exploration of how communi-
ties and individuals cope, in the long term, with the 
trauma from racial terror. While Just South of Home 
doesn’t go into the historical details or context of 
lynching, the book’s contents have already acted as a 
kind of conversation starter, which Strong finds sur-
prising and refreshing. 

Just as surprising has been the cultural divide be-
tween readers familiar with spanking via the some-
what old-school and controversial use of objects like 
switches or belts and those who are horrified by read-
ing it in a middle-grade novel. “A lot of nonblack peo-
ple are really concerned about Mrs. Greene’s behav-
ior, and some say there should be trigger warnings,” 

Photo courtesy Stephanie Ifendu

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Karen Strong
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characters, including an Asian-appearing knight, a turbaned, 
bearded maker of glass slippers, a brown-skinned witch, and 
others. These characters are introduced but do not advance the 
action. Franklin and Luna (who presents white) finally come 
up against the big, bad wolf, now a vegetarian yogi, who points 
out the lost tortoise—who’s winning a race. The trio and all 
their new fairy-tale friends return to the village for Franklin’s 
surprise birthday picnic. It’s sweet, but other than diversity in 
the cast of secondary characters, this third outing for the pair, 
while echoing a positive message about “friends and books,” 
doesn’t really present anything new in the world of story.

Another addition to the crowded shelf of books cel-
ebrating books. (Picture book. 5-8)

TINY FEET BETWEEN 
THE MOUNTAINS
Cha, Hanna
Illus. by the author
Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-5344-2992-5  

Soe-In has a small round face, just larger than a persim-
mon, pink cheeks, and a long black braid. Her name, in Korean, 
means “tiny person.”

One morning, the villagers find the sun missing from the 
sky. The air is filled with black smoke and red embers. When 
the chieftain asks for a volunteer to solve this mystery, every-
one is silent—except for Soe-In. “I will go.” The smallest people 
often have the bravest hearts. The courageous little girl packs 
up her pink bojagi (a scarf to carry her belongings) and trav-
els into the dark forest. She comes face to face with the spirit 
tiger, who has accidentally swallowed the sun. (The symbolism 
of the tiger in Korean culture is explained in an author’s note.) 
Cha’s debut picture book captures the bold ethos of an ancient 
Korean legend with sparkling energy, dramatic fires, and giant 
tigers. It does not, however, overwhelm the modern sensibili-
ties of this small and resolute girl, thoughtfully trying many 
solutions to solve this epic problem. While traditional cloth-
ing and architecture are lovingly portrayed, the presence of a 
tiny girl heroine is a contemporary twist. Although the range of 
emotions seen on the face of the main character is limited, the 
plot and pictures carry the story forward with theatrical drama.

A bold and mythic female underdog tale with the look 
and feel of an ancient Korean fable. (Picture book. 4-8)

Strong says. “People outside of the community don’t 
really understand the switches.”

This is an indication of a bigger trend that has 
arisen because of the lack of diverse viewpoints and 
books offered by writers of color, Strong says. “There 
are people who say they can’t connect to the kids, in 
part because a lot of people are jarred by the way 
that characters interact with one another,” Strong 
says. “When people come to a book, they’re bring-
ing their own experiences and their viewpoints. I al-
ways think it’s interesting when people say, ‘I can’t 
connect.’ Brown and black children for decades have 
been reading about people different from them, and 
they had to relate to those stories.”

While there has been some progress getting read-
ers to be more receptive to #ownvoices material 
since Strong started writing toward publication in 
2006, Strong says, “The strides have been great, it’s 
just not enough. I can count the black women writ-
ing Young Adult on one hand. There are five mid-
dle-grade debuts by black women this year; five in 
2020. A lot of black characters are written by white 
authors. There’s still more to be done, and I’m not 
going anywhere.” 

Joshunda Sanders is the author of the children’s book I 
Can Write the World. Just South of Home received a 
starred review in the March 1, 2019, issue. 
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NOTHING WEE ABOUT ME!
A Magical Adventure
Chaffee, Kim
Illus. by Bobbiesi, Laura
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-1-62414-692-3  

A tale about the transformative power of imagination and 
self-confidence.

Liesel loves visiting Grandma Rose because adventure is 
never more than the clutch of her grandmother’s old ladle away. 
Today, the ladle and Liesel’s imagination take her to an island 
that’s simultaneously inhabited by pirates, terrorized by a 
dragon, and threatened by an active volcano. She’s determined 
to save the day, and indeed she does, at least temporarily: She 
plugs the active volcano with a gigantic coconut, preventing it 
from erupting. However, the obstacles in her path are disap-
pointingly one-dimensional, as the pirate captain and dragon 
who question what a “wee girl” like Liesel is capable of both back 
down quickly once she asserts that “THERE’S NOTHING 
WEE ABOUT ME!” The text’s repetition of the word “wee” 
feels out of place within the contemporary setting and in the 
face of Liesel’s confidence. Similarly, Liesel’s choice of a ladle, 
of all things, could imply either a reinforcement or a reclaim-
ing of spaces and tools stereotypically associated with women. 
Grandma Rose’s somewhat dismissive attitude of Liesel’s con-
fidence suggests that her choice of a ladle is less than radical. 
While the text often tells rather than shows, the soft, sketchy 
illustrations actively support the text by providing additional 
visual information. The three human characters all have pale 
skin and light-colored hair while the island residents appear as 
anthropomorphic lions, pigs, rabbits, chickens, and turtles.

An overall unremarkable entry in the growing number 
of picture books championing girl power. (Picture book. 4-8)

T. REX TIME MACHINE
Dinos in De-Nile
Chapman, Jared
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (44 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4521-6155-6  

A feckless pair of time-traveling T. 
Rexes make a stopover in ancient Egypt.

Between the burning-hot sands and the crocodile-infested 
river, it’s shaping up to be a bummer of an outing—until young 
Tut happens along and, mistaking one of the dinos for Sobek, 
god of the Nile, declares himself a fanboy. From then on it’s 
all parties and feasting aboard the royal yacht, with tours of 
landmarks ranging from the Library of Alexandria (“And this 
is where I check out all your comic books”) to the Sphinx (“a 
practical joke that got out of hand”). This goes on until, that is, 
the extraterrestrials who “come down every couple of weeks to 
work on that triangle project” catch sight of the opportunistic 

visitors and dash the divinity bit with some Cretaceous Era 
selfies. Uh oh, time to jump back into the time machine for a 
quick, random getaway. Next stop (as the final scene suggests) 
is definitely not Kansas. Chapman floats blocky figures of the 
voracious visitors, their diversely brown human hosts, and hair-
less blue ETs clad in uniforms strongly reminiscent of Star Trek’s 
against very simple, often monochromatic backgrounds, leav-
ing plenty of space for gags and banter. He also slips in an easter 
egg, having the real Sobek and archenemy Drought duke it out 
in a minicomic printed inside the dust jacket.

A most excellent adventure, with more (Hint: Can you 
say “Aaarrrgh!”?) to come. (Picture book. 6-8)

SURVIVAL 
Claybourne, Anna
Illus. by McNaught, Louise
Running Press Kids (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-7624-9637-2  

Twenty endangered species from 
around the world are highlighted in this picture book allied 
with the African wildlife charity Tusk.

Despite the spare title and black endpapers, it’s not all doom 
and gloom in this large, square, gorgeously illustrated picture 
book. This effect is accomplished by matching McNaught’s 
stunning illustrations with Claybourne’s concise text—a com-
bination that delivers both visual and textual information, leav-
ing readers feeling knowledgeable and empowered. The book’s 
appealing and effective design presents double-page spreads 
with a full-page illustration on the recto and text on the verso. 
The illustration shows a finely wrought portrait of the animal or 
insect emerging from a bright, solid-colored background even 
as areas of background color fill in as negative space within the 
portrait—a technique that brilliantly underscores the evanes-
cence of the species. Upward drips of paint visually connect the 
animal/insect to the greater world at large. The verso presents a 
silhouette of the world with icons pegging the areas the species 
inhabits and concisely relates its Latin name, status, population, 
size, habitat, and location. Below, further paragraphs tell read-
ers why the animal or insect has declined in population (always 
human activity). But hearteningly, each section ends with the 
conservation efforts now being undertaken. The final page, 

“How You Can Help,” sets black text against a bright, visually 
optimistic yellow background and lists accessible activities 
readers can participate in to promote conservation.

Informative, empowering, and gorgeous. (Informational 
picture book. 4-12)

Upward drips of paint visually connect the
animal/insect to the greater world at large.

survival
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COUNTING THE STARS
The Story of Katherine 
Johnson, NASA 
Mathematician
Cline-Ransome, Lesa
Illus. by Colón, Raúl
Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5344-0475-5  

This biography of renowned math-
ematician Katherine Johnson featuring illustrations by Colón 
aims for elementary-age readers.

Cline-Ransome (Finding Langston, 2018, etc.) traces John-
son’s love of math, curiosity about the world, and studiousness 
from her early entry to school through her help sending a man 
into space as a human computer at NASA. The text is detailed 
and lengthy, between one and four paragraphs of fairly small text 
on each spread. Many biographies of black achievers during seg-
regation focus on society’s limits and the subject’s determina-
tion to reach beyond them. This book takes a subtler approach, 
mentioning segregation only once (at her new work assignment, 

“she ignored the stares and the COLORED GIRLS signs on 
the bathroom door and the segregated cafeteria”) and the glass 
ceiling for women twice in a factual tone as potential obstacles 
that did not stop Johnson. Her work is described in the con-
text of the space race, which helps to clarify the importance of 
her role. Colón’s signature soft, textured illustrations evoke the 
time period and Johnson’s feeling of wonder about the world, 
expressed in the refrain, “Why? What? How?” The text moves 
slowly and demands a fairly high comprehension level (e.g., “it 
was the job of these women computers to double-check the 
engineers’ data, develop complex equations, and analyze the 
numbers”). An author’s note repeats much of the text, adding 
quotes from Johnson and more details about her more recent 
recognition.

A detail-rich picture book best for readers who enjoy 
nonfiction and are interested in history or science. (Picture 
book/biography. 9-12) 

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

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

Unsurprisingly, the fraternal Irish twins ultimately prove 
equal to the challenge—albeit with help from, Colfer as omni-
scient narrator admits early on, a “hugely improbable finale.” 
Following the coincidental arrival on their island estate of 

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

Like its bestselling progenitors, a nonstop spinoff 
afroth with high tech, spectacular magic, and silly busi-
ness. (Fantasy. 11-13)

FRIENDS AROUND THE 
WORLD ATLAS
A Compassionate Approach 
to Seeing the World
Compassion International
Illus. by Trithart, Emma
Tyndale House (72 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4964-2421-1  

A Christian guide to the world.
This atlas, developed by the Christian organization Com-

passion International, focuses on a handful of countries around 
the world served by this faith-based nonprofit. The book is 
organized by continent, and each country has a set of illus-
trated maps and photographs of children who are presumably 
participants in the programs Compassion International funds, 
although this is never specified. The images and text highlight 
regional poverty—such as the photo of half-clothed children 
gathered on the sidewalk in what looks like a slum in Haiti or 
the accompanying facts about the lack of access to education 
and economic security—thereby describing each nation from 
a deficit perspective. Even the opening questions, which are 
supposed to help readers make connections between them-
selves and other children around the world, are phrased poorly, 
including details that derail the focus from children’s ingenuity 
to their poverty, such as the fact that children in Kenya make 
shoes from “worn-out tires.” Additionally, many of the obser-
vations seem to come from a Western perspective, such as the 
question of what “language” (singular) children speak, some-
thing that would never be asked in a multilingual household 
in many of the countries featured in this book. The book not 



1 0 0   |   1  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

DON’T CALL IT HORROR: THE AUTHOR EXPLAINS THE ORIGINS OF HIS 
SPOOKY NEW SERIES FOR BEGINNING READERS
By Laura Jenkins

As Max Brallier tells it, he used to sit on the roof of 
his “crappy” New York City apartment building and 
write zombie stories. It wasn’t exactly the prolific 
start that some authors dream of. 

“I wrote about a loser guy who was my age in New 
York City and had a job that he didn’t really like,” 
says Brallier, the bestselling author of more than 
30 books—two-thirds of which are for children. “It 
was basically about me.” 

None of those zombie stories made it into his 
most recent effort, which is aimed at his youngest 
audience yet: 5-to-7-year-olds who have a hanker-
ing for a little spooky fun. Beneath the Bed and Other 
Scary Stories is the Kirkus-starred debut of his new 

Mister Shivers series, a collection of delightfully 
creepy short stories for kids who have just started 
reading books on their own. 

But his rooftop stories did eventually wind up in 
his popular “pick-your-own-path” books for adults, 
Can You Survive the Zombie Apocalypse (2011) and 
Highway to Hell (2016). Though he’d published a few 
gift/trivia books several years earlier while working 
in the contract department at Penguin Books, Bral-
lier subsequently turned toward younger readers, 
creating several bestselling series for kids including 
Eerie Elementary (2014-19, under the pen name Jack 
Chabert), Galactic Hot Dogs (2015-17) and The Last 
Kids on Earth (2015-19), the latter of which will de-
but as an animated series on Netflix this fall.

While retailers and critics often place his chil-
dren’s books in the horror genre, he’s not sure that’s 
the best descriptor.

“I think that the word ‘horror’ is a little loaded,” 
says Brallier. “I try not to use it. In my mind, grow-
ing up in the ’80s and ’90s, horror meant Freddy 
Krueger– and Jason-like slasher movies. When I was 
a kid I never identified as a horror fan. But I did 
like Scary Stories To Tell in the Dark, and I did like The 
Simpsons Halloween episodes, which left you a little 
bit unsettled.”

The Mister Shivers series was born when his 
Scholastic editor, Katie Carella, emailed him with 
an idea for the books, saying, “this age group needs 
this.” He floated the notion of a spooky series for 
younger readers by librarians and teachers during 
school visits and got a resounding yes from virtually 
all of them. They told stories of kids who come to 
the library looking for age-appropriate, spine-chill-
ing stories on their reading level and end up leaving 
empty-handed. While some might question why 

Photo courtesy Bruton G
aster

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Max Brallier 
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only lacks depth, but also scope: It covers only 25 countries, 
none of which are in Europe. The omission further highlights 
the underlying message that countries in the global south are 
underdeveloped and ignores an important opportunity to 
make connections between Western imperialism and current 
conditions.

A poorly designed atlas that reads more like propa-
ganda than nonfiction. (Nonfiction. 8-14)

FRIEND OR FICTION
Cooper, Abby
Charlesbridge (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-62354-108-8  

A lonely girl creates her own best 
friend.

No one stays in Tiveda, Colorado, 
for long. Friends come and go, and no 
one keeps in touch. Sick of making 
friends and losing them, aspiring author 

Jade Levy writes herself a best friend. Although Zoe exists 
solely on paper, she’s real to Jade. She lives next door, they do 
everything together, and when Jade needs her, she gets out her 
beloved notebook and writes herself and Zoe into a story. Real-
ity and fiction collide when an actual girl named Zoe moves in 
next door. Jade thinks she’s dreaming; this can’t be her Zoe. But 
everything about this girl mirrors Jade’s creation. They look 
alike, and real Zoe’s first day in Jade’s sixth grade class unfolds 
exactly like the one Jade wrote for her. Jade finally has the real 
best friend she’s longed for. But then Zoe deviates from the sto-
ries and starts thinking for herself, throwing Jade into a whirl of 
worry. What if Zoe finds another best friend? A subplot con-
cerning Jade’s father’s cancer circles neatly around to meet the 
main narrative. Jade is introspective and narrates with quiet 
humor; anyone would be lucky to have her as a friend. Jade is 
white and Jewish, and Zoe has olive skin. An important second-
ary character is adopted and has two dads; another wears hijab.

A solid, unusual story that speaks to the need for 
friendship. (Fantasy. 8-12)

A WAY BETWEEN WORLDS
Crowder, Melanie
Atheneum (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5344-0518-9 
Series: Lighthouse Keepers, 2 

The quest that began with The Light-
house Between the Worlds (2018) continues.

Four days after escaping Somni and 
its evil, magic-wielding priests, Grif-
fin and Fi have taken refuge on Caligo, 

one of the eight worlds connected by lighthouse portals. The 
children learn they are crucial to defeating the priests, who are 

younger kids need scary stories in the first place, 
Brallier completely understands why haunting nar-
ratives appeal to youngsters who may have just 
learned how to read.

“I always thought the best feeling in the whole 
world was having a horrible nightmare and then 
waking up to realize, ‘Oh, that was a nightmare. Ev-
erything’s OK,’ ” says Brallier. “In much the same 
way, when you close the book and set it aside, [you 
say to yourself] ‘I’m sitting here in my house with 
my family and everything is normal. But that was a 
nice little adrenaline rush.’”

Brallier likens the satisfaction of reading a good 
scary story with stepping off a roller coaster after a 
harrowing ride.

“You’re waiting in line at the amusement park 
and [you’re thinking] ‘I don’t want to go on this 
but I’m going to do it,’ ” he says. “It’s that stom-
ach feeling that makes you feel alive. And it’s a safe, 
good way to feel alive. That’s the way a good spooky 
story can feel. You’re a little hesitant to pick it up 
and open the page, but you’re going to enjoy it, and 
eventually you’re going to feel that sense of relief, 
like, ‘It’s just a story.’ ”

Laura Jenkins is a writer living in the Texas Hill Coun-
try. Beneath the Bed and Other Scary Stories 
received a starred review in the July 1, 2019, issue.
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bent on controlling the magic of all eight worlds. (Earth is one 
of the eight, and its magic, oddly, is not disclosed.) The priests 
have now invaded Fi’s home world of Vinea, aided by mind-con-
trolled soldiers from Earth. Fi discovers the greenwitch magic 
of Vinea has been lying dormant within her and must learn to 
trust her new power in order to help the resistance back home. 
Griffin travels to Maris, an oceanic world whose sonic magic 
may be able to protect Earth from further mind control. The 
risks are great, but they have no other options. Worldbuilding 
is vivid, from Caligo’s library, with bear-sized batlike creatures 
that convey visitors to the multistoried stacks, to Maris, where 
the inhabitants live on docks suspended above the sea. Third-
person narration alternates between Griffin and Fi. Each has a 
fair balance of accessible strengths and weaknesses. Griffin is 
white; other Earth humans assume a white default. Greenwitch 
skin glows green, and Marisians have bronze skin.

An effective and exciting conclusion. (Fantasy. 8-13)

IF THE FIRE COMES 
Daley, Tracy
Illus. by Freeberg, Eric
Jolly Fish Press (160 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-63163-372-0
Series: I Am America

Joseph McCoy is a budding spy 
and the “best shoeshine in Elsinore, 
California.”

In 1935, Joseph shines shoes to earn 
money. During a shoeshine, the 11-year-old African American 
boy learns that a segregated company of the Civilian Conser-
vation Corps will be setting up camp outside of town near his 
home, where he and older sister Maya, who has lost the use of 
her legs to polio, keep pigeons. When he’s one dime short for 
birdseed, he asks town oddball Mr. Healey, a poor white man, if 
he can shine his shoes to earn the money. An unlikely rapport 
develops between the two. Joseph finds an additional way to 
earn money when he meets George, a black CCC member who 
pays him to find some pigeons. When a white woman who pro-
tested the arrival of the corps is accidentally knocked down by 
George, a campaign ensues to have the CCC removed from the 
town, and racial tensions heighten. The story unfolds smoothly, 
with lots of action; faux newspaper articles and other “archi-
val” material are interspersed between chapters. The author’s 
skillful blend of fact and fiction is backed up by fascinating 
backmatter that includes black-and-white photographs and 
easy-to-decipher infographics. Although racial hostility is on 
display in abundance, the text does not include racial slurs.

Historical facts are woven into the story with such 
finesse readers will be eager to learn more. (Historical fiction. 
8-12)

HOW MANY?
Danielson, Christopher
Charlesbridge (40 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-58089-943-7  

A concept book that gives readers 
the choice of what to count.

Danielson’s analytical approach to the counting book 
begins with a photograph of shoes in a box and some guided 
options of what to count, such as the number of shoes (2) or the 
number of pairs (1). He consistently includes open questions to 
encourage independent, creative thinking. Following the exam-
ple of the shoes, the phrase “How many?” appears on the left 
with a photograph on the right depicting various foods as they 
are prepared for cooking, usually three spreads per type of food-
stuff. The mostly overhead angle and neat, intentional layout of 
the photographs makes for clear expectations when decoding 
the images. Each foodstuff starts simple (a bowl of grapefruits), 
then changes the items’ state somehow (halved grapefruits on 
a cutting board with new tools nearby), then ends on a more-
complex image (the fruit juiced in a measuring cup with glasses 
and more whole fruit in the background). The penultimate set 
of photos shows a kitchen counter with assorted items from 
previous pages, serving as a culmination of sorts to the visual 
narrative. The ending pages encourage rereads and “new ques-
tions to wonder about,” such as the fairly abstract, “What num-
bers are missing?” After an initial read with a caregiver, young 
readers can easily go back and contemplate the pages indepen-
dently to make new discoveries.

Innovative and intellectually stimulating. (Picture book. 
3-8)

HOW MUCH IS A LITTLE 
GIRL WORTH?
Denhollander, Rachael
Illus. by Huff, Morgan
Tyndale House (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4964-4168-3  

Teaching our daughters how to love 
themselves is the first step toward the 
next generation’s owning its power.

It’s heady stuff for a picture book, but it’s never too soon 
for a woman—even a little woman—to know her worth. Den-
hollander (the first of sex offender Larry Nassar’s abuse vic-
tims to speak out) presents a poetic discourse that resonates 
beyond its young intended audience. Her simple rhyming 
couplets speak to the power of image and the messages that 
shape how we become who we are. The eloquence comes not 
from the words or phrasing as much as the message as well as 
the passion. Denhollander, an attorney, a mother, and a for-
mer gymnast–turned-coach for a time, delivers stanzas infused 
with sweet sentimentality as well as fiery fierceness. New artist 
Huff provides lovely, expressive illustrations depicting girls of 

The author’s skillful blend of fact and fiction is 
backed up by fascinating backmatter.

if the fire comes
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many racial presentations in various stages of self-discovery and 
acceptance. The figures are smiling and cartoonlike, with over-
sized, round heads and sturdy bodies—though none could be 
called fat, none exhibits twiglike proportions. Denhollander’s 
book is unapologetically Christian in approach, with more than 
one reference to “Him” or a creation by a greater power. With 
sincerity helping to mitigate occasionally artless text, this is a 
worthwhile message for young girls who, in an age of shrink-
ing women’s rights, need all the encouragement possible to find 
their voices and love themselves.

Girls will hear the answer to the titular question. 
(author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

TRINI’S BIG LEAP
de Wit, Alexander & Kephart, Beth
Illus. by Sulit, William
Penny Candy (32 pp.)
$17.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-9996584-5-1

Trini can do everything, or so she 
thinks, until she discovers she can’t.

In her flowery green dress, yellow 
boots, and red superhero cape, Trini can 

do anything. “She was the highest flyer, the strongest gripper, 
the most spectacular cartwheeler at Bounce and Build.” But 
one day she finds her friends are not around her as she “leaps 
and twirls and swirls and curls”; they are instead playing with 
blocks. When she tries to build “a castle with a tower,” Trini 
finally finds something she cannot do. After initial frustration 
she accepts help from her friends, and together they have a 
wonderful time building a castle. The next day Trini is back and 
ready to help her friends perform all the gymnastics that she is 
so good at, “And in their own ways, with Trini’s help, they did.” 
Trini is depicted with black hair and olive skin; of her friends, 
two are white and two are darker-skinned, one possibly black. 
In a lengthy afterword directed at parents, co-author de Wit 
explains the importance of exposing children to a variety of 
experiences both challenging and easy in order to promote their 
development, teach them to overcome obstacles, and maybe 
awaken a life calling. 

Partly a parenting book, partly aimed at children, best 
read and discussed together. (Picture book. 4-7) [Editor’s 
note: This review was originally published in our July 15, 2019, issue, 
but a data-entry error resulted in an inaccurate author attribution. 
We reprint the review with correct author attribution for readers’ 
convenience.]

ANYTIME YOGA
Fun and Easy Exercises for 
Concentration and Calm
Dezé, Ulrika
Illus. by Kroug, Simon
Bala Kids/Shambhala (64 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-61180-439-3  

A slim child yogi named Kika and her monkey sidekick, 
Yazoo, introduce readers to 14 yoga poses and four guided 
meditations.

The book divides the poses by mood for quick access to 
suit distinct needs. The featured poses are age appropriate in 
terms of their blend of accessibility and challenge. Pose instruc-
tions are direct and succinct, with the accompanying illustra-
tion clearly depicting the end shape. The book concludes with 
notes for adults who may be assisting children in their prac-
tice. Varying privileges are assumed—for example, that readers 
will have access to a quiet space, a yoga mat, and adults able 
to assist them by reading the guided meditations aloud. No 
modifications are offered for varying body types or abilities. 
The inclusion of Yazoo, with his dark-brown and skin-smooth 
fur and large, white eyes, seems meant to be silly, but it’s at best 
unnecessary and borders on uncomfortable, particularly when 
there are comments made in the text such as the light-skinned 
Kika’s reference to him as “my little banana muncher.” Overall, 
the book fails to honor the intellect and curiosity of the inde-
pendent readers who may be drawn to it and is too reduced to 
instruction for the very young who may enjoy playing with yoga 
through story.

Fine for what it is; thankfully, young aspiring yogis 
have better options in this growing genre. (Nonfiction. 4-8)

CAMILLA, CARTOGRAPHER
Dillemuth, Julie
Illus. by Wood, Laura
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4338-3033-4  

An exercise of spatial thinking through a snowy forest.
Camilla the warthog collects maps. Maps of stars, New York, 

even the London Tube. She even owns an ancient map of her 
forest. Unfortunately for her, she believes all lands have been 
explored and there is nothing new to chart. However, with a 
snowy morning comes a new opportunity. When her hedgehog 
neighbor, Parsley, asks for her help in finding the creek, Camilla 
quivers with excitement when she realizes the snow-covered 
land “is uncharted territory.” With all landmarks covered in 
snow, Camilla and Parsley must use their spatial-reasoning skills 
and a compass to find a new way to the creek. Their trailblaz-
ing journey proves a challenge as they keep bumping into trees, 
rocks, and walls. But when they find the creek, Camilla will 
have all the information and tools ready to draw out a new map, 
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A DRAGON TAKES A BOY ON A NIGHTTIME ADVENTURE IN THIS 
CAPTIVATING PICTURE BOOK FROM AN ANIMATOR ON THE SIMPSONS
By Megan Labrise

A childhood fear of the dark was the spark for 
J.R. Krause’s poignant picture book Dragon Night.

“I had to sleep with the lights on,” says Krause, a 
Los Angeles–based author/illustrator whose day job 
is TV animator (The Simpsons, Futurama, King of the 
Hill, etc.). “Then I had my own children, and it was 
the same thing. I have two girls, and they both went 
through it, being afraid of the night.”

Dragon Night’s protagonist is Georgie, a boy who 
loves reading, sports, and dragons as much as he dis-
likes the dark. One night, while he’s lying in bed, his 
favorite book, St. George & the Dragon, falls to the floor, 
releasing its mythical titular character into the room. 
Krause writes:

Georgie has never seen a real dragon before.
“Shhh! I’m running away,” whispers the drag-

on. “I’m afraid of the knight.”

Acknowledging their respective fears forges a fast 
friendship. Georgie climbs aboard the dragon for a 
magical nighttime adventure, flying high over a car-
nival, a bustling downtown, a baseball stadium—any-
thing that’s brightly lit. When they reach the city lim-
its, the dragon helps Georgie see the dark in a whole 
new light:

They sail silently down to a grassy field.
“You know,” says the dragon, “the night is 

dark, but it’s not always scary.”
Georgie isn’t so sure.

“Look,” says the dragon. “Without the dark-
ness of night, we wouldn’t see the stars.”

Georgie had never seen shooting stars be-
fore.

“Listen,” says the dragon. “The night is quiet 
and peaceful.”

Georgie hears crickets play a soothing song.
Before long, he curls up against the warm 

dragon and drifts off to sleep.

Dragon Night delights in characters who use their 
creativity and compassion to help one another. “Well-
crafted bedtime reading featuring an unusually capti-
vating monster,” Kirkus writes, recommending the 
book.

“The story came out of that childhood fear,” 
Krause says, “but it’s also about wanting to be friends, 
as a child, with someone or something in a way that’s 
magical or powerful or can protect you.”

Krause’s distinctive illustrations, inspired by lin-
ocut, are dominated by blue, purple, orange, yellow, 

Photo courtesy M
ike Polcino 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
J.R. Krause
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to break out in case of another snowfall. Wood’s delightful illus-
trations and Dillemuth’s expertise in the matter engage readers 
in the woodland creatures’ adventures. In addition, Dillemuth, 
who holds a doctorate in geography, provides activities in the 
backmatter for parents and caregivers to help children develop 
their own spatial-reasoning skills, such as sketching and reading 
maps or using cardinal directions.

An adorable adventure in cartography. (author’s note) 
(Picture book. 4-8)

FANTASTIC YOU
Dufayet, Danielle
Illus. by Zivoin, Jennifer
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4338-3028-0  

A diverse cast of children speak 
kindly to themselves, practice self-care, 

and display gratitude.
The narrative of this book is written like a pep talk one could 

imagine hearing from a person with fully realized emotional intel-
ligence. Growth mindset, positive self-talk, resilience, empathy, 
perspective-taking, and other learned skills from the domain of 
social-emotional learning are demonstrated through first-person 
action statements. A brown-skinned child looks in the mirror: 

“I’m going to give myself the same love and kindness that I give 
the people I love.” A clearly disappointed, light-skinned child is 
cuddled in the lap of a caring adult: “When cheering myself up 
doesn’t help, I try not to keep feelings inside.” A dark-skinned girl 
with textured hair practices martial arts: “Sometimes loving me 
means I stand up for myself.” Many strategies for exhibiting self-
love chosen by the child protagonists employing them are shown 
as valid, reinforcing that there is no one perfect way, just as there 
is no one perfect person. Zivoin’s illustration style is expressive 
and playful, but her mood can feel melancholic at times. The 
occasional series of vignettes on white space alleviates this sense 
with much-needed breathing room.

Skillfully provides the language to help readers remem-
ber—or learn—their abilities to treat themselves and oth-
ers with gentleness. (Picture book. 4-8)

UH-OH, ROLLO!
Duncan, Reed
Illus. by Frawley, Keith
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-5247-9243-5  

A mischievous bulldog named Rollo 
gets into various types of mischief 
around the house with amusing results.

Rollo is a full-grown bulldog with 
a friendly face and a collar sporting a tag with a gold letter R. 

and black. They are inked by hand, scanned, and 
stamped in Photoshop. It’s a divergent style from 
his previous children’s books (the Poco Loco series, 
written with wife Maria Chua) as well as his work in 
animation. 

“Both animation and picture books are visual sto-
rytelling, and both involve sequential art,” he says. “I 
work on The Simpsons primarily, and getting every-
thing to make sense to the audience who’s watch-
ing it—instantly—is [tricky]. You can’t have any gray 
area. What something is needs to be clear, and in 
picture books, too, clarity [is key].”

The clear aims of Dragon Night include fostering 
kindness, empathy, and creative problem-solving. 
Krause also hopes to foster a love of reading and be-
ing read to.

“I still love reading to my kids,” he says, “even 
though one’s a teenager now….Just sharing that 
from an early age, and trying to get kids to be read-
ers, is so important.

“Reading promotes using your own imagination,” 
Krause says, “so eventually, when you move on to 
books without pictures, you’re creating images of 
the characters virtually in your own head. I’m deeply 
supportive of anything that nurtures that.”

Dragon Night was reviewed in the Nov. 15, 2018, issue.
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He lives with his unnamed child owner, who narrates the story, 
describing each action that Rollo relishes, such as digging in 
the yard, chewing shoes, climbing on the furniture, and chasing 
squirrels. The patterned text states Rollo’s choice of behavior, 
the consequence, and the narrator’s reaction, often including 
the refrain, “UH-OH, ROLLO!!” The child merely reacts to 
Rollo’s wild behavior without providing any leadership or dis-
ciplinary consequences, and there are no adults around to disci-
pline the dog. The canine’s actions are mildly funny, with some 
melodramatic crashes when Rollo falls off a chair or runs into 
a wall, accompanied by single words in large display type indi-
cating the results (“BONK!” “WHAM!”). A too-pat conclusion 
shows Rollo seeming to apologize for his misbehavior by cud-
dling up to his owner with a guilty smile. Humorous cartoon-
style illustrations capture Rollo’s antics as well as the child’s 
rather helpless attitude. While this story isn’t marketed as an 
early reader, the simple, patterned text and repeated refrains 
make it accessible to new readers.

This rambunctious pup doesn’t really stand out in the 
crowded field of stories about lovable dogs. (Picture book/early 
reader. 4-7)

OLD MAN OF THE SEA 
Elia, Stella
Illus. by Santiago, Weberson
Lantana (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-911373-54-4  

A grandson recounts his grandpa’s 
love for the sea and worldwide adven-
tures in this Brazilian import.

“Every line on my skin tells the story of my life,” Grandpa tells 
his narrating grandson before he begins sharing his life’s story. 
With the help of Santiago’s striking illustrations, Elia shows 
this old salt’s love for each land he visited in his youth as a sailor. 
Grandpa shares his travels from Europe, where he “ate picnics in 
groves of olive trees,” to Africa, where he “climbed sand dunes to 
watch the sun go down.” From Asia to Oceania and finally Amer-
ica, Santiago’s vibrant palette depicts famous landmarks and ani-
mals in each of the five continents (North and South America are 
considered as one, and Antarctica doesn’t make an appearance). 
With a touch of the fantastical, the narrative carries readers over 
the oceans as Grandpa’s ship rides the hump of a whale from con-
tinent to continent and Grandpa collects stories. While at sea, 
the vastness provides a calm and contemplative blue space, with 
Grandpa’s boat urging readers to turn the page. Like the grand-
son, readers might also wonder if Grandpa’s stories are true, but 
it won’t matter as this gorgeous story will have them returning to 
the beginning of the book to once again embark on the journey. 
Both grandfather and grandson have brown skin; by originating 
Grandpa’s travels outside of Europe, the story interestingly com-
plicates questions of imperialism.

A masterpiece. (Picture book. 4-8)

DREAMS FROM MANY RIVERS
A Hispanic History of the 
United States Told in Poems
Engle, Margarita
Illus. by Hernandez, Beatriz Gutierrez
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (208 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-62779-531-9  

Engle merges streams of free-verse 
poetry into a Hispanic history lesson 
spanning centuries.

Beginning on the shores of pre-Colombian Borikén (Puerto 
Rico), Engle imagines the voices of the Taíno as well as those of 
the colonizers and many diverse mestizos from across the His-
panic Americas to craft a poetic picture of Hispanic history that 
begins with a trickle and ends in a torrent. The author does not 
hide her point of view. She paints an idealized picture of Taíno 
culture—the only explicitly Indigenous voices represented—in 
which people lived in harmony with the land before the arrival 
of the Spaniards, a choice that elides the complicated history of 
the pre-Columbian Americas. As the story continues into the 
modern day, the featured characters demonstrate the wide vari-
ety of ethnic roots included in the multicolored tapestry of His-
panic culture, but there is not so much diversity in thought, as 
it largely celebrates those stories that align with contemporary 
liberal ideology. The retrospective look back reveals many nar-
ratives that seem to play on a loop as similar struggles are faced 
by successive generations and continue to this day, begging 
readers to learn from the past lest it repeat yet again. Within 
the authorial bias, the poetry is fluid and thought-provoking, 
and Latinx readers will find many narrative threads that will 
seem teased from their own family looms.

A flawed but necessary history of a culture whose voices 
demand to be heard. (Poetry anthology. 10-14)

THE BATHYSPHERE BOYS
The Depth-Defying Diving of 
Messrs. Beebe and Barton
Enik, Ted
Illus. by Newland, G.F.
Schiffer (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2019
978-0-7643-5793-0 
Series: Unhinged History 

A rhyming account of the invention of the bathysphere.
Fascinated by the ocean depths, Will Beebe dives in to 

invent a way to explore beyond the shallow depths that diving 
equipment of the 1920s allows. His designs and “silly proposals 
and doodles” from other inventors go “straight to the trashcan,” 
however, until Otis Barton gets involved. Barton, an engineer, 

“[has] his heart set on—PLOP!—disappearing / Beneath the 
sea’s surface and breaking all records / For deepness” and knows 
that Beebe’s “soda-can shape” will crumple under deepwater 
pressure. Beebe adopts Barton’s stronger, spherical design, and, 

This gorgeous story will have readers returning to the beginning 
of the book to once again embark on the journey.

old man of the sea
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luckily, Barton’s family is rich enough to fund its construction. 
Despite personality clashes, minor design failures, seasickness, 
and the Great Depression, Beebe and Barton create a two-per-
son vessel that descends almost a half mile. Today, the original 
bathysphere is displayed outside the New York (City) Aquarium. 
Next to Barb Rosenstock’s prose account in Otis & Will Discover 
the Deep (illustrated by Katherine Roy, 2018), Enik’s playfully 
rhyming couplets feel lightweight, but the backmatter, which 
includes the bathysphere’s schematic, a timeline of human div-
ing progress, and a biography of Gloria Hollister (the first mate 
and recorder on deck), provides some heft. Cartoon illustra-
tions portray Beebe, Barton, and Hollister as white adults.

Per the series promise, a slightly “unhinged” celebra-
tion of daring diving developments. (Picture book. 5-8)

GARFIELD’S ® GUIDE TO 
CREATING YOUR OWN 
COMIC STRIP
Finnegan, Marco
Illus. by the author
Lerner (32 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $27.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-7468-7
978-1-5415-4642-4 PLB  

The original grumpy cat imparts comics-making advice.
Garfield, the perpetually snarky, Monday-hating marmalade 

cat, explains the basics of drawing a strip to young readers. In 
four chapters, he presents a rudimentary overview of the pro-
cess, including tips on main characters, expression, plot devel-
opment, punchlines, building settings, and lettering. While the 
text is upbeat, Garfield’s trademark irreverence is showcased 
through reprinted comic strips and sidebar illustrations; when 
explaining essential setting details, king-of-the-catnap Gar-
field wisecracks that “chairs [and] beds” are “essential details.” 
Finnegan’s guide is best suited for the earliest beginner, as it 
offers such obvious instructions as, “the first thing you need 
is a pencil to draw with”; those looking for more comprehen-
sive information may be audibly groaning at the lack of depth. 
For burgeoning artists hoping to learn to draw the lovably 
irascible feline, expect potential upset when they discover the 
only instructions show how to draw his head—not his entire 
body—and with five brief steps, it is superficial at best (though 
still more detailed than the instructions for Odie). Included is 
a five-term glossary, a section for further information (which, 
curiously, offers Garfield’s Twitter account as a place of inter-
est), and an index. Cavils aside, Garfield’s iconic brand of humor 
is effectively captured, which may satisfy Davis’ devotees if not 
those looking to get a foothold in creating art.

A cursory if cheery guide. (index) (Nonfiction. 6-9)

CELLS
An Owner’s Handbook
Fisher, Carolyn
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5344-5185-8  

A stylish introduction to the structures and functions of 
cells, starting on “the derrière of a Boston terrier.”

Congratulating readers on being the owners of “37 trillion 
high-performance cells,” canine skin cell Ellie defines them as 
the difference between living and nonliving things. She then 
goes on to explain that each “itty-bitty building block” from red 
blood cell to sperm and egg has one or more jobs, how mito-
chondria and other organelles contribute to the effort, and 
(with help from a “cellfie”) how cells make more cells. Fisher 
incorporates text large and small in hand-lettered styles into 
swirling, exuberant painted images that more often suggest 
rather than clinically depict various sorts of cells and creatures 
made up of them; they definitely capture the breezy vein of the 
cellular tour, however. Ellie doesn’t get to a few things—meiosis, 
for instance, or viruses—but she covers considerable territory…
and once she’s done (“I gotta split!”), the author finishes off 
with jokes, a source note for the “37 trillion” claim, and leads to 
more-detailed surveys of the topic.

A lively once-over that gets further beneath the skin of 
its subject than first glances might suggest. (Informational 
picture book. 6-8)

LEGENDS OF THE SKY
Flanagan, Liz
David Fickling/Scholastic (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-34966-5  

An orphan foundling finds four 
dragon eggs on an island nation that’s 
divided by nationalism and bigotry.

Twelve-year-old Milla works in the 
household of a wealthy merchant and 
his children, the twins Isak and Tarya. 

Though the twins are privileged, white Norlanders and Milla is 
their brown-skinned servant of uncertain parentage, the three 
children are dear friends. But in one chaotic day, Milla wit-
nesses a murder, Isak learns he’s being sent away to learn a trade, 
Tarya’s told she’ll be marrying the duke’s only son—and then 
there are the eggs. The murdered man hid a sack containing 
four dragon eggs before he was killed, and only Milla saw him 
do it. The children are soon pulled into political intrigue against 
their will, as their island of Arcosi (realized with Italian inflec-
tions and colonized by the vaguely Nordic Norlanders) is torn 
apart by the nationalist bigotry of the duke’s police state. Is the 
return of dragons a sign that things are improving for Arcosi? 
Or is it just another reason for the increasingly paranoid duke 
to harm the most vulnerable? Despite shakiness in the story’s 
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logic, there’s a reason that tales of penniless nobodies forming 
life bonds with dragons have enduring popularity, and this book 
falls squarely into that winning formula.

“Cinderella” plus dragons is an always-appealing trope; 
the anti-racist polemic adds some flavor. (Fantasy. 9-11)

JUST IN CASE YOU WANT 
TO FLY
Fogliano, Julie
Illus. by Robinson, Christian
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-8234-4344-4  

Fogliano and Robinson (When’s My 
Birthday?, 2017) collaborate again, this 
time in the voice of a caregiver speaking 
to a beloved child.

“Just in case you want to fly / here’s some wind / and here’s 
the sky.” A smiling child looks out of an apartment window as 
clothes on a line sway in the wind. “Here’s a feather / here’s up 
high / and here’s a wing / from a butterfly”—the former is on a 
banner drawn by an airplane; the latter beckons visitors into a 
museum, both in a cityscape spread. More potential needs and 
wants are anticipated and solved with offers of a cherry for a 
snack, a rock to skip, a coin to wish, a joke. Some of the offers 
are comfort-driven and bedtime-themed: The final spread, “and 
here is a map / with an x on the spot / to find your way / home to 
me,” shows a child in bed being tucked in with a blanket covered 
with many of the objects from the book. Robinson’s recogniz-
able collage-and-paint illustrations are sweet as ever, featuring 
children diverse in skin color and hair texture. The rhyming 
text reads almost like Goodnight Moon’s, although it has a more-
explicit expression of love for the child listener.

Simple and nurturing, this will likely be loved by many a 
parent-child pair. (Picture book. 2-7)

PALEONTOLOGISTS 
With STEM Projects for Kids
Gibson, Karen Bush
Illus. by Shululu
Nomad Press (112 pp.)
$19.95  |  $14.95 paper  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-61930-790-2
978-1-61930-793-3 paper
Series: Gutsy Girls Go for Science

As one of a new series that offers information on science 
careers for girls who aspire to one, this effort explores the field 
of paleontology, focusing on women who worked or are working 
in that discipline.

Via brief biographies of five groundbreaking, white, female 
paleontologists—Mary Anning, Mignon Talbot, Tilly Edinger, 
Zofia Kielan-Jaworowska, and Mary Leakey—Gibson also deliv-
ers both a short history of the study of fossils and a smattering 

5 nighttime 
adventure 

picture books
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of information on the related science. There’s a feel of over-
compensation to the busily designed pages, which feature an 
overabundance of exclamation points. Even though all of these 
women made enormous (often unrecognized) contributions 
to paleontology, the sweeping claim that early paleontologists 
William Smith and Georges Cuvier “owed much of their suc-
cess to the great fossil finder Mary Anning” goes largely unsub-
stantiated. Most sections include a timeline of the biographee’s 
life, a “Wonder Why?” section—questions for readers to reflect 
upon—and a quiz or science experiment, some better than oth-
ers. Scattered throughout are numerous QR codes linking to 
websites; for those young readers without smartphones, a “QR 
code glossary” in the backmatter provides URLs. [Editor’s note: 
The original review, published in our July 15, 2019, issue and based 
on preliminary materials, inaccurately stated that URLs were not pro-
vided.] Numerous photographs and Shululu’s stylized illustra-
tions round out the presentation. Readers will note that though 
Leakey and Kielan-Jaworowska are shown in photos to be dark-
haired, Shululu depicts them in adulthood as blondes. Publish-
ing simultaneously are Astronauts, Engineers, and Programmers.

The subjects may have been gutsy, but the book is 
only average. (glossary, further resources, index) (Nonfiction. 8-11) 
(Astronauts: 978-1-61930-778-0, 978-1-61930-781-0 paper; Engineers: 
978-1-61930-782-7, 978-1-61930-785-8 paper; Programmers: 978-1-
61930-786-5, 978-1-61930-789-6 paper)

IMAGINATION VACATION
Gigot, Jami
Illus. by the author
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-3619-3  

Some families go on staycations, but 
Sam takes Mom, Dad, and little sister Marla to all the places 
they want to visit most.

How does Sam accomplish it? The determined narrator pur-
sues “a little research” (including reading the classic This Is Paris by 
M. Šašek), “rummage[s] through the closet, and gather[s] some 
supplies.” Sam turns the kitchen into a French bakery before tak-
ing the family on a walk to the Champs Élysées (in reality, the 
street that leads to the city park, entered via an arch). In the park, 
Sam “pass[es] out field books and binoculars.” The playground 
elephant slide and the zebra spring riders become real animals. 
After Mom has her trip to Paris and Dad enjoys the Serengeti, it’s 
Marla’s turn. She wants to see penguins. Sam takes them to the 
ice rink and names it “Antarctica!” The family marvels at an orca, 
icebergs, and a line of penguins, revealed to be a black-and-white 
Zamboni machine, painted icebergs, and a little squadron of 
penguin-capped skaters. By now, the once-indefatigable guide is 
exhausted and just wants to go home and play a board game (read-
ers will recall Sam sitting with it at the beginning). The pleasantly 
humorous illustrations reveal some of the secrets that help Sam’s 
family (all present white) have a great time.

Gigot demonstrates that resourcefulness and love go a 
long way even if time and money are short. (Picture book. 5-7)

A YEAR WITH MAMA EARTH
Grabill, Rebecca
Illus. by Green, Rebecca
Eerdmans (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-8028-5505-3  

Savor this scrapbook of softly fil-
tered illustrations honoring the wonders of Mama Earth.

Each double-page spread averages 50 words, but older read-
ers will appreciate the rural natural world of a northern tem-
perate climate, and younger readers will enjoy illustrations of 
curious children scouting out pumpkins growing in the field, 
decorating shrubs with strings of berries for winter birds, col-
lecting maple sap in the spring, and enjoying a summer camp-
fire with fireflies, mosquitos, and toasted marshmallows. The 
book is organized by month beginning with September, so 
classrooms as well as families can revisit the book monthly and 
focus on the lyrical descriptions of change. In October, feel 

“Mama [laugh] a chill wind / that stirs the maple leaves / into a 
golden whirl / while children spin and spin.” In January, watch 
and listen as “Mama Earth loads the trees’ arms / with white, 
and blows light fluff / against the windowpane.” “Mama Earth’s 
sunny smile cracks / the last of April’s ice along the river’s / edge.” 
Readers who don’t live in the country or in a temperate climate 
can compare and contrast how their weather, plants, animals, 
and outdoor exploration change monthly and create their own 
scrapbook. The five child characters are racially diverse; except 
for one jack-o’-lantern, both text and illustrations are free of 
holiday references.

A yearlong exploration of nature to hold in your hands. 
(author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 3-6)

ALLIES 
Gratz, Alan
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-24572-1  

Gratz (Refugee, 2017, etc.) weaves 
together fictionalized accounts of indi-
vidual experiences of D-Day, the “begin-
ning of the end of the Second World War.”

The action begins just before dawn 
on June 6, 1944, and ends near midnight 

that same day. Six different operations in settings across Europe, 
each fictionalized with imagined characters but based on true 
events, exemplify the ordinary people in extraordinary situa-
tions who risked or gave their lives to destroy what Gen. Eisen-
hower styled “the German war machine” and “Nazi tyranny.” 
The narrative moves from scene to scene as the day marches 
on—a sea invasion, French citizens and Resistance fighters on 
land, and soldiers arriving by air—but repeatedly returns to Dee, 
a German fighting on the American side and hiding his German 
identity from comrades like Sid, a Jewish American determined 
to wipe out the Germans even as he suffers insults from his 

The horrors of war and the decisions and emotions
it entails are presented with unflinching honesty.

allies
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peers. The vigorously diverse cast is historically accurate but 
unusual for a World War II novel, including a young Algerian 
woman, a white Canadian, a Cree First Nations lance corporal 
from Quebec, British soldiers, a black American medic, and a 
Frenchwoman. The horrors of war and the decisions and emo-
tions it entails are presented with unflinching honesty through 
characters readers can feel for. In the end, all the threads come 
together to drive home the point that allies are “stronger 
together.”

Both an excellent, inclusive narration of important 
historical events and a fast-paced, entertaining read. (His-
torical fiction. 8-12)

THE PEAR TREE
Gray, Luli
Illus. by Goodnight, Madelyn
Penny Candy (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-9996584-6-8  

Esperanza, an old Spanish woman, 
loses her pear crop to a hailstorm.

Despite her misfortune, she gives 
away her last pear to a hungry woman 

who rewards her by magically filling her tree with more pears. 
Esperanza learns that she can trap whomever climbs the tree 
to steal fruit. When Señor Death comes for her, she tricks him 
into her tree—and now no one can die while Death remains 
stuck. The old woman refuses to free him until she learns of the 
suffering of her good friend. In order to bring her friend peace, 
she agrees to accompany Death, who then grants her eternal 
life as a reward for her compassion. Gray’s retelling of an old 
folktale takes on a new slant; instead of placing Aunt Misery at 
center stage and filling the Earth with suffering as in the original 
tale, the protagonist is Esperanza, which is Spanish for “Hope.” 
However, Esperanza is, for the most part, an unsympathetic 
character: She is sly and stubborn—contrary to the accepted 
characteristics of hope. Goodnight’s anachronistic illustrations 
range from a soldier’s medieval garb to Death’s modern, full-
trousered suit, and Esperanza’s expressions are disappointedly 
static. Gray’s posthumously published tale will be welcomed 
primarily by her fans. The story’s origins and backmatter are 
included.

An unsatisfying retelling. (Picture book. 7-10)

ZOMBIES ARE PEOPLE, TOO
Greenwald, Tommy
Illus. by Bardin, Dave
Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-338-30596-8 
Series: Project Z, 2 

A zombie escapee is recaptured by 
the top-secret government agency that 
created him.

The smartest kid in the fifth grade, 
Arnold Z. Ombee (a zombie, obvi), uses his superintelligence to 
tutor a struggling classmate. Now Arnold is accepted—maybe 
even popular. But it’s not just the cool kids who have their eye 
on him. Arnold catches an oddly familiar man spying on him 
and his human family, the Kinders. Soon after the encounter, 
the police inform Arnold’s school that an “undocumented fugi-
tive” is in attendance. The man—a Dr. Grassmere—convinces 
Arnold’s family to let him take Arnold back to the Territory for 
a week of testing. But the “tests” serve a more sinister purpose: 
brainwashing Arnold and his “fellow afterlifes” and turning 
them into superstrong zombie warriors! Will Arnold snap out 
of it and remember his human life? Or is it already too late? This 
sequel one-ups A Zombie Ate My Homework’s (2019) infectiously 
hilarious tone with more over-the-top sequences, amplified by 
Bardin’s cartoon spot illustrations. Arnold alternates some first-
person narration duties with classmate Evan, which adds an 
extra dose of character development to corpse-white Arnold’s 
diverse cast of friends, such as revealing that Evan is a cancer 
survivor. The messages about acceptance and belonging are 
timely—although using the term “undocumented” to refer to a 
zombie does leave a bit of a bad taste.

A (mostly) tasty second helping. (Science fiction. 8-12)

ABCS OF ART
Hahn, Sabrina
Sky Pony Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-5107-4938-2  

From “Apple” to “Zebra,” an alphabet 
of images drawn from museum paintings.

In an exhibition that recalls similar, if less parochial, ABCs 
from the Metropolitan Museum of Art (My First ABC, 2009) 
and several other institutions, Hahn presents a Eurocentric 
selection of paintings or details to illustrate for each letter a 
common item or animal—all printed with reasonable clarity 
and captioned with identifying names, titles, and dates. She 
then proceeds to saddle each with an inane question (“What 
sounds do you think this cat is making?” “Where can you find 
ice?”) and a clumsily written couplet that unnecessarily repeats 
the artist’s name: “Flowers are plants that blossom and bloom. 
/ Frédéric Bazille painted them filling up this room!” She also 
sometimes contradicts the visuals, claiming that the horses in 
a Franz Marc painting entitled “Two Horses, 1912” are ponies, 

This sequel one-ups A Zombie Ate My Homework’s 
infectiously hilarious tone.

zombies are people, too
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apparently to populate the P page. Moreover, her “X” is an 
actual X-ray of a Jean-Honoré Fragonard, showing that the 
artist repainted his subject’s face…interesting but not quite in 
keeping with the familiar subjects chosen for the other letters.

Caregivers eager to expose their children to fine art 
have better choices than this. (Informational picture book. 3-5)

FLY FLIES
Hanaor, Ziggy
Illus. by Bowsher, Alice
Cicada Books (28 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-908714-61-9  

An increasingly exasperated fly real-
izes that it’s OK to take to the air in her own way despite what 
others may think.

Fly enjoys flying in “wibbles,” “wobbles,” and “wavies,” but 
she is interrupted again and again by a series of birds who each 
insist that she is flying the wrong way. From Blackbird, who 
claims that a straight line is the best way to fly, to Hawk, who 
advises Fly to dive for her food, each bird comes with a critique 
and an insistence that Fly do things their way. Fly becomes more 
fed up with each encounter, but in the end she meets Butterfly, 
who joins her in her way of flying—but not before Fly mistak-
enly takes out her frustrations on the even-keeled Butterfly. 
Fly comes to understand that different is not wrong and that 
she likes her way of flying just fine. Modeling self-confidence 
for young readers, Fly decides to tell everyone to buzz off even 
before she receives external validation. Although the lesson 
may not be new, the book feels fresh. Hanaor tells Fly’s story 
with colloquial, pithy language that teaches a lesson without 
moralizing. Bowsher’s cheerful illustrations are clear and bold, 
using just black and yellow, and convey a range of emotions and 
a lot of sass through simple facial expressions.

An easy introduction to the joy of being oneself. (Picture 
book. 2-7)

KITTY AND THE 
MOONLIGHT RESCUE
Harrison, Paula
Illus. by Løvlie, Jenny
Greenwillow (128 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-293472-7 
Series: Kitty, 1 

Kitty uses her feline superpowers in 
this new series.

Kitty, a young girl, wants to be just like her superhero 
mother, who goes out at night to help people. Unfortunately, 
Kitty doesn’t feel brave and is afraid of the darkness outside. 
With her mother gone one night, Kitty puts on her super-
hero costume. While she is playing pretend, a frantic cat, 
Figaro, jumps in through her window, looking for Kitty’s mom. 

Mistaken for a real superhero, Kitty is drawn into an adventure 
to uncover the mysterious noise coming from the clock tower. 
With her magic superpowers heightened by the moon, Kitty 
faces her biggest fear, makes new cat friends, and discovers 
her own inner superhero. Harrison writes an amusing story of 
bravery and self-confidence, encouraging newly independent 
readers with Mom’s words: “Don’t let fear hold you back. You’re 
braver than you think.” Løvlie sets an incredible scene with her 
dramatic black-and-white illustrations on almost every page. 
Multiple pages are entirely black with white text and drawings, 
immersing the readers in this nighttime story. Included are 
character introductions and super facts about cats. Kitty, her 
mom, and her younger brother all have pale skin and straight, 
black hair; her dad’s hair is lighter. 

A sweet series opener, especially for the cat lovers in the 
chapter-book set. (Fantasy. 5-8)

ATLAS OF OCEAN 
ADVENTURES
A Collection of Natural 
Wonders, Marine Marvels 
and Undersea Antics From 
Across the Globe
Hawkins, Emily
Illus. by Letherland, Lucy
Wide Eyed Editions (96 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-7112-4531-0  

A globe-spanning gallery of marine life in panoramic set-
tings ranging from the rocky nesting sites of seabirds to the 
depths of the Marianas Trench.

Hawkins and Letherland (Atlas of Dinosaur Adventures, 2017, 
etc.) include stops in Arctic and other northerly waters but 
largely focus on named locales in the Pacific and the South-
ern Hemisphere. Painted views of a sperm whale and a colos-
sal squid going tooth to tentacle in the Ross Sea or a teeming 
shoal of hammerhead sharks swirling around a Cocos Island 
seamount supply visual drama while undulating lines of accom-
panying captions offer generous dollops of the verbal sort: “The 
lionfish gets a taste of its own medicine as the Bobbit worm 
injects a paralyzing toxin. Dinner is served.” Here brightly col-
ored sea dragons and other tropical fish dart through equally 
picturesque reefs, there blue-footed boobies and crimson Sally 
Lightfoot crabs (both “nifty little movers”) strut their stuff 
ashore. As if there weren’t natural business enough to provide 
an engrossing turmoil, sharp-eyed viewers will spot goggles on 
a leatherback turtle, a Magellanic penguin poised on a diving 
board, and other tongue-in-cheek tweaks. Periodic mentions 
of the dangers of floating plastic and other pollution add an 
undercurrent that surfaces at the end in a spread titled “Oceans 
in Danger.” Otherwise, aside from the occasional boat, humans 
and their works are absent.

An immersive tour of oceanic realms. (index) (Informa-
tional picture book. 8-11)
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THIS IS NOT THAT KIND 
OF BOOK
Healy, Christopher 
Illus. by Mantle, Ben
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-525-58029-4
978-0-525-58030-0 PLB  

A motley crew of character types 
argues over what kind of book they are in, in this humorous 
meta-romp.

The text begins like a rebus: “Aa is for [a drawing of apples]” 
set on a bright yellow background. The capital A has eyes and 
a mouth, as does one of the apples in the small pile. But from 
across the gutter, a brown-skinned, curly-haired girl in a red, 
hooded cape peeks from the spread beyond, folding back the 
page and calling, “Hey! This is not an alphabet book!” A is dis-
appointed but joins the girl on the next spread, which reads 

“ONCE UPON A TIME…” and is set in the woods. The girl 
assures A that the thing “lurking in the shadows” is going to 
be a wolf. But on the next spread, she is surprised when it is a 
robot that declares, “This is not that kind of book.” On come 
more changes in setting, and characters conscious of their own 
tropes and types vie for dominance over the narrative until at 
last they work together to discover the book’s important lesson: 
that they all belong. The narrative text shares space with dia-
logue bubbles, reinforcing the feeling of intrusion and interrup-
tion. Mantle’s clear and humorous illustrations give characters 
distinct personalities and go far to increase the playfulness and 
storyline with fake page turns and no-man’s-land white space.

Cleverly meta and totally fun, with a spoonful of (almost 
tongue-in-cheek) morals thrown in. (Picture book. 4-9)

SMELL THE DAISIES
Henderson, Judith
Illus. by McBeth, T.L.
Kids Can (52 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-77138-790-3 
Series: Big Words Small Stories 

This latest installment in the Big 
Words Small Stories series follows an 

active girl named Oleander and her laid-back pet, Sally Mander.
Following the same pattern as the previous series entries 

(The Traveling Dustball, 2019, etc.), five small stories are pre-
ceded by a “Who’s Who” section and followed by “A Small Play 
on Big Words.” The gray-haired Sprinkle Fairy has a word fac-
tory in Sicily, where her multicolored, animate-candy helpers, 
the Sprinklers, “sprinkle Big Words into small places.” Their 
appearance in an episode (along with their announcement, 

“Big word coming! BIG!”) precipitates the appearance of a big 
word at the climax of the story. The stories unfold in dialogue 
among characters, often punctuated with acts of magic by the 
Sprinkle Fairy. After being used repeatedly in the story, each 

big word is defined at the story’s end. The final “Small Play” 
is a skit presented by the Sprinklers in which all of the Big 
Words are used in context. The format makes the process of 
learning new vocabulary, such as “regurgitate,” “flabbergasted” 
and “peccadillo,” fun and exciting for young readers. The sto-
ries themselves are chuckleworthy, and the Big Word usage is 
delightful. The illustrations—small, brightly colored vignettes 
of characters on white space, almost like comics without the 
frames—are perfect for young independent readers. Oleander 
presents black, with two puffy pigtails, and the Sprinkle Fairy 
presents white.

A sure win for word lovers that’s also bound to create 
some new fans of words. (Early reader. 6-10)

PENNY AND HER SLED
Henkes, Kevin
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow (56 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-06-293453-6 
Series: Penny 

Penny waits all winter long to use her 
new sled.

After a six-year break (Penny and Her 
Marble, 2013), anthropomorphic mouse Penny returns for some 
seasonal fun. It begins with Penny waiting for snow so she can 
use her new sled. Her parents both say it will snow soon, but she 
can’t wait. Penny tries everything to will the snow to fall, even 
wearing mittens to bed. But, as winter continues, there’s still no 
snow, and Penny must partake in other winter activities with 
her family. With no snow in sight, she finds new ways to use 
her sled. Penny uses it to make a fort for her baby siblings and 
a magic carpet ride for her doll, but she eventually plays with 
the sled less and less. Soon spring arrives, and Penny proclaims 
she is done waiting for snow. Mama suggests she wait for some-
thing else, and Penny discovers something worth waiting for. 
Henkes has created yet another charming tale that’s acutely in 
touch with a child’s thinking and emotions. Through five short 
chapters, readers experience lessons in patience, creativity, and 
resourcefulness. In classic Henkes style, the bright watercolor-
and-ink illustrations add lovely visual accompaniment. The 
details in emotions and actions are excellent picture clues for 
early readers.

Another delightful addition to the Penny series. (Early 
reader. 5-8)
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I PROMISE
Hernandez, Catherine
Illus. by Ware, Syrus Marcus
Arsenal Pulp Press (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-55152-779-6  

An ode to queer families, told 
through the sweet dialogue between a 
curious child and their loving parent.

Like many children, the dark-haired protagonist has a lot 
of questions for their parent. Recalling peers and their various 
family structures, the unnamed “kiddo” begins by asking, “You 
know Miracle from swim class? If she has two dads, where did 
she come from?” The parent, depicted with dark skin and puffy 
hair pulled back by a headband, diligently answers their child’s 
queries while guiding the young one through a nighttime rou-
tine: eating, brushing teeth, pulling on pajamas, and tucking in 
for the evening. With little exposition but plenty of reverence, 
the parent validates the family bonds that exist among their 
kid’s community, including families with same-gender parents, 
families with multiple co-parents, and single-parent families. 
Ware depicts the utter normalcy of queer families through 
homespun illustrations that look like sketches featuring hints 
of detail and only pops of color. The story’s formula—in which 
the protagonist’s parent states that children from nontradi-
tional families come from promises of love and nurture—may 
be best suited for younger children, whose curiosity can help fill 
in the blanks of this uncomplicated book. Hernandez’s narra-
tive is less an explanation of what queer families are than it is a 
quiet celebration of their presence.

A normalizing view of often stigmatized families, ten-
derly told. (Picture book. 3-8)

I WONDER
Holt, K.A. 
Illus. by Pak, Kenard
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5247-1422-2
978-1-5247-1423-9 PLB  

Kids ponder philosophy and nature.
Lying in an attic bed in the opening 

spread’s bottom left corner, a child wonders, “What if the sun 
is really a kite?” Outside the house, kites zoom up, while far 
across the pinkish-gray sky, an understated sun glows—with a 
kite string hanging from it. A multiracial cast of children, one 
using a wheelchair, pose questions that are their own point—no 
answers required. Some address nature, like dragonflies or grass-
hoppers. Some are playful: “Could there be a galaxy in my belly 
button?” asks a child who observes tiny planets and stars orbit-
ing at waist level. Sadness is here too: “Why don’t shadows smile 
when you smile?” The child wondering that question is smiling, 
but the picture is so dark, it’s hard to discern. One tender theme 
involves concern for inanimate items, such as whether cereal 

fears spoons, whether toys mind being alone or shoes are sad 
to be outgrown, and whether teddy bears cry. (This teddy does 
shed a tear.) One spread asks, “Do windmills ever get tired?” and 
then “Where are all the unicorns hiding?” In the illustration, a 
muddy, melancholy green dominates the turbine-covered roll-
ing hills and a minuscule pink unicorn subtly emerges. Pak’s art-
work is delicate and serious, echoing shapes and colors across a 
spread to forge connections.

Pensive and muted: the quiet side of wondering. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

DON’T HUG THE PUG
Jacobs, Robin
Illus. by Hodson, Matthew
Cicada Books (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-908714-65-7  

A baby who’s eager to pass out hugs is 
told to refrain from hugging the dog, a pug.

Dad tells baby the child can hug the 
bug, the rug, the jug, and even the slug. 

However, says Dad, “Don’t hug the pug!” It turns out that “the 
pug farts. It’s very stinky.” But baby hugs the flatulent pug any-
way…but the resulting malodorous scent appears to not be the 
fault of the sweet dog but of someone’s dirty diaper. The prem-
ise and outline of this silly story works as a repetitive pattern 
rhyme perfect for new readers. “Slug?” queries the child. Dad 
responds: “You can hug the bug and the rug and the jug and the 
slug, but…Don’t hug the pug!” Thin-lined cartoon drawings in 
muted hues depict a bearded father and a diapered baby (both 
white) on a rather messy floor in this British import; the text is 
contained entirely in speech balloons. Dog lovers may rejoice 
to note the pug is not the culprit, and early readers will gain a 
clearer understanding of the building of a sound pattern. End-
papers feature line drawings of “-ug” words, including some not 
in the text, such as a mug and a plug.

A smelly situation contrived to create an easily legible 
text for budding readers. (Picture book. 4-5)

C JUMPED OVER THREE POTS 
AND A PAN AND LANDED 
SMACK IN THE GARBAGE CAN
Jane, Pamela
Illus. by Imtiaz, Hina
Schiffer (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 28, 2019
978-0-7643-5795-4  

This is a camp crisis and “an alphabet mystery,” but it’s not 
a typical alphabet book.

When B jumps over a mixing bowl, C knows he can jump far-
ther. But after leaping “over three pots and a pan,” he lands “smack 
in the garbage can” and can’t get out. D sounds the alarm, and 
anthropomorphic alphabet characters team up to keep C from 

Ware depicts the utter normalcy of queer 
families through homespun illustrations.

i  promise
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being “dumped in the garbage truck.” E (who has three arms) could 
certainly help, but E is missing, so H and I begin a search. M, “a 
crackerjack sleuth” with a deerstalker hat and magnifying glass, 
soon discovers “O, P, and R / have disappeared, too.” U, dressed in a 
superhero cape, soon cracks the case. “O, P, R, and E / are off mak-
ing a word”—that turns out to be “just the thing we need for C.” In 
the end, “a ROPE, some friends, and a fabulous plan / all [rescue] 
C from the garbage can.” Spot-on rhyme and meter create a fast-
moving mystery in which the alphabetical sequence becomes the 
basis of a charming chain of events leading to C’s rescue. Brightly 
colored and easily recognizable letters, adorned with facial features 
and a well-chosen accessory or two, stand out against uncluttered 
backgrounds of humorous scenes and activities. The setting is a bit 
uncertain, as the kitchen where C performs his stunt looks more 
like a suburban home’s than a camp’s, suggesting a day camp, but 
other scenes imply a sleep-away camp.

A nifty caper showcasing teamwork, letter recognition, 
and word formation. (Picture book. 3-5)

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

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

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

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

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

Though laced with toxins, this is anything but toxic. 
(Chemical descriptions, glossary, timeline, info links, 
author’s note, source notes, bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 
10-17)

NATURE’S NINJA 
Animals With 
Spectacular Skills
Johnson, Rebecca L.
Millbrook/Lerner (48 pp.) 
$31.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-4241-9

“To find these animal ninja…you must know where to look.”
That sentence ends a two-page introduction that gives a 

simple history and definition of human practitioners of ninjutsu 
(“the art of the ninja”) and invites readers to learn about animals 
that exhibit similar, extraordinary “skills.” The pages that fol-
low offer fascinating facts, appealing design, and eye-catching 
illustrations. Symbolic art that mimics universal directional 
signs is used to show nine different ninja skills of more than nine 
different animals. Bright ink over a dark background lists each 
skill in romanized Japanese, with a clear definition beneath it. 
Colorful, high-resolution photography captures such sights as 
the boiling-hot spray issuing from the bombardier beetle while 
equally colorful drawings are used to further illustrate the physi-
cal capabilities of geckos and collector urchins. (Readers might 
have an inkling about the fine hairs that allow geckos to stick to 
surfaces and perform remarkable releases, but who knew that 
the collector urchin, when threatened, sends out tiny triangular 
protuberances with their own sets of snapping jaws?!) The text, 
which is accessible without condescension, also includes infor-
mation about methods for studying and documenting the ani-
mals’ amazing characteristics and the names of scientists and 
institutions associated with the studies. More than once, the 
text encourages emerging scientists by noting that this research 
is current and ongoing—and that the more scientists learn, the 
more there is to learn.

Arigatou gozaimasu for entertaining enlightenment! 
(Nonfiction. 9-14)

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

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

Hans Dieter “HD” Schenk is a maker, creating everything 
from a goat obstacle course to a computer of his own design 
to enter into a tech contest at the county fair. HD navigates 
the world as a biracial, bicultural black German American who 
loves Wakanda and who can converse in polite, formal German. 
When, one day, he comes across an old sauerkraut pickling 
crock inhabited by the ghost of his great-great-grandmother, he 
and his family find themselves enlisted in Oma’s project to win 

Revolting and riveting in turns, Jarrow’s masterfully crafted 
narrative will fundamentally alter how readers view their food.

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

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

ROSE COFFIN
Kozlowsky, M.P. 
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-338-31047-4  

A preteen finds her voice in this com-
pelling fantasy.

Twelve-year-old Rose Coffin has 
always felt like an outsider. She flushes 
easily, sings to herself, and is merci-
lessly bullied by classmates. Her twin 

brother lies in a coma after an accident, and her parents have 
separated because of the tension. After a particularly brutal 
bullying incident, Rose runs into the local woods only to be 
abducted by magical beings: a boy with golden skin that radi-
ates heat and an anthropomorphic tree. She learns that she 
is this decade’s chosen one, picked to sacrifice to the Abomi-
nation to keep the land of Eppersett safe. Escorted by a Fel-
lowship of the Ring–style band of magical citizens, Rose must 
decide if she will use her inner strength to help save the king-
dom (and possibly her brother) or rescue herself—and whether 
those are mutually exclusive. Kozlowsky’s prose feels slightly 
self-conscious and is a bit heavy on worldbuilding in the most 
literal, geographical sense. However, Rose’s journey from iso-
lation to community will resonate, and readers will cheer for 
her shift from passive victim to empowered hero. Characters 
default to white.

Empowering, a little scary, and full of heart. (Fantasy. 
8-12)

SWASHBARKLERS OF THE SEA
Kremsner, Cynthia
Illus. by the author
Pelican (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-4556-2414-0  

Set sail for the high seas with piratical pups galore.
In this weak entry into the pirate canon (no pun intended), a 

crew of basset hounds and other sundry animals search the seas 
for the dreaded pirate Barkbeard. As the pirate captain informs 
readers, Barkbeard stole his gold and he needs them to join 
in the hunt. A half-hearted attempt at audience participation 
comes in the form of the occasional “Yo-ho!” but for the most 
part that’s the extent of it. When at last Barkbeard is reached, 
he’s a tiny, soggy doggy. That’s OK, though, because soon every-
one’s a friend and the treasure is shared because “Thar’s trea-
sure in friendship.” Related in rhyming couplets, the narrative 
can often be difficult to follow. The muddled art also makes 
odd choices (was it truly necessary for the sole dog in a skirt 
to have a purple cannon decorated with daisies?). A glossary at 
the end is mostly fine, though it has more than a few question-
able entries, as in a rambling, nonmedical definition of “Scurvy” 
(“These kinds of seadogs aren’t the tail-wagging sort. / They’re 
gnarly and snarly with tempers quite short”). Pirate-dog lovers 
may prefer to seek out the truly fine hounds of the sea found 
in Bad Pirate, by Kari-Lynn Winters and illustrated by Dean 
Griffiths (2015).

A poxy adventure, all told. (Picture book. 3-6)

SNAIL & WORM 
ALL DAY 
Three Stories About 
Two Friends
Kügler, Tina
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-358-06364-3  

All day, every day, is a good time for reading about Snail and 
Worm.

Geisel honoree Kügler returns with her third hilarious early 
reader in this series about odd-couple pals Snail and Worm. 
Three stories, “Best Day Ever,” “The Spooky Cave,” and “A 
Bedtime Story,” make up the book and deliver laugh-out-loud 
moments courtesy of affable, daffy Snail’s antics. Worm is a 
loyal and supportive friend who never condescends to Snail 
despite misunderstandings and blunders, instead appreciating 
Snail’s generous, guileless, big heart. And what’s not to appreci-
ate? When Snail declares it’s the “best day ever,” it’s on a day of 
small personal disasters that are overshadowed by others’ good 
fortune. When Snail mistakes a turtle in its shell for a spooky 
cave with a dragon inside, their first thought is to save the turtle 
Worm mentions. And when Worm offers to tell a bedtime story 
about Snail, Snail frets about being lonely without Worm in the 
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story, too. Expressive watercolor-and-ink illustrations make 
particularly great use of Snail’s eyestalks and Worm’s coiling 
body to ratchet up the humor and heart of every single scene. 

“I like everything you do,” the friends affirm to each other at 
book’s end, a sentiment readers will share about Kügler’s work.

Run (faster than Snail ever could) to get a copy of this 
winning early reader. (Early reader. 5-8)

THE MAGIC HUG
A Story About Emotions
Kuo, Fifi
Illus. by the author
Boxer Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-910716-92-2  

A young dragon learns to control 
emotions with help from a warm, loving family.

“I am so angry…and I don’t know why.” A dumpy green 
dragon is struggling. Signaled by a massive scowl and wisps of 
red emanating from the beast’s nose, frustration mounts. The 
red grows, taking over arms and legs, until the whole tot is 
engulfed in a fiery red hue. The accompanying text explodes in 
bigger and bolder lettering across the page. “Whenever I get 
angry, I flame! Then something gets burned.” Crayon-textured 
fire spews from the youngster’s mouth. Each person in the drag-
on’s family loses something to the blazing anger: Mommy’s flow-
ers, Daddy’s chair, and Brother’s toys are all charred. A textured, 
all-black spread reveals that even the dragon feels burned. “It 
makes me feel so terrible and lonely and guilty.” But there is a 
quick fix. The little dragon just needs a hug. The whole family 
puts their arms around each other and squeezes. The solution 
seems simple after such dramatic theatrics, but such is often the 
case with toddler tantrums.

Authentically and sympathetically acknowledges the 
often mystifying nature of anger. (Picture book. 2-6)

ALL THE IMPOSSIBLE THINGS
Lackey, Lindsay
Roaring Brook (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-250-20286-4  

A preteen tries to balance desperately 
missing her mother and slowly falling in 
love with her foster family.

Ruby “Red” Byrd, a white girl, isn’t 
expecting much when her social worker 
leaves her with Jackson and Celine 

Groove, an interracial older couple who own a petting zoo. But 
the Grooves are gentle and kind; they barely flinch whenever 
Red lashes out or misses her mom, who is in prison after a pill 
addiction left Red effectively on her own. Red learns to love the 
animals, and her neighbor and classmate Marvin, who is Hawai-
ian and knows what it’s like to feel like an outsider, takes it upon 

himself to become her best friend whether she likes it or not. 
(And as far as Red is concerned, that’s not.) But whenever Red 
gets angry or distressed, the wind picks up and wreaks havoc 
wherever she is, and this magic makes her feel even guiltier 
than she already does for being what she views as an imposition 
to her foster parents. With heart-wrenching, distressing flash-
backs to life with her mother and grandmother before entering 
the foster system and heartwarming bittersweet moments with 
her new extended family (Marvin’s parents are the assigned 
respite family), Lackey balances Red’s navigation of her new 
reality. Red’s occasional, interspersed letters to her mother add 
further poignancy.

Painful to read—in a good way. (Fiction. 8-14)

A DAY SO GRAY
Lamba, Marie
Illus. by Marley, Alea
Clarion (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-328-69599-4  

Two friends find a rainbow of colors 
hidden in everyday scenes on a snowy, 
cloudy day.

Two children look out a window at the snowy landscape 
while they put on their winter headgear. “This day is so gray,” 
says the white, blond child. “No, it isn’t!” says the brown, puffy-
haired child. Outside, one child calls the field “blah brown”; the 
other points out “dots of orange, / and vines of black.” To one, 
the “snow is boring white”—the other finds in it “lines of purple, 
/ and squiggles of gray.” When they go inside and remove their 
coats and boots, they cozy up to a warm fire that is not “just 
orange,” but “flashes of red and yellow.” The pessimist finally 
admits that the fire is cozy and warm, and so is the “bad luck” 
black cat, and the “brown, white, gray cocoa.” The thought-pro-
voking and poetic text effectively celebrates balanced, helpful 
relationships and a positive, almost magical way of seeing and 
appreciating the world. While the illustrations, which place 
clean-lined, cartoon figures against, mostly, artfully smudgy 
backgrounds, fail to enhance the subtlety of the text, they do 
conjure feelings of cold and warm, with textured snow scenes 
and the fire’s glow surrounding the two children.

Cozy up with this book to start a conversation about 
finding what’s bright when things seem dull. (Picture book. 
4-8)
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ELIZABETH WEBSTER 
AND THE COURT OF 
UNCOMMON PLEAS
Lashner, William
Disney-Hyperion (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-368-04128-7 
Series: Elizabeth Webster, 1 

A middle schooler discovers her 
calling.

Elizabeth Webster is hoping to get 
through middle school with as little a reputation as possible, 
but that gets complicated when star athlete Henry Harrison 
approaches her one day in the middle of the crowded cafeteria 
for extra help with his math lessons. It’s quickly revealed that 
Henry doesn’t need Elizabeth for math but rather to investi-
gate a ghost that’s appeared in Henry’s house and is asking for 
Elizabeth by name. As Elizabeth and Henry work to get to the 
bottom of things, Elizabeth discovers secrets in her own past 
involving a long-lost grandfather, demons, spirits, an unsolved 
murder, and a profession that Elizabeth might just be destined 
for. Former federal prosecutor Lashner brings his legal exper-
tise to the tale, crafting a spooky legal thriller for middle-grade 
readers that is just technical enough to feel grounded in reality 
and just unearthly enough to keep readers on their toes. This 
blend of ghostly apparitions and legal exposition should abso-
lutely not work—but yet it does, engaging readers in a com-
pelling mystery and a world that functions seamlessly. Twists 
and turns arise, but narrator Elizabeth’s spunky attitude and 
earnestness provide an emotional spine that couples with the 
novel’s mystery, dovetailing together at the right moment, mak-
ing for a very engaging read. Elizabeth presents white; her best 
friend, Natalie, is Latinx; and Henry is black.

A superb mystery. (Mystery. 10-13)

THE SEVENTH VOYAGE
Star Diaries
Lem, Stanislaw
Illus. by Muth, Jon J
Trans. by Kandel, Michael
Graphix/Scholastic (80 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-545-00462-6  

This time-travel story poses a philo-
sophical question: If you could meet 

yourself, would the two of you get along?
In this graphic adaptation of Lem’s 1957 short story (first 

published in English in 1976), a solo astronaut named Ijon Tichy 
is stuck in a time loop, and he keeps meeting past and future 
versions of himself. But rather than helping one another out, 
the multiple versions keep squabbling endlessly, for so long 
that, eventually, there are elderly Tichys onboard the ship. The 
many arguments make the story—almost by definition—a little 
repetitive, but they give Muth an excuse to paint dozens of 

hilariously baffled, nearly identical (all white) people in match-
ing jumpsuits. For a story with only one character, the panels 
are surprisingly crowded. His artwork is as expressive as usual, 
but he’s adopted a different style from the one so recognizable 
in his Zen Shorts picture books, not quite realistic, not quite 
cartoonish. It’s almost as though he created a new, constantly 
befuddled species just for the book. The central joke is strung 
out a bit too long, and the introduction, written by A. Fraude on 
April 1, is mildly amusing but feels like padding. The solution to 
Tichy’s problem, though, when it finally arrives, is poetic, funny, 
and rather sweet.

This beautifully absurd, sometimes maddening comic 
book gives new meaning to “Can’t we all just get along?” 
(Graphic science fiction. 8-12)

NIAN, THE CHINESE NEW 
YEAR DRAGON
Loh-Hagan, Virginia
Illus. by Banks, Timothy
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Dec. 15, 2019
978-1-58536-413-8  

This retelling of a Chinese legend explains why people light 
firecrackers, wear red, and give food offerings to celebrate Chi-
nese New Year.

In Loh-Hagan’s account, a fierce dragon named Nian ruled 
the land until a magical warrior’s spell forced him underground. 
But each spring, the spell’s strength weakens and Nian awakes 
to fill his empty stomach—he especially likes eating boys and 
girls! One night, little Mei dreams of the magical warrior, who 
charges her with defeating the monster. The next day, clever 
Mei discovers that the dragon is afraid of loud noises. She tells 
the villagers to bang on pans and light firecrackers, scaring the 
monster off. A few days later it returns, and she discovers that 
it is afraid of fire and the color red. She tells everyone to wear 
red and light lanterns. With each return of the dragon, another 
New Year’s tradition is explained, until finally she defeats the 
dragon for good. Wispy illustrations paying homage to Chinese 
brush painting illuminate this retelling and its spunky female 
lead, giving new details and a refreshing twist to a famous Chi-
nese story. Endnotes explain more about Chinese New Year tra-
ditions but do not address why the evil monster here is a dragon 
when dragons in Chinese folklore are traditionally auspicious 
creatures.

A charming retelling of a Chinese legend despite some 
liberties taken. (Picture book. 4-8)

This blend of ghostly apparitions and legal exposition 
should absolutely not work—but yet it does.

elizabeth webster and the court of uncommon pleas
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THE ANTS’ SECRET
Magro, Baltasar
Illus. by Padrón, Dani
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (28 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-84-16733-48-4  

Will the inhabitants of an anthill con-
stantly under attack by two children find 

a way to stop the violence?
This is one weird book, but it’s not without merit. The art 

and text complement each other perfectly, creating a world that 
evokes Latin American magical realism, the visual distinctive-
ness of Lane Smith’s art, and the worldbuilding of the movie 
Antz. At the outset, the cartoon ant pictured on the cover—
with mustache, eyebrows, and gold star on his blue uniform—
is shown in “the deepest part of the anthill,” which includes 
ant-proportioned decor such as ceramic urns and a potted 
plant. Gen. Ant has been performing the task of food storage 
but interrupts himself when he learns of an imminent attack 
on the anthill. He sends an order to soldier ants by “sending a 
special aroma signal that wafted through the many tunnels and 
caves in the colony.” (Throughout the book, facts about ants are 
thus interspersed with tongue-in-cheek descriptions.) White-
presenting siblings Chloe and Jack—whose large, round, white 
eyeballs have turquoise irises plopped in the middle like the 
yolks of fried eggs—make a game of poking anthills and squish-
ing ants. Gen. Ant, a captain, and a flying ant devise a plan to 
stop the children. Via the flying ant’s subliminal invasion of 
Jack’s dream, the text becomes suddenly didactic, with an end-
ing so abrupt readers may think an army of ants has removed 
the final pages. Still, it’s great fun, and its clearly stated message 
is inarguable.

Trippy ant conservation from Spain. (Picture book. 3-6)

ANIMALS
The Illustrated Geography of 
Our World
Martineau, Susan
Illus. by Barker, Vicky
Racehorse for Young Readers (24 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-63158-490-9  

A barrage of basic facts about ani-
mals and their habitats in charts and infographics.

As the single-topic pages and spreads are arranged in no 
discernible order and such niceties as a table of contents and 
index are dispensed with, this patchwork survey will reward 
random browsing more than focused enquiry. The book opens 
with vertical profiles of six biomes and closes with a cautionary 
closing appeal that charts declining animal populations using 
large, dramatic arrows. Between these, readers will receive at 
least exposure to the ideas of food pyramids and indigenous 
species, animal record holders (“Fastest shark!” “Fastest bird 

that cannot fly!”), migration, adaptation, typical life spans, and 
a handful of other topics. Barker depicts a generous quantity 
of small, stylized, but easily recognizable fauna from, usually, 
side or head-on angles. Nearly every creature comes with an 
identifying label. Martineau’s commentary tends toward the 
stacatto: “The Greenland shark is OVOVIVIPAROUS…eggs 
hatch INSIDE the mother shark and then the baby sharks are 
born…10 pups [with image] might live up to 400 YEARS!” 
Aside from occasional silhouettes, the only human figures are 
two children, one light skinned, the other darker, decorating a 
continuing set of side boxes highlighting careers in biology.

Less an animal atlas than a companion to one—but pro-
vides decent if scattershot exposure to select fundamen-
tals. (glossary) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

TRISTAN STRONG 
PUNCHES A HOLE 
IN THE SKY 
Mbalia, Kwame
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (496 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-368-03993-2 
Series: Tristan Strong, 1 

Chicago seventh grader Tristan Strong 
travels to Alke, where African American 
folk characters are gods.

Tristan has just lost his first boxing match. It’s unsurpris-
ing, given he’s mourning the death of his best friend, Eddie, 
and struggling with accompanying survivor guilt, but unaccept-
able for someone from a boxing family. On the ride to summer 
exile with his grandparents in the Alabama countryside, Tristan 
begins reading Eddie’s story journal. Somehow, the journal 
allows Tristan to see folk heroes John Henry and Brer Rabbit 
sending an unseen someone off on a mission. That night, Gum 
Baby (a hoot and a half—easily the funniest character in the 
book), from the Anansi story, steals Eddie’s journal. Needless 
to say, things go awry: A hole is ripped in the sky of Alke, and 
Tristan (but not only Tristan) falls in. The people of Alke are suf-
fering, but grieving, reluctant hero Tristan’s unwilling to jump 
right in to help those in need, even when it becomes clear that 
he’s partly responsible, making him both imperfect and real-
istic. Mbalia’s African American and West African gods (with 
villains tied to U.S. chattel slavery and the Middle Passage spe-
cifically) touch on the tensions between the cultures, a cultural 
nuance oft overlooked. Readers who want more than just a taste 
of Alke will be eager for future books. Most human characters, 
like Tristan, are black with brown skin.

A worthy addition to the diverse array of offerings from 
Rick Riordan Presents. (Fantasy. 10-14)

Needless to say, things go awry.
tristan strong punches a hole in the sky
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THE SKELETON COAST
McConnochie, Mardi
Pajama Press (288 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 28, 2019
978-1-77278-099-4  
Series: Flooded Earth, 3

The postdiluvian Flooded Earth tril-
ogy concludes as it began, with high-seas 
derring-do.

Ever since Will and Annalie’s father, 
Spinner, vanished at the onset of The Flooded Earth (2018), 
they’ve been searching for him along with their friends Essie 
and Pod (and of course Graham, their cybernetically enhanced 
talking parrot. Their dystopian world, flooded not from climate 
change but due to the hubris of weather-controlling scientists, 
is ruled by the wicked Admiralty. Spinner was studying the 
work of the scientists whose research created the Flood, and 
the Admiralty will stop at nothing to capture him—because 
they want to use his research to create weapons. The children 
must fight not only the Admiralty, but the many dangers that 
dot their world’s coastlines and oceans, beginning with a fight 
with pirates at the onset of this adventure. Along the way they 
rescue Pod’s young enslaved sister, cross the dangerous Outer 
Ocean, escape from deadly shadow whales and wild dogs, and 
repeatedly escape from the wicked Admiralty commander. 
And perhaps, they discover, not everyone in the Admiralty is 
wicked; once, “they were a force for good in the world.” If only 
the good members of the Admiralty can be convinced to see the 
horrors of the refugee camps, perhaps things can change. Race 
is unspecified, though there is some indication of whiteness 
among the Admiralty and the wealthy.

For all its dystopian setting, this satisfying trilogy 
closer is full of pluck. (Science fiction. 9-11)

INDIAN NO MORE
McManis, Charlene Willing with 
Sorell, Traci
Tu Books (224 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-62014-839-6  

In 1954, the Umpqua tribe was termi-
nated by the government.

Unable to afford their land on the 
former Umpqua Grand Ronde reser-
vation in Oregon, 10-year-old Regina 

Petit’s father, who is Umpqua, decides to sign up for the Indian 
Relocation Program and move the entire family to Los Ange-
les. Regina and her little sister, Peewee, spend the summer 
adjusting to life in their multicultural South Central Los Ange-
les neighborhood, where they befriend black siblings Keith 
and Addie and Cuban brothers Anthony and Philip. In this 
new environment, Regina is forced to confront the dominant 
ideas about her Indian identity through what the other kids 
have learned at school and from the 1950s TV show The Lone 

Ranger. A neighborhood game of Cowboys and Indians defies 
the outcome Regina played on the rez, where the Indians win. 
The children experience a racist attack while trick-or-treating 
when white teenagers throw eggs and use the N-word. (The 
book leaves Regina puzzling over this incident without address-
ing the history or implications of the slur.) McManis and Sorell 
produce a poignant family story of the impact termination had 
on the thousands of Native Americans who left reservations in 
order to survive. Using a supporting cast of color to reflect dis-
torted stereotypes back at them, however, has the effect of elid-
ing the implication of white culture in their origins.

A good starting point to introduce the legacy of tribal 
termination. (Historical fiction. 8-12)

HOW DO YOU GO TO SLEEP?
McMullan, Kate
Illus. by Hanson, Sydney
Knopf (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-0-525-57944-1
978-0-525-57975-8 PLB  

Twelve animals go to sleep in very different ways—which 
one do you resemble the most?

Writing in cadenced, lulling rhyme, McMullan compares 
animal sleeping habits to those of various children, inviting 
readers to ponder their own slumbering style. Squirrel, Octopus, 
Parrot, and Meerkat have specific bedtime rituals. How similar 
are they to yours? “Is a tree your cozy bed? / Do you turn purple, 
orange, and red? // Rest your head upon your back? / Sleep with 
others in a stack? / NO!” Hanson’s comfy illustrations show 
young tots attempting the silly situations. Readers are intro-
duced to zebras, dolphins, pigeons, and more along with diverse 
human children trying out the many bedtime positions (alas, 
two floating pool snoozes look very similar). Anticipating the 
certain choruses of giggling “NO”s from young readers as they 
contemplate the scenarios, McMullan ends with a summation 
characterized by mock exasperation: “Well, when you go to bed, 
/ if you don’t sleep / a tree sleep or sea sleep, / a tuck sleep or 
heap sleep,… / …a float sleep or sun sleep / how DO you sleep?” 
Four pages in which a young, black-presenting moppet engages 
in a typical human bedtime ritual sets things to rights.

Punctuated with zaniness, McMullan’s litany never-
theless offers a quiet, calming rhythm to help little ones 
nod off. (Picture book. 2-6)
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WONDER MOLE’S SCENT 
COSTUME PARTY 
Mena, Pato
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Siret, Céline
nubeOCHO (48 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-84-17123-98-7 
Series: Somos Ocho 

An unusual, enigmatic story about a group of moles who 
wear the scents of different animals to disguise themselves at 
a costume party.

The story begins with an explanatory note stating that moles 
have poor vision but an excellent sense of smell. So when a mole 
goes to a costume party, it wears the scent of another animal 
(sprayed on like perfume) as a disguise. Wonder Mole, famous 
for his scent costume parties, is a dapper fellow with a top hat, 
pinstripe fur, and glasses. The genial host affably welcomes his 
guests, who each wear different scents and a few items of cloth-
ing related to their chosen animal smell. A tall, bug-eyed weasel 
sneaks into the party as a mole with weasel scent and costume, 
but the critter is really hoping to eat a few moles for dinner. The 
weasel is recognized later by a friendly hedgehog who stops by 
to ask that the party noise be toned down. In an amusing, open-
ended conclusion the moles all glare at the weasel, who is caught 
with a funny, horrified expression. This unlikely premise some-
how works well, with a few hilarious plot twists and an overall 
droll sense of understated humor. Stylized illustrations in citrus 
and teal shades and an oversized format bring the mole party 
to life.

An odd but successful story with a sly sense of humor. 
(Picture book. 5-9)

THE BIZZIES
Merlán, Paula 
Illus. by Millán, Blanca
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-84-16733-62-0  

Mrs. Bizzie and Mr. Bizzie work as 
a detective and nature photographer, 

respectively, starting from early in the morning, weekends 
included.

Their kids, Bianca and Barnaby, have inherited the parents’ 
active lives, Bianca taking care of the family pets while Barnaby 
cooks. The family mystery is that items keep coming up miss-
ing, until one day Bianca’s beloved Chucky the Chick runs away. 
Thus backfires the kids’ plot to seek more attention from their 
distracted parents, and the Bizzies must come together to find 
Chucky and to address the elephant-sized problem in the room. 
The problem is mostly glossed over from there on; Mr. and Mrs. 
Bizzie somehow find a way to come home earlier from their 
work and spend weekends with Bianca and Barnaby, but readers 

don’t learn how they achieve that work-life balance. For many 
families, simply freeing up additional time isn’t an option. Nev-
ertheless, bringing it up will make some young readers and their 
grown-up caregivers feel seen, and throughout the text, trans-
lated from Spanish, Merlán gives distinct, memorable details to 
each character. Mrs. Bizzie isn’t just a detective, she’s an investi-
gator who hides a magnifying glass, sunglasses, and comb in her 
large hair. In illustrations as busy as the Bizzie family, Millán 
crams in details of the home throughout that reflect the inter-
ests of four highly creative individuals (all white).

A good reminder to keep distraction at bay. (Picture book. 
4-8)

PROJECT MIDDLE SCHOOL
Milano, Alyssa & Rigaud, Debbie
Illus. by Keyes, Eric S.
Scholastic (208 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-32940-7 
Series: Alyssa Milano’s Hope, 1 

Aspiring scientist Hope Roberts 
is starting her first day at JFK Middle 
School, where her advanced classes will 
separate her from her best friend, Sam 

Bowers, for the first time.
Though the friends make a pact to keep close, different 

classes and extracurricular interests forge a distance. After 
surviving the first week of middle school, Hope joins the sci-
ence club, which is given the immediate task of preparing for 
the year’s first science competition. Though Hope and her new 
friend, Camila Rivera, conceive the robotics coding idea for 
the competition project, the boys mostly dominate the actu-
alization of the project. The girls express their frustration to 
each other, but they continue on as team players. Hope gets so 
caught up in trying to prove the boys wrong that her anxiety 
leads to the destruction of the entire project. Hope’s support-
ive parents offer her the insight she needs to face her mistakes 
and work through them. A diverse cast is depicted via illustra-
tions and naming convention. Biracial (black/white) Hope is 
illustrated with brown skin and “big hair” (referred to multiple 
times, once in tandem with her dog). Sam has pale skin, and 
Camilla declares Guatemalan heritage. Hope fumbles by stereo-
typing Camilla as an assumed Spanish speaker; the authors argu-
ably make the same gaffe by casting Señora Lopez, the Spanish 
teacher, with swaying hoop earrings.

Despite a bit of bumpiness, Hope is a likable and inspir-
ing kid who never gives up. (Fiction. 8-12)
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MUSLIM GIRLS RISE 
Inspirational 
Champions of Our Time
Mir, Saira 
Illus. by Jaleel, Aaliya
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-5344-1888-2  

Illustrated profiles of Muslim women 
who are pioneers, change-makers, fighters, and champions in 
various fields show young people how they can thrive.

Compilations about women leaders have grown in num-
ber each year; now, at last, here is one about modern Muslim 
women that exhorts readers to “find your passion, and…RISE.” 
Each woman is presented on a double-page spread. An illustra-
tion of her in the context of her life’s work faces a half-page of 
text: an inspirational quote followed by a substantial paragraph 
that describes how her childhood passions and inspirations led 
to her work. The women hail from various countries, including 
England, Iran, Kuwait, Somalia, and Pakistan, with the United 
States heavily represented. Included are athletes (squash player 
Maria Toorpakai Wazir), politicians (U.S. Rep. Ilhan Omar), 
activists (Women’s March organizer Linda Sarsour), writers 
(Ms. Marvel creators Sana Amanat and G. Willow Wilson), 
filmmakers (Oscar winner Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy), scholars 
(researcher Dalia Mogahed), and teachers (Muzoon Almelle-
han). The large trim and font, the engaging, animationlike 
illustrations, and the simplicity of the text make this collection 
visually suitable for a younger reader than is usually targeted in 
group biographies. The brevity of each profile may leave some 
readers wanting more details, but an extensive bibliography 
provides resources for further exploration. As a collection for 
younger readers to browse, as a starting point for older readers, 
and as a source of inspiration and pride for all ages, this volume 
wins.

Not to be missed. (Picture book/biography. 6-10)

SANDWICH SHENANIGANS
Moore, Jennifer
Illus. by Huddleston, Courtney
Jolly Fish Press (120 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $18.99 PLB  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-63163-316-4
978-1-63163-315-7 PLB 
Series: What Happened? 

It is the day the fifth graders submit 
their STEAM projects to be judged at 
the school fair.

The fair’s theme is “What My Country Means to Me.” After 
Sam Witt’s 50-state mega-sandwich disappears, the day con-
tinues to produce many other unexpected mysteries. Ravi sees 
the shadows of evil alien invaders in Mr. Hargrove’s classroom. 
Animal-loving Shaniqua is convinced that the news reporters on 
TV announced that a tiger escaped from the zoo and is running 

loose in the neighborhood. When Deanna sees the police 
standing in front of the school, she knows for sure her arrest 
is imminent for illicitly taking home the school library’s refer-
ence copy of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Aspiring foodie author 
Mateo mistakes the substitute teacher’s pre-labor pains—and 
baby bump—as evidence she’s the culprit who has eaten Sam’s 
large sandwich. Moore has cast a diverse group of students in 
this mystery, mostly relying on naming convention and Hud-
dleston’s illustrations rather than textual details to indicate 
identity. Troublingly, Deanna claims Pawnee heritage to back 
up her Kansas bona fides as she auditions for the role of Doro-
thy. Overall, the characters come across as rather dim—not 
the sorts of kids actual upper-elementary students are likely to 
identify with. Companion titles Lab Mice Heist, Math Test Mis-
chief, and Stage Two Hullabaloo publish simultaneously.

Slight at best. (Fiction. 7-10) (Lab Mice Heist: 978-1-63163-
308-9 paper, 978-1-63163-307-2 PLB; Math Test Mischief: 978-1-
63163-312-6 paper, 978-1-63163-311-9 PLB; Stage Two Hullabaloo: 
978-1-63163-320-1 paper, 978-1-63163-319-5 PLB)

LAST MEETING OF THE 
GORILLA CLUB
Nickerson, Sara
Dutton (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-101-99442-9  

What happens when invisible friends 
won’t leave you alone?

It’s three weeks into the school year, 
and Josh Duncan is prepared for his first 
day of fifth grade after his family’s move, 

armed with his inhaler and a new raincoat for the perpetually 
wet Pacific Northwest weather. Josh tells himself it won’t be 
like the first day of kindergarten, when he got an awkward nick-
name and saw Big Brother for the first time. Yet Big Brother 
is there, speaking in Josh’s ear despite the distance from his 
old backyard, where his parents made him bury a rock with 
Big Brother’s name on it. Meanwhile, Lucas Hernandez isn’t 
sure what’s up with the new kid, but he’s dealing with his own 
recently reappeared apparition: Maxie Moon. If Lucas does this 
one thing for Maxie, she tells him, she’ll leave him alone for 
good. Lucas’ name and some casually dropped Spanish signals 
his distinction from his assumed-white classmates, and Josh, 
who is white, displays symptoms of social anxiety. Blurring the 
line between imaginary friends and ghosts, Nickerson creates 
an atmospheric narrative that turns typically mundane activi-
ties, like riding a bike around the neighborhood, into existential 
ponderings on borderlines and time. Readers can dive in and get 
lost in ambiguous, creepy elements that will prepare them for 
the horror of Stephen King.

Strange and genuinely introspective. (Fiction. 8-12)

Not to be missed.
muslim girls rise
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THE CLOTHESLINE
Orbie
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Li, Karen
Owlkids Books (64 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-77147-390-3  

What’s it like to literally hang 
around? 

Five-year-old Reggie knows. The tot is stranded in midair in 
the middle of Mom’s clothesline while single-handedly clutching 
a knot in the middle of the line. Yanking said knot while skipping 
downstairs from the apartment is a ritual: Reggie likes the knot’s 
sound when it’s snapped. Today, having slipped on the stairs, Reg-
gie’s hand becomes entangled in the knot; struggling comically 
pushes Reggie into the clothesline’s center. Reggie’s other hand 
enfolds coins earned by doing chores. Reggie doesn’t want to drop 
the money, but the kid is also terrified of falling. Mom’s inside 
wearing large earphones, so yelling for her does no good. Eventu-
ally the coins and Reggie plummet to the pavement. Fortunately, 
Reggie sustains only dirty hands, with which the sniffling child 
quickly retrieves the coins and buys candy. By the following week, 
Reggie’s learned the lesson about that pesky knot. This quirky 
Canadian import, translated from French, has Reggie narrating in 
first person in a dryly witty, self-aware tone. However, when Reggie 
realizes the fall wasn’t so bad, the tension and fun end abruptly, and 
the story becomes a letdown. The child-appealing, expressive illus-
trations feature lots of white space, focusing attention on Reggie’s 
plight. Characters present white.

There’s some fun here, and readers will recognize that 
“hanging around” has taken on a new, unexpected meaning. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

THE PIRATE TREE
Orel, Brigita
Illus. by Poh, Jennie
Lantana (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-911373-87-2  

This is the story of Sam and Agu, two 
friends and wannabe pirates whose imag-

inations turn a knobbly tree in the hills into a pirate ship, with a 
rope serving as an anchor and a white sheet as a sail.

At first, Sam, a girl with pale skin and straight, black hair, is 
all alone playing captain in her imaginary ship, but she is soon 
joined by Agu, a young boy who has freshly arrived from Nigeria. 
She ignores his approach at first and is reluctant to have him 
onboard “her” ship given that she doesn’t know him and that he 
is not “from her street.” She is quick, however, to take interest 
in his foreign origin and, above all, his knowledge of boats, being 
that he was actually onboard a real ship, sailing over a real ocean, 
traveling out of Nigeria. The pair strikes up and cherishes an 
unlikely friendship, embarking on all sorts of adventures—bat-
tling imaginary storms and fighting other make-believe pirates...

all before dinnertime. The book, albeit with a somewhat naïve 
and oversimplified plot, is a tribute to friendships built between 
protagonists of diverse origins yet with shared interests in com-
mon. Uncomplicated and colorful illustrations on two-page 
spreads do justice to a simple yet inspiring narrative, visually 
incorporating elements of their creative play.

Uplifting and perspective-bestowing. (Picture book. 5-8)

MY LIFE AS LOTTA
A House Full of Rabbits
Pantermüller, Alice
Illus. by Kohl, Daniela
Sterling (192 pp.) 
$12.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4549-3624-4 
Series: My Life as Lotta, 1 

Illustrated diary entries detail Lotta’s 
comical quest for the perfect pet in this 
translation of a German bestseller.

Lotta’s first year as a fifth grader at Wilt Whatman Mid-
dle School gets off to a rocky start thanks to her aptly named 
teacher, Mrs. Crabbert, and her continuing petless state. 
Whether they’re selling a box of bunnies on the curb, making 
funny animal videos, or trying in vain to get rid of Lotta’s mali-
cious, magical recorder, Lotta and her best friend, Cheyenne, 
are experts at turning even the most innocuous situations into 
full-blown fiascos. Written in dated diary entries, Lotta’s first-
person narrative relies heavily on humor, often gross and usually 
at the expense of others. The cartoonishly exaggerated intersti-
tial illustrations depict a cast that’s all white as paper. Speech 
bubbles, sequential panels, and labeled illustrations are attrac-
tive. Unfortunately, the layout combined with the liberal use of 
display type and a convoluted plot make for a book that’s diffi-
cult to follow. There are also a few concerning moments, one an 
illustration depicting “Indian” chickpeas wearing turbans and 
another discussing a man in patched-up clothes who rants at 
the kids before abruptly leaving. Both point to a lack of empa-
thy for different people and cultures.

The illustrated-diary shelves are full; fans should look 
on them for an alternative to this one. (Fiction. 8-12)

HAPPY HOWLIDAYS
A Middle School Story
Patterson, James & Butler, Steven
Illus. by Watson, Richard
Jimmy Patterson/Little, Brown (208 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Oct. 14, 2019
978-0-316-45618-0 
Series: Dog Diaries, 2 

Following series opener Dog Diaries 
(2018), Junior, a dog of huge enthusiasm 
but not much sense, is back for a second 

romp with his ever so tolerant owner, “Ruff.”

Uncomplicated and colorful illustrations do 
justice to a simple yet inspiring narrative.

the pirate tree



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  a u g u s t  2 0 1 9   |   1 2 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

It’s time for the howlidays, including Fangsgiving and, of 
course, Critter-Mess-Day, the one that features the mysterious 
Saint Lick! Junior’s take on these events–all of them new to him 
since he’s recently been adopted from the pet shelter—is pretty 
funny. The story consists nearly entirely of his lively encounters 
with novel holiday-related stuff and his doggy interpretation 
of what he discovers, quite likely to appeal to children’s funny 
bones. All of this silliness is presented in first-dog narration in 
diary format, in large, clear print on pages that overflow with 
rollicking illustrations that are perfectly matched to the text. 
There is little in the way of plot or character development, just a 
series of silly episodes climaxing in Junior’s extremely thorough 
booby-trapping of the entire house to fend off Saint Lick since 
he’s heard the jolly fellow leaves “presents” all over the world—
and everyone knows what those are: poop! Although his efforts 
leave the house flooded, toilet paper strewn everywhere and an 
angry family, Junior is proud of his accomplishment: no “pres-
ents.” Ruff (actually Rafe) is Armenian. The tale concludes with 
a helpful glossary of Doglish terms and several pages of games 
and drawing instruction.

Absurd and wacky but also fast-paced and good-
humored. Ho, ho, HO! (Fantasy. 7-10)

READ THIS BOOK IF YOU 
DON’T WANT A STORY
Phillips, Richard
Illus. by Zelz, Eric
Tilbury House (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-0-88448-705-0  

What chance does a blocked narrator have when all the 
words, characters, readers, and even the page numbers gather 
round to offer motivation?

Having a codex for a body but otherwise bearing an ill-con-
sidered resemblance to the Frito Bandito, “The Book With No 
Story” opens with a scenery-chewing tally of what not to expect: 

“I’ll show you no pictures, no scares and no thrills, / no cows on 
trapezes, no fish with big gills, / no polar bears on snowboards, 
no quacking duck bills….” This list is interrupted at, literally, 
every turn by argumentative page numbers and a burgeoning 
cast of characters…led by a huge polar bear. Book’s stubborn 
refusal to cooperate only lasts until the chorus invites a diverse 
squad of young readers to join in a group bear hug, then a hearty 
shake that gets the creative juices flowing. Though in his mix 
of verse and prose Phillips isn’t much for regular cadences, he 
does have a way with quick, galloping rhyme. He also strews 
this meta-tale with enticing story starters (“Once upon a time, 
Prince Pork Chop Lover discovered that Princess Leaping 
Pickle had been kidnapped by a Giant Woolly Tundra Snail”) 
and closes with words of encouragement to all young story-
smiths: “Imagine a poem. / Imagine a play. / But don’t ever imag-
ine / you have nothing to say.”

A decent-enough addition to the shelf of stories about 
stories, marred only by a questionable choice from the 
illustrator. (Picture book. 6-8)

ESCAPE GALÁPAGOS
Prager, Ellen
Illus. by Logies, Melissa
Tumblehome Learning (180 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-943431-55-7 
Series: Wonder List Adventures 

A trip to the Galápagos can be the 
adventure of a lifetime, but for Ezzy Sky-
lar, it provides more adventure than she 
would ever want.

The Galápagos were at the top of Ezzy’s deceased, adven-
turesome mother’s to-visit list, and Ezzy, her father, and her 
little brother have embarked on a weeklong cruise in her 
memory. Luke loves animals, but Ezzy’s frankly afraid of any-
thing wild, and in the Galápagos, the fearless wildlife are every-
where. Marine scientist Prager (The Shark Whisperer, 2014, etc.) 
knows these Ecuadorian islands well; she introduces many of 
their most interesting creatures while showing readers Ezzy’s 
discomfort. On their second full day out, animals become the 
least of her fears when smugglers hijack their ship. Their leader 
has big plans: He’s been capturing the unsuspecting animals 
for a Galápagos theme park and some genetic manipulation. 
Ezzy’s father, suspicious that the hijackers do not intend to let 
the paying passengers survive, sends his children off for a third 
day of island hikes with instructions not to return. Against all 
regulations, they and new friend Aiden scramble through Isa-
bela Island’s overgrown interior and past an exploding volcano 
to find help. There’s little character development but plentiful 
adventure. The premise and setting of this series opener are 
convincing, almost making up for a too-convenient resolution. 
Ezzy, her family, Aiden, and the bad guys all seem to present 
white; the support staff is Ecuadorian.

A suspenseful tour for nature-loving middle graders. 
(author’s note, acknowledgments, illustrations not seen) 
(Adventure. 9-13)

LOOK BOTH WAYS 
A Tale Told in Ten 
Blocks
Reynolds, Jason
Illus. by Nabaum, Alexander
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4814-3828-5  

In each of 10 stories, kids reentering 
the neighborhood from their school day 
reveal their unique narratives.

BFFs T.J. and Jasmine find their yearslong friendship get-
ting them through parental separation, illness, and foster 
care. A group of four, all children of cancer survivors, has been 
brought together by a school counselor. A female skateboarder 
is the target of a bully—to the relief of his usual victim. A teen 
with the signs of OCD meets a street musician who changes 
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her outlook. Two ardent gamers are caught up in the confu-
sion of sexual questioning, and there’s an odd couple of friends 
whose difference in size is no barrier to their bond. A teen with 
a fear of dogs devises an elaborate plan to get past his neigh-
bor’s new pet, and the class clown tries to find a way to make 
her overworked mother laugh. Three boys work to make their 
friend presentable enough to tell a classmate that he likes her. 
An accident sustained by the school crossing guard causes her 
son significant anxiety. There are connections among some of 
the stories: places, people, incidents. However, each story has 
its own center, and readers learn a great deal about each char-
acter in just a few lines. Reynolds’ gift for capturing the voices 
and humanity of urban teens is on full display. The cast adheres 
to a black default.

The entire collection brims with humor, pathos, and 
the heroic struggle to grow up. (Fiction. 10-14)

THE WAYWARD WITCH & THE 
FEELINGS MONSTER
Rippin, Sally
Illus. by the author
Kane/Miller (288 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-61067-926-8 
Series: Polly & Buster, 1 

“Polly Proggett is terrible at spells, 
which is rather unfortunate when you’re 

a witch.” 
Polly’s magical ineptitude, a source of considerable frustra-

tion, has left her without a single witch or warlock to call friend. 
Luckily, she has Buster, “who is kind and lovely and likes Polly 
no matter what.” Polly and Buster have been thick as thieves 
since childhood, secretly meeting every day after school in 
their favorite backyard tree—but there’s a problem. Buster’s a 
member of the monster underclass, and monsters and witches 
do not mix. A field trip to an art museum draws Polly closer to a 
popular former enemy, but everything goes awry when she runs 
into Buster, whom she snubs harshly. Shrinking, quite literally, 
under the weight of her rejection, Buster becomes the target of 
abuse from his classmates. A repentant Polly rushes to defend 
her friend, accidentally casting an extraordinarily powerful Pro-
tector spell. A twisting of events transforms Polly into a local 
hero, but at what cost to her cherished friendship? Rippin cul-
tivates an emotive third-person narrative with stark simplicity. 
Stylistic typographical gimmicks pepper the text throughout 
but never detract from the flow of the story. By contrast, the 
pacing feels rushed at times, sometimes jarringly so, but a lively 
marriage of magic and mayhem makes for an easy read even as 
tensions between witches and monsters rise. Humanoid char-
acters default to white. Sequel The Mystery of the Magic Stones 
publishes simultaneously.

Quite bewitching. (Fantasy. 7-10) (The Mystery of the Magic 
Stones: 978-1-61067-927-5)

NAKED MOLE RAT SAVES 
THE WORLD
Rivers, Karen
Algonquin (288 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-61620-724-3  

Kit and Clem are best friends, and 
both are dealing with life-changing 
adversity.

Kit is tiny and afflicted with both 
alopecia universalis (a complete lack of 

hair that strangers interpret as a result of chemotherapy) and 
a dysfunctional mother who named her “kit”—not Kit—as a 
reminder to herself to “keep it together.” Clem, a member of 
her Latinx family’s acrobatic team, is badly injured during a tele-
vised performance. Once she’s recovered from the worst of her 
injuries, Clem endures her distress by taking on an angry goth 
identity that contrasts sharply with her previous image. Mean-
while, kit, who is white, copes with anxiety (mostly caused by 
her mother) by turning into a naked mole rat (the ugly animal 
her mother often compares her to) and scurrying for cover—or 
so she believes. The girls’ stories are presented in third-person 
chapters that seamlessly alternate, not only providing an inti-
mate view of each character’s largely hidden despair, but also 
revealing their bemused, mostly concealed judgments of each 
other, as their coping mechanisms serve to drive them apart. A 
rich cast of secondary characters enhances the tale, including 
kit’s mom’s somewhat witchy helper and the young teens’ for-
mer friend, a kindly boy who has many problems of his own. An 
author’s note explores anxiety disorder.

A warm coming-of-age story populated with a cast of 
memorable characters. (Fiction. 9-12)

FREEING FINCH
Rorby, Ginny
Starscape/Tom Doherty (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-250-29372-5  

Rorby (How To Speak Dolphin, 2015, 
etc.) once again tackles social issues 
through animal relationships.

In her author’s note, Rorby explains 
that the book was originally inspired 
by an extremely sad dog, but then she 

met an elderly transgender woman whose experience became 
the basis for “the heart of this story.” She goes on to say she 
then spoke with some trans children and their families, and 
Finch Delgado is the unfortunate result. She is an 11-year-old 
transgender girl who deals with both predictable trans trauma 
(sexual assault, threats of conversion therapy) as well as the 
death of her beloved and understanding mother, a ne’er-do-well 
father, an unemployed, alcoholic stepfather, and his religiously 
conservative new wife. Finch’s solace comes from Maddy, an 
elderly neighbor who rehabilitates animals, and her new friend 
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Sherri, a cool girl from Vegas with a deadbeat mom. Even if the 
story didn’t whiplash between cookie-cutter angst and the over-
wrought metaphor of a wary but loyal neglected dog, the story 
would still be rife with flaws. Finch reads like a much older char-
acter, and uneven character development, didactic writing, and 
excruciatingly slow pacing further derail the reading experience. 
Finch ultimately comes across as a collection of stereotypes 
rather than a fully realized character, and the cis characters are 
all either remorseless bullies or flawless supporters (and some-
times, confusingly, both). Finch’s Latinx-sounding surname not-
withstanding, characters are default white.

Egregious. (Fiction. 8-12)

THE PLASTIC PROBLEM
Salt, Rachel
Illus. by Roche, Jackie 
Firefly (80 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-2281-0223-6
978-0-2281-0231-1 paper  

This nonfiction book for middle 
graders covers everything from how plas-

tic is made to its environmental impacts.
The “plastic problem” itself is a big, sticky one, but this well-

organized and concise approach makes the topic digestible. Salt 
conveys a sense of urgency without bias, beginning with a sim-
ple explanation of how plastic is made—complete with a help-
ful chart comparing a paperclip chain to polymers—and ending 
with a call to action. She makes the topic accessible to young 
readers by including information about such topics as Lego 
bricks and a fascinating section that answers the question “Is 
there plastic in me?” Salt discusses the realities of global waste-
management disparities, deftly explaining how the trash of a 
rich economy becomes the pollution problem of a vulnerable 
one. The book is visually appealing, with photographs—some 
quite modern and artful—alongside illustrations. Unhelpfully, 
however, the photographs that appear to be of actual places 
aren’t always labeled clearly. The sidebars are purposeful and 
flow nicely. A particular standout compares plastic nurdles—
tiny bits of plastic shipped around the globe to be made into 
any number of different plastic products—and herring fish eggs, 
difficult to distinguish for humans and hungry birds alike. The 
book closes with concrete steps readers can take to make a dent 
in the problem.

A well-paced, current look at a major global issue with 
high visual interest and reader appeal. (glossary, index) 
(Nonfiction. 9-12)

PUG BLASTS OFF
Sander, Sonia & May, Kyla
Illus. by May, Kyla
Scholastic (80 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  $24.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-53003-2
978-1-338-53004-9 PLB 
Series: Diary of a Pug, 1 

A cuddly, squishy pug’s puggy-wuggy 
diary. 

Equipped with both #pugunicorn 
and #pughotdog outfits, pug Baron von Bubbles (aka Bub) is the 
kind of dog that always dresses to impress. Bub also makes lots 
of memorable faces, such as the “Hey, you’re not the boss of me!” 
expression aimed at Duchess, the snooty pink house cat. Some 
of Bub’s favorite things include skateboarding, a favorite teddy, 
and eating peanut butter. Bub also loves Bella, who adopted 
Bub from a fair—it was “love at first sniff.” Together, Bub and 
Bella do a lot of arts and crafts. Their latest project: entering 
Bella’s school’s inventor challenge by making a super-duper 
awesome rocket. But, when the pesky neighborhood squirrel, 
Nutz, makes off with Bub’s bear, Bub accidentally ruins their 
project. How will they win the contest? More importantly, how 
will Bella ever forgive him? May’s cutesy, full-color cartoon art 
sets the tone for this pug-tastic romp for the new-to–chapter-
books crowd. Emojilike faces accentuate Bub’s already expres-
sive character design. Bub’s infectious first-person narration 
pushes the silly factor off the charts. In addition to creating the 
look and feel of a diary, the lined paper helps readers follow the 
eight-chapter story. Most pages have fewer than five sentences, 
often broken into smaller sections. Additional text appears in 
color-coded speech bubbles. Bella presents white.

Totes adorbs. (Fiction. 5-7) 

MEAN
Sayre, Justin
Penguin Workshop (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-5247-8795-0  

Eighth grader Ellen’s approach-
ing bat mitzvah prompts questions 
about identity, friendship, family—and 
kindness.

Ellen, a Jewish girl in Brooklyn, 
doesn’t always have the time for her 

friends’ drama—or their real fears. She’s cranky about the fre-
quent absences of her mom, a famous heart surgeon. Annoying 
Aunt Debbie overzealously plans Ellen a much-too-fancy bat 
mitzvah, so Ellen avoids her. Irritating classmate Allegra horns 
in on Ellen’s Hebrew school classes, and Ellen can’t stop griping 
about her. Does all this make her mean? Sure, she’s intolerant 
of her parents’ arguments, but she’s a great big sister to 5-year-
old Hannah: They play with Hannah’s dolls, sign together about 
Hannah’s trips to the park and Ellen’s day at school, and go 

Salt deftly explains how the trash of a rich economy becomes 
the pollution problem of a vulnerable one.

the plastic problem
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together to Hannah’s cochlear-implant doctor so Hannah won’t 
be scared. (The controversies around cochlear implants within 
the Deaf and hard of hearing community, of which narrator Ellen 
is presumably unaware, are not addressed.) And while Ellen’s 
not great at patience with her friend Ducks’ worries about dat-
ing his first boy, she totally wants to help him get together with 
her “Call of Duty” buddy Charlie. Bat mitzvah prep prompts 
Ellen to contemplate approaching womanhood. Can she gain 
generosity of spirit even if she remains instinctively judgmen-
tal? The pace of her philosophizing isn’t for every reader, but her 
pensive journey delivers a well-earned conclusion.

Coming-of-age as a ceremony makes a rewarding frame 
for the protagonist’s journey. (Fiction. 10-13)

THE CLOUD LASSO
Schlaifer, Stephanie
Illus. by Stacey, Melodie
Penny Candy (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 12, 2019
978-0-9996584-4-4  

This picture book explores loss and 
memory with a cloud metaphor and 
countryside backdrop.

Delilah, an overalls-clad girl with 
paper-white skin, grieves her grandpa, affectionately named 
Doo-Dad, also white. Soft yet blocky illustrations utilize blues, 
greens, and browns for countryside landscapes and memory 
scenes of Delilah with Doo-Dad. Depictions of such activities 
as building a chicken coop and making ice cream from fresh 
cow’s milk offer representations of analog activities that might 
be rare to many readers in the digital age. Matter-of-fact magic 
becomes part of Delilah’s grief as she uses Doo-Dad’s physical 
lasso to wrangle real yet figurative clouds. As Delilah practices 
and begins roping the clouds above her, they turn into Delilah’s 
nuisances and fears. This gentle narrative may inspire readers 
to literally look at clouds and also to work on symbolic think-
ing and social emotional learning. Even if a child is not actively 
grieving, the clouds can be a conversation starter for scary ideas 
or for learning how to try again after failing. Despite—or per-
haps because of—the complexity of the topic, Delilah’s facial 
expressions are quite simple. While the story is about moving 
away from grief, it softly emphasizes the importance of keeping 
memories.

Quiet, rural, magical grief. (Picture book. 6-10)

SNOW FOR EVERYONE!
Schneider, Antonie
Illus. by Chang, Pei-Yu
Trans. by Wilson, David Henry
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7358-4320-2  

Three children argue about where 
the snow comes from and who it belongs 
to, learning that they can share and enjoy 

together.
One rare snowy day in Jerusalem, Samir, Mira, and Rafi are 

playing but fall to arguing over how to “divide up the precious 
snow.” They each decide to find out where it comes from and who 
owns it. Samir runs to the mosque to ask the imam; Mira goes to 
the church looking for the priest; and Rafi, to the synagogue to 
query the rabbi. Each child takes some snow with them only to 
discover when they reach their chosen authority that it has melted. 
The children’s squabble is clearly a metaphor for the conflicts that 
arise among the region’s different ethnic groups; Mira even draws 
a border. Schneider’s text mentions soldiers, traders, worshippers, 
pilgrims, and tourists but doesn’t delve into the region’s complexi-
ties. Using gold and blue tones, Chang portrays the many differ-
ent people moving through the city and the clothes and carpets 
displayed in the market. An unattended, fedora-clad camel strikes 
an odd note. Controversially, the people appear to live in peaceful 
coexistence, but this is not an everyday reality in divided Jerusalem. 
The book does not supply context necessary for readers unfamil-
iar with the conflict to understand such details as Mira’s border or 
that a war over the territories has gone on for years.

A simplified—if not simplistic—conversation starter. 
(Picture book. 6-9)

HOW WINSTON DELIVERED 
CHRISTMAS
Smith, Alex T.
Illus. by the author
Silver Dolphin (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-68412-983-6  

Neither snow nor rain nor moun-
tains of yummy cheese stay the carrier of 

a letter to Santa.
So carelessly does 8-year-old Oliver stuff his very late letter 

to Santa into the mailbox that it falls out behind his back—leav-
ing Winston, a “small, grubby white mouse” with an outsized 
heart, determined to deliver it personally though he has no idea 
where to go. Smith presents Winston’s Christmas Eve trek in 24 
minichapters, each assigned a December “day” and all closing 
with both twists or cliffhangers and instructions (mostly verbal, 
unfortunately) for one or more holiday-themed recipes or craft 
projects. Though he veers occasionally into preciosity (Win-
ston “tried to ignore the grumbling, rumbling noises coming 
from his tummy”), he also infuses his holiday tale with worthy 

A conversation starter for scary ideas or for 
learning how to try again after failing.

the cloud lasso
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values. Occasional snowy scenes have an Edwardian look appro-
priate to the general tone, with a white default in place but a few 
dark-skinned figures in view. Less-crafty children will struggle 
with the scantly illustrated projects, which run from paper 
snowflakes to clothespin dolls and Christmas crackers with or 
without “snaps,” but lyrics to chestnuts like “The 12 Days of 
Christmas” (and “Jingle Bells,” which is not a Christmas song, 
but never mind) at the end invite everyone to sing along.

A Christmas cozy, read straight or bit by bit through 
the season. (Fantasy. 7-10)

FROSTFIRE
Smith, Jamie
Chicken House/Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-54063-5  

Smith’s adventure begins as 14-year-
old Sabira climbs up the dangerous 
mountain Aderast with her uncle Mihnir 
and the Frost-Cleric Tserah to bond with 
the frostsliver, a piece of the mystic gla-
cier that would grant her powers.

Only one in every 100 who come of age in the fictional city 
of Adranna is chosen to visit the glacier each year, and Sabira 
is more nervous than excited. Only six months ago Sabira lost 
her brother, Kyran, to the mountain; although Kyran was orig-
inally chosen by the frost clerics to bond with the frostsliver, 
an attack by some men from the neighboring Ignatian ethnic 
group injured Kyran’s leg permanently, causing him to attempt 
the dangerous bonding without any guidance. Driven by the 
loss of her brother, Sabira completes the final leg of her trek 
and manages to get some frostsliver. An unexpected avalanche, 
however, kills Tserah and wounds Mihnir, making their journey 
back practically impossible. It is up to Sabira to battle her way 
through the snow and cold, avoid mythical creatures such as the 
yeti, and find her way back home to save her uncle. Although 
Smith’s novel has some magical elements, the adventure set 
in an almost barren, icy, South Asia–like wilderness drives the 
plot. Readers know little about Sabira’s ethnicity apart from 
her name, but her quick wit, grit, and quiet determination are 
instrumental in her very real quest for survival.

Lovers of adventure stories will enjoy this fast-paced, 
action-packed novel. (Fantasy. 8-12)

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

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

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

whom he loves more than anything, until his dying day. Trouble 
lurks, however, behind the household’s closed doors. Mom and 
Dad are fighting more and more, leaving 12-year-old Max, his 
younger sister, Emmaline, and Cosmo scared and confused, 
wary of the dreaded d-word, divorce, hounding their heels. 
When Mom’s brother, Reggie, returns from Afghanistan and 
brings Max and Cosmo to a special club for dogs, the insepa-
rable pair discovers that dancing may be the only way to try and 
hold the family together. Cosmo must battle shyness, the pains 
of age, and demonic neighborhood sheepdogs (both real and 
imagined) to try and save what he and Max love most. Cosmo’s 
narration combines wit, heart, stubbornness, and a grouchy 
dignity, all ably tugging at funny bones and heartstrings alike. 
Sorosiak’s author’s note is a joyful celebration of dogs’ hidden 
humanity, one that’s reflected in her joyfully and painfully real-
istic tale of a struggling family and doggedly persistent canine 
companion. The family itself is biracial (white dad, black mom), 
and both kids have brown skin and curly black hair.

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

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

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

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

An affirmative, delightfully diverse overview of dis-
abilities. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

GERALD THE LION
Souhami, Jessica
Illus. by the author
Otter-Barry (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-91095-981-7  

On an ordinary day, Gerald the lion 
explores a jungle that teems with dangers.

One morning, Gerald—whom readers will immediately 
identify as a gray house cat—decides to explore his neighbor-
hood jungle, questing for adventure. In the trees, he listens 
to dangerous roars from creatures lurking in the branches (a 
flock of songbirds), so he keeps moving along. Next, he dis-
covers alien-looking beings, perhaps from outer space (three 
large snails), so he does not stop. As his adventure continues, 
he passes by crocodiles (ducks), giants (an adult human push-
ing a baby in a pram), and something that could be a dragon (a 
friendly-looking brown dog) before realizing he has become lost. 
How will Gerald ever find home? Souhami’s simple text and lov-
able protagonist mirror the playful imaginations and mild fears 
of young children. Her simple but boldly colored illustrations 
will delight readers and keep the pages turning. The obvious 
textual irony makes this a good introduction to the art form 
for readers ready to question the obvious dissonance between 
words and pictures; the final scene, in which Gerald play-acts 
at being a house cat, is a particularly satisfying inversion that 
should open up lots of conversations about similar pretenders 
in readers’ own environments. Humans depicted have pale skin.

Highly recommended for any home, school, or public 
library. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE PLUCKER
Starobinets, Anna
Illus. by Muravski, Marie
Trans. by Bugaeva, Jane
Dover (176 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 16, 2019
978-0-4868-2953-1 
Series: Beastly Crimes, 4 

Come to the Far Woods for a tale of 
beastly crimes and detection in this Rus-
sian import.

Chief Badger has had to make the wrenching decision to 
suspend his Assistant Chief Badger—and adoptive son—Bad-
gercat (an actual cat). Badgercat is under suspicion of being the 
Plucker, a villain who is plucking seemingly random birds in the 
Far Woods and burning their feathers. Super Bat, a representa-
tive of Madame Weasel, is 100% certain Badgercat is the perp. 
Chief Badger would like to use his badger logic and look for 
clues (and, hopefully, clear his son). Meanwhile, with the aid of 
his new sketchy friend Ratty, Badgercat is working to clear his 
name with an investigation of his own. Who could be pulling 
the feathers off the avian denizens of the wood? Arctic the fox? 
Sneaky Sal the lizard? One of the birds…or someone higher up? 
And what does the poetry of Robert Forest have to do with it? 
Starobinets’ fourth Beastly Crimes book is a clever whodunit 
featuring believable animal characters in a convincing, recog-
nizable society. There are perhaps one (or two) too many red 
herrings, but a satisfying conclusion will please fans. This tale 
can stand alone, but all are much more enjoyable starting from 
the beginning. A few full-color illustrations from Muravski add 
to the appeal.

Mystery fans (around the world) should rejoice. (Mystery. 
8-14)

WHEN A KID LIKE ME 
FIGHTS CANCER
Stier, Catherine
Illus. by Chang, Angel
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-6391-5  

A child who has cancer learns what 
this means.

The first-person narrator, a kid with light-brown skin and 
curly black hair, begins the story with the diagnosis: “We get the 
news…I find out I’m a kid who has to deal with cancer.” No type 
of cancer is named. The text focuses gently around a learning 
theme: that cancer isn’t catching and isn’t anyone’s fault, that 
researchers far and wide are working on treatments, that “can-
cer is something you fight.” This patient has ample emotional 
support from parents, the medical team, and friends—the 
town even does a dedicated research fundraiser—and other 
child patients find moments in the hospital for silliness. How-
ever, fatigue and hair loss come along (a red hat is handy), and 
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sometimes child and parent cry together, with sadness and fear 
unnamed but present. Chang plays with scale, making the kid 
tiny when enveloped in a parent’s arms and showing a bed as 
extra-long to emphasize its new primary role. Faces express a 
range of feelings but mildly, which will serve readers who have 
cancer (or who have friends with cancer) well. Mom has beige 
skin; the other parent (ungendered and tall) has medium-brown 
skin and curly black hair. There’s no prognosis, but the end hits 
a comforting note in the final item the protagonist learns: “I am 
not fighting alone.”

Targeted and right on target. (introduction) (Picture book. 
4-9)

TALLULAH PLAYS THE TUBA
Stone, Tiffany
Illus. by Nichols, Sandy
Annick Press (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-77321-307-1  

Precocious, petite Tallulah tries 
everything to be big enough to play the 
tuba.

Tallulah dreams of playing the big brass instrument and 
decides to join her school’s band. Her ability to read music, 
powerful lungs, and strong muscles indicate that she’d be a per-
fect match for the melodic machinery. Her barrier: Tallulah is 
tiny, but the tuba is not. Mr. Greenwood, the band leader, tries 
to steer the determined protagonist toward a piccolo, but the 

“thweep thweep” sound is much too small. Tallulah tries every-
thing to increase her size; she eats extra helpings of dinner and 
hangs from the monkey bars, but the only growth she gets is 
an increase in blisters and bellyaches. When increasing her own 
height fails, she employs objects to help her reach the tuba’s 
just-beyond-reach mouthpiece. Unfortunately, Mr. Green-
wood still cannot let Tallulah play her favorite instrument. The 
story ends well enough, with Tallulah digging a large hole in the 
ground, which finally brings the mouthpiece to her eye level. 
Nichol’s chipper illustrations, highlighted with golden yellows 
and soft blues, match the energy and motion of the story. The 
book ends happily, though absurdly, with Mr. Greenwood agree-
ing to let the band play outdoors with the ambitious tunesmith 
contributing a big “OOOM-pah!” Children transitioning from 
easy readers may find this a happy match. Tallulah has brown 
skin and wavy, brown hair, and Mr. Greenwood presents black.

Tuneful. (Picture book. 4-7)

GIVE AND TAKE
Swartz, Elly
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-374-30821-6  

Maggie, 12, protects herself from loss 
and change by hoarding; it’s not going 
well.

Maggie dates her anxiety from the 
day her nana, suffering from dementia, 
failed to recognize her. Now that her 

parents are fostering an infant destined for adoption, Mag-
gie dreads the day they must give little Izzie up. Maggie saves 
both traditional mementos and detritus (rocks, candy wrap-
pers, used milk cartons) as aides memoire, insurance against 
forgetting. She’s upset when her dad, who coaches the all-girl 
trapshooting team she loves, brings in a boy. Kind, intelligent 
Maggie, who attaches easily, finds change and letting go a strug-
gle. Her school locker and hidden boxes hold an increasingly 
out-of-control collection. Her uncharacteristic fury when her 
boxes are discovered prompts her parents to seek professional 
help for her with a cognitive behavioral therapist. Supported 
by family and friends, Maggie charts her progress in letting go. 
Despite challenges, this white, middle-class, Jewish family is 
exemplary. Her busy working parents always have time for Mag-
gie; her brothers—teenage Dillon and Charlie, 6—are remark-
ably understanding. The writing is lucid and intelligent, but 
theme, syntax, and vocabulary—though not page count—seem 
crafted for the younger edge of the target range, and Maggie 
herself reads younger than 12. Pediatric hoarding, like adoption 
and fostering, is portrayed sensitively, but this challenging con-
dition (causes, comorbidities, and uncertain prognosis) may be 
harder to resolve than suggested.

A potentially useful resource for kids struggling with 
loss, change, and letting go. (author’s note, playlist, psy-
chologist’s note, experts consulted) (Fiction. 8-11)

REAGANDOODLE AND 
LITTLE BUDDY FIND A 
FOREVER FAMILY
Things That Are True Because 
Someone Chose You
Swiridoff, Sandi & Dunham, Wendy
Illus. by Sparks, Michal
Harvest House (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-7369-7468-4  

A dog shares what it means to be adopted.
Reagandoodle has a new human best friend, Little Buddy, 

who is being adopted, just as he was, so the dog tells Little 
Buddy about all of the wonderful things adoption “means”: It 
means you belong and are loved, you will always have hugs and 
kisses, a safe place to sleep, and food to eat. Little Buddy’s par-
ents “love [him] much deeper than oceans [and] more than the 

Nichol’s chipper illustrations match the 
energy and motion of the story.

tallulah plays the tuba
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universe.” From discussions about celebrating Christmas and 
Easter and praying before dinner, readers will assume Christi-
anity is an important part of this family’s beliefs. Little Buddy 
and the human members of his family present white in Sparks’ 
stiff but amiable watercolors. Typical childhood activities such 
as reading, napping, and selling lemonade are featured in this 
book consistently. The story is based on the experiences of the 
author’s grandchild, and photos of the real Reagandoodle and 
Little Buddy are presented along with the true story of Little 
Buddy’s journey from foster child to joining his family by adop-
tion. Since this story is one of an older child being adopted and 
not an infant, this would be an appropriate book for families 
that have grown through the foster-adopt process.

The dog’s-eye-view perspective makes this a light-
hearted choice for explaining adoption. (Picture book. 4-11)

THUNDERCLUCK! CHICKEN 
OF THOR
Recipe for Revenge
Tillery, Paul
Illus. by Tillery, Paul & Wittwer, Meg
Roaring Brook (256 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-250-15530-6 
Series: Thundercluck!, 2 

Following his eponymous debut 
(2018), Thundercluck and his Valkyrie 

friend team up again to solve a mystery and save the day.
It’s a lovely day for a picnic, until giant fire-breathing ants 

come to ruin the meal. Thundercluck and Brunhilde defeat 
them with some sweet moves but soon learn that another prob-
lem is plaguing Asgard: lost library books. As in the first install-
ment, these ridiculous problems are treated with grave sincerity, 
a mood aided by prophecies delivered in perfect scansion. The 
menacing trio of Gorman the angry skull, Medda the shape-
shifting trickstress, and War-Tog the lovable man-pig do their 
best to thwart the girl and chicken while a cast of Norse deities 
watches from afar. There are some slightly more serious ideas 
tackled here as well, as Brunhilde reunites with the mother she 
thought had abandoned her, and she and Thundercluck learn 
how to work through conflict and apologize for hurting each 
other. The plot rushes from adventure to adventure, barely held 
together by ludicrous problems involving a stolen library card 
and a Book Wyrm who just needs some help turning pages. A 
large font, generous leading, and amusing spot illustrations 
throughout help keep the pages turning, continuing the sure 
success this is to find among reluctant readers eager for some-
thing with Percy Jackson appeal and Wimpy Kid readability.

Well-done fluff. (Animal fantasy. 8-11)

THE FRESH NEW FACE 
OF GRISELDA
Torres, Jennifer
Little, Brown (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-0-316-45260-1  

Can winning a cosmetics contest 
help make the difference for the strug-
gling Zaragoza family?

Griselda “Geez” Zaragoza (it’s short 
for G.Z.) is entering sixth grade when her 

life changes drastically. First, her father’s landscaping company 
goes out of business, then her parents lose their family home, 
which leads to a move for Geez, big sister Maribel, and Mom 
to Nana’s with her dad living six hours away to find new work 
in Los Angeles. Geez faces her family’s new economic real-
ity with an authentic mix of concern, shame, and, ultimately, 
resourcefulness. Without a new first-day-of-school outfit, she 
adds ribbon to her plain, “in our price range” sneakers and cuffs 
her faded jeans so “it almost looks as if that’s the way they’re 
supposed to fit.” When she learns about an Alma Cosmetics 
contest from Maribel, she’s determined to sell 500 tubes of lip 
gloss for a chance to win $5,000, because “it might be enough 
for that fresh start we’ve all been trying to find.” Torres realisti-
cally portrays a Latinx family with true-to-life dynamics, ten-
sions, and worries in an extended clan in which Spanish phrases 
are spoken naturally. Fans of Kelly Yang’s Front Desk (2018) 
will enjoy Geez’ entrepreneurial spirit and appreciate another 
strong-minded young woman of color seeking ways to relieve 
her family’s financial burden.

An enjoyable story about the ingenuity and bonds that 
help a family withstand tough times. (Fiction. 8-12)

READING BEAUTY
Underwood, Deborah
Illus. by Hunt, Meg 
Chronicle (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-4521-7129-6  

From the creators of Interstellar Cin-
derella (2015) comes another fairy-tale 

remake that features a smart young woman who can and does 
rescue herself from peril.

Princess Lex, a brown-skinned girl with puffy blue hair, is 
a book lover, like most inhabitants of her planetoid. She reads 
all day and night. But on her 15th birthday, she wakes to find all 
her books gone. When she asks her parents what is happening, 
they tell her about a fairy who thought she hadn’t been invited 
to Lex’s birth celebration and cursed her with a sleep-inducing 
paper cut to occur at the age of 15. Of course Lex can’t accept 
life without books. She decides to find the fairy and “make her 
break the curse.” Lex uses knowledge she gained from reading 
to find and outsmart the fairy. Some fun plot surprises await on 
Lex’s quest before the ending, where “all read happily ever after.” 

Torres realistically portrays a Latinx family with 
true-to-life dynamics, tensions, and worries.

the fresh new face of griselda
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The rhyming text is fun to read at a fast-moving pace. Under-
wood attends to every detail of the original story with humor 
and creates characters readers will love. The busy illustrations 
use color, pattern, and costume to create an elaborate Afro-
futuristic setting that enhances the story.

A nifty addition to the shelves of feminist fractured 
fairy tales. (Picture book. 5-9)

A TIME TRAVELER’S THEORY 
OF RELATIVITY
Valentine, Nicole
Carolrhoda (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-5538-9  

Finn discovers his family harbors 
gifted time travelers whose mission, 
despite their best efforts, keeps ending 
in failure.

Finn’s birthdays—he’s nearly 13—are haunted by the loss of 
his twin sister, Faith, in the Dorset, Vermont, marble quarry at 
age 3. Now his mother’s disappeared. Finding her possessions 
intact at Gran’s, Finn seeks answers. A quantum physics enthu-
siast, he’s read about time-travel and multiple-universe theories, 
but what Gran has to tell him is incredible: The women in her 
family Travel through time, though only she and his mom Travel 
to the future as well as the past. Fearing his mom’s lost in time, 
Gran says Finn must Travel to find her. Because he’s male, he’ll 
need the portal created for him in a tree on Dorset Peak. A dan-
gerous, twisty trek through past, present, and future ensues. As 
versions of his relatives proliferate, their accounts conflicting, 
Finn increasingly relies on his stalwart friend Gabi. (Gabi and 
her mom are of Puerto Rican heritage; other characters are 
presumed white.) Structured like a series opener, the novel 
ends abruptly, important questions sketchily answered or left 
unaddressed. If failure to tackle and resolve time travel’s thorny 
plotting challenges disappoints genre aficionados, the vivid set-
ting and appealing characters—Finn and his quirky relatives 
especially—offer plenty to satisfy readers less invested in the 
category.

This soft-science-fiction debut will resonate with Mad-
eleine L’Engle fans. (author’s note) (Science fiction. 9-13)

IF I BUILT A SCHOOL
Van Dusen, Chris
Illus. by the author
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-525-55291-8  

A young visionary describes his ideal 
school: “Perfectly planned and impeccably clean. / On a scale, 1 
to 10, it’s more like 15!”

In keeping with the self-indulgently fanciful lines of If I Built 
a Car (2005) and If I Built a House (2012), young Jack outlines in 

Seussian rhyme a shiny, bright, futuristic facility in which stu-
dents are swept to open-roofed classes in clear tubes, there are 
no tests but lots of field trips, and art, music, and science are 
afterthoughts next to the huge and awesome gym, playground, 
and lunchroom. A robot and lots of cute puppies (including one 
in a wheeled cart) greet students at the door, robotically made-
to-order lunches range from “PB & jelly to squid, lightly seared,” 
and the library’s books are all animated popups rather than the 

“everyday regular” sorts. There are no guards to be seen in the 
spacious hallways—hardly any adults at all, come to that—and 
the sparse coed student body features light- and dark-skinned 
figures in roughly equal numbers, a few with Asian features, and 
one in a wheelchair. Aside from the lack of restrooms, it seems 
an idyllic environment—at least for dog-loving children who 
prefer sports and play over quieter pursuits.

An all-day sugar rush, putting the “fun” back into, er, 
education. (Picture book. 6-8)

ALONG THE TAPAJÓS 
Vilela, Fernando
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Hahn, Daniel
Amazon Crossing Kids (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-0868-6  

Brother and sister risk the dangers of a flood and animals to 
rescue their pet tortoise.

Siblings Cauã and Inaê live on the banks of Brazil’s Tapajós 
River, one of the biggest in the Amazon rainforest. Like many 
other children, they wake up, travel via boat to school, and 
come back home. However, each year, when the rains begin and 
the river rises enough to cover whole houses, the entire town 
packs up and travels down the river to a safer location, leaving 
only their houses behind. Spreads with furious rain, similar to 
Daniel Miyares’ Float (2015), signal overpowering change to the 
town. The calm after the storm brings the community’s cyclical 
move inland as they “unload everything from the boat and put 
it on the oxcart.” Brazilian author/illustrator Vilela and transla-
tor Hahn share the story of a brother and sister, who, realizing 
they left pet tortoise Titi behind, decide to row all day, back to 
their mostly underwater village, and recover him. However, the 
unexpected dangers lurking in the water, jungle, and abandoned 
village might risk their rescue mission. The vibrant colors in 
Vilela’s illustrations and the expressive faces of Cauã and Inaê 
bring lightheartedness to their dangerous journey and the cycli-
cal living it prescribes. This is neatly encapsulated in the end-
papers, which depict bright birds perched on the struts of the 
platform supporting the village in the front and fish swimming 
among those selfsame struts in the rear.

A riveting journey. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)
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KEVIN THE UNICORN
It’s Not All Rainbows
von Innerebner, Jessika
Illus. by the author
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 22, 2019
978-1-9848-1430-2  

What could make a unicorn have a bad day?
“Everyone knows that unicorns are perfect,” starts this glee-

fully ill-tempered story. Cartoonish unicorns prance around a 
garishly bright landscape, skateboarding down rainbows and 
leaping over cupcakes. So when Kevin “[wakes] up on the floor,” 
he knows that he has no choice but to “KEEP IT HAPPY.” 
Motivational posters encourage him to “SPARKLE MORE,” he 
zooms down Cheerful Drive and Upbeat Avenue, and aggressive 
billboards warn residents to “ALWAYS BE A HAPPY-CORN!” 
But negative experiences—an empty gas tank in the middle of 
a rainstorm, a steaming cup of clam juice instead of glitter soda, 
and a pack of hungry dogs—pile up. Kevin tries to keep a smile 
on his face but it becomes an increasingly forced grin, then a 
rictus. He finally snaps, yelling: “This is a really horrible, lousy, 
awful day!” After the slight awkwardness that follows the break-
ing of a unicorn social contract, Kevin’s friends start to open up 
about their own trials and tribulations. Blending the timeless 
wisdom of Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad 
Day with a slight parody of current trends, this picture book is 
an excellent antidote to the cult of positive thinking.

Slightly subversive and a lot of fun. (Picture book. 3-7)

WHAT THE DOG KNOWS 
YOUNG READERS EDITION
Scent, Science, and the 
Amazing Ways Dogs Perceive 
the World
Warren, Cat
Illus. by Wynne, Patricia J.
Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5344-2814-0  

A reprise of the 2013 adult book of 
the same name, now for young readers.

When author Warren gets a German shepherd puppy, she 
wants a dog that will lie under her desk quietly as her former dog, 
the gentle Zev, did. So she is horrified to discover that puppy 
Solo is a “jackass”—a no-manners, bullying, uncontrollable bun-
dle of energy. But Warren loves research, and her investigations 
lead her to a group of people who train dogs to sniff out missing 
dead people—a task it seems Solo’s personality traits are tailor-
made for. Warren details the training she and Solo undergo to 
achieve certification, and she does a commendable job of con-
veying to readers the perseverance needed to achieve goals. The 
narrative flow isn’t seamless, though, containing odd, jerky seg-
ues. Additionally, despite the promise of the subtitle, the story 
is heavily focused on the use of dogs in law enforcement and 

war, which becomes both tedious and a downer. The machismo 
culture subtly filters into the narrative (“Teaching him to not 
be a wimp helped me not be a wimp”), which gives it all a dated 
feel. Sidebars offer occasional adjunct information, more or less 
successfully (DNA, physiology of smell), and there are plenty of 
black-and-white photos of dogs, trainers, and handlers (all the 
humans seem to be white). The lasting impression, however, is 
one of human aggression, not the dog’s amazing nose.

Misses the mark. (Nonfiction. 10-14)

CHILD OF ST KILDA
Waters, Beth
Illus. by the author
Child’s Play (64 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 1, 2019
978-1-78628-187-6  

St. Kilda is a remote archipelago 
about 100 miles off the west coast of 
Scotland.

This is the story of the last com-
munity to inhabit the island of Hirta, St. Kilda’s largest island. 
Through narrative and evocative monoprints in blues, greens, 
and russet, Waters tells the story of the island and its last 
human inhabitants. The narrative is interspersed with descrip-
tions and sketches of the wildlife of St. Kilda and the activi-
ties of the population. In spite of its remoteness, humans have 
lived on St. Kilda since the Bronze Age. The titular child, Nor-
man John Gillies, was born there in 1925. The close-knit com-
munity lived a subsistence lifestyle, raising sheep for tweed 
production and collecting wild birds from the cliffs for food. 
A one-room schoolhouse and the church provided educational 
guidance and spiritual discipline. Increasing communication 
with the mainland during the 20th century caused the popula-
tion to dwindle, and eventually Norman and his family were 
forced to evacuate with the entire population in 1930 when 
the island was deemed uninhabitable. The village on Hirta was 
abandoned, and the St. Kildans were resettled on the British 
mainland. The islands of St. Kilda have become a World Heri-
tage Site. The illustrations emphasize its wind-swept wildness, 
the few, white human inhabitants dressed in garb as humble as 
the cottages they live in.

A fascinating study of a unique community. (maps, 
author’s note. (Informational picture book. 8-14)
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ANTHEM 
Wiles, Deborah
Scholastic (544 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-545-10609-2 
Series: Sixties Trilogy, 3 

Two teenagers take a road trip—
searching for a fugitive family member 
and finding…America.

It’s June 1969. Hints that her 
estranged but beloved big brother, Barry, 

has fetched up in San Francisco prompt 14-year-old Molly to 
enlist their fledgling-drummer cousin, Norman, 17, as driver and 
(with the collusion of their newly liberated moms) head west 
from Charleston in an old school bus. Quickly turning into any-
thing but a straight run, the journey plunges the naïve but resil-
ient travelers into a succession of youth-culture hot spots from 
Atlanta’s funky Strip to a commune in New Mexico, with stops 
at renowned recording studios and live-music venues. Wiles 
opens and closes this musically and culturally immersive road 
trip with extensive montages of period news photos, quotes, 
headlines, and lyrics, scatters smaller documentary sheaves 
throughout, and enriches the song titles at each chapter head 
with production notes. The glittering supporting cast includes 
famed session musician Hal Blaine, Duane Allman, Elvis, and 
Wavy Gravy. While leaving the era’s more-conservative, racist 
majority visible but at a remove from her white protagonists, 
the author introduces them to an interracial couple with a baby 
and a same-sex couple of Vietnam vets. In the end, Barry’s fate 
takes on minor significance next to the profound changes the 
trip has wrought on their hearts and minds.

No sex or drugs—but plenty of live, heady rock-’n’-roll. 
(author’s note, timeline, several bibliographies) (Historical 
fiction. 11-13)

IF ELEPHANTS DISAPPEARED
Williams, Lily
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-250-14320-4 
Series: If Animals 

The latest installment in Williams’ series shows how ele-
phants’ survival affects the whole world.

African forest elephants are a “keystone species,” defined 
here as one whose “actions—from walking, to eating, to poop-
ing, to sleeping—shape their environment.” The interaction 
between elephants and the complex ecosystem that makes up 
the tropical forest is explored, from how elephants shape their 
environment to how that environment would change with-
out elephants, ending with how readers can help ensure they 
don’t disappear. As elephants walk thousands of miles through 
the forest, eating hundreds of pounds of plants each day and 
spreading their dung throughout the area, the undigested seeds 

in their dung are moved around, diversifying the ecosystem. But 
“poachers are killing elephants faster than they can reproduce.” 
If their dung disappeared, plant biodiversity would decrease, 
which would affect the animals and the forest soil—even the 
forest’s ability to survive. Standing in for readers, two black 
children in jeans and T-shirts enter the forest with a black adult, 
appear throughout the story, and, at the end, draw a “save the 
elephants” poster. The structure of Williams’ text keeps readers’ 
interest in this fascinating subject piqued, and she does a fine 
job explaining the science in lay terms. The artwork uses a pal-
ette of deep greens and browns to illustrate how these changes 
would alter the world.

Uniquely thought-provoking and important. (Informa-
tional picture book. 7-12)

HOW ABOUT A NIGHT OUT?
Williams, Sam 
Illus. by Hunt, Matt
Boxer Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-912757-14-5  

Join a city cat on a vibrant nocturnal 
adventure.

While “lap cats are lazy cats, / who only sleep on hallway 
mats,” this “city kitty” would rather make a little noise out on 
the town! Told in catchy couplets, the poem catalogs the cat’s 
nighttime excursion through the urban environment, whether 
it’s meeting other feline friends to “catercall upon the wall” or 
starting a rollicking prowl for owls and pigeons. But while the 
cat narrator may be exuberant about its feline-centric exploits, 
human readers might be less enamored of what is essentially a 
rhyming list of generic, cat-related activities. Though the cat 
proclaims it a “night to sing about,” there is no grand adven-
ture centering the narrative, and the unceremonious arrival of 
morning, announced when people start to “put the garbage 
out,” makes the cat’s night out—and the whole story—feel like 
a bit of a letdown. With wild, round goldenrod-colored eyes, 
a sleek striped body, and bottlebrush tail, the partying kitty 
gleams against the deep-black night sky and bustling cityscapes. 
Flat colors reminiscent of Ezra Jack Keats’ palette allow the 
lit windows and cat silhouettes to shine, and the large-headed, 
sly-looking cats that move fluidly across the pages are perfectly 
matched to the playful rhythm.

While the cat’s adventures ultimately prove a bit ho-
hum, the art and the cat’s joie de vivre are enticing. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

No sex or drugs—but plenty of live, heady rock-’n’-roll.
anthem
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RACHEL’S ROSES
Wolff, Ferida
Illus. by Lucas, Margeaux
Holiday House (112 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-8234-4365-9  

Rachel does not like having to be 
responsible for her little sister Hannah, 
who idolizes her and wants to be just like 
her.

Papa has a good job, and Bubbie 
takes in laundry. Her mother has quit her job in order to design 
and sew a dress for a client, hoping eventually to start her own 
business. Every penny counts. But Rachel wants new buttons 
on her old skirt to wear for Rosh Hashanah. Mama gives her 
a nickel and she has six pennies of her own, but the beautiful 
rose buttons she craves cost more. The button seller agrees 
to hold the buttons, along with some for Hannah, until Rosh 
Hashanah. Now Rachel must earn the money. The drugstore 
has the only telephone on the block, and when calls come in, 
she brings the intended recipients to the phone, sometimes 
getting a penny for her help. When Hannah gets lost trying 
to help her, Rachel learns the value of generosity, and a very 
happy holiday ensues. Wolff has constructed a sweet, nostal-
gic vignette of early-20th-century immigrant New York City, 
alluding to the difficulties but stressing the goodness. Rachel 
and her family, friends, and neighbors are not anachronisms 
or caricatures but are entirely accessible to modern readers. 
Lucas’ lovely black-and-white drawings, reminiscent of Helen 
John’s in Sydney Taylor’s All of a Kind Family (1951), are per-
fectly in sync with the spirit of the text.

Hope, love, determination, and kindness abound. (His-
torical fiction. 7-10)

SOME SNOW IS…
Yeomans, Ellen
Illus. by Offermann, Andrea
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 5, 2019
978-0-399-54754-6  

Snow. Can’t wait for it to appear. Can’t wait for it to disappear.
From the first hopeful glimpse of what might be the First 

Snow to an impatient farewell to lingering Spring Snow, Yeo-
mans captures the ever changing nuances of the frozen precipi-
tation and how children interact with it. A simple, repetitive 
rhyme scheme (all but the fourth line of each verse ends with 

“snow,” and fourth-line pairs rhyme) is soothing and rhythmic, 
but precise verbs and adjectives make the story shine. “Arms fly 
up and down snow. / Legs sweep along the ground snow. / Move 
and flop again snow, / a flock of angels sings.” Joyful neighbor-
hood children of diverse races and their equally exuberant pet 
dogs build snow forts and stage snowball battles, create snow 
tunnels and slides after shoveling out, and even enjoy “the best 
snow is Snow Day Snow. / Can’t go out in that snow. / Too much 

coming down snow, / a world of swirling white.” (Look for the 
snoozing Snow Day dogs.) Realistic illustrations are done in 
pen, ink, and watercolor with digital touches and are a bit remi-
niscent of Trina Schart Hyman’s work. Scenes morph from fall 
through winter to spring and incorporate snow from soft flur-
ries to blinding blizzards.

A perceptive, three-season–ish celebration of snow per-
fect for a snuggly read. (Picture book. 3-6)

EEK, YOU REEK! 
Poems About Animals 
That Stink, Stank, 
Stunk
Yolen, Jane & Stemple, Heidi E.Y.
Illus. by Nobati, Eugenia
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$19.99 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5124-8201-0

What is that pong? These critters smell wrong!
“Eek, you reek, / You made a funk. / Where you have been / 

Things stink, stank, stunk.” Yolen and daughter Stemple (Mon-
ster Academy, 2018, etc.) team up again for a collection of poems 
that…um, celebrate those animals large and small that make the 
world a smellier place. The requisite skunk and stinkbug are 
joined by their lesser-known putrid pals. There are the stink-
pot turtle, or Sternotherus odoratus (“There you are, oh odoratus, 
/ With your musky turtle status. / Small mud-loving omnivore 
/ That raccoons equally adore. / You pump out bad perfumes 
galore / When chased down by a predator”), and the hoatzin, a 
very smelly bird that digests like a cow and smells so foul no ani-
mal will eat it. A trio of haiku about icky insects adds to the fun 
(and info), as do longer poems on ferrets, musk oxen, wolverines, 
Tasmanian devils, and more. Nobati’s green-tinged, digitally 
painted pencil drawings depict the reeking wretches and virtu-
ally make the stink visible. A paragraph of information on each 
creature graces the close, as does a glossary of smelly words and 
a fetid further reading list. The tone is fresh, however, and the 
foolish foulness may just hook those who think poetry stinks.

Rancid rhymes and syncopated stank and plenty of 
eeeew just for you. (Informational picture book/poetry. 6-12)

THE MERMAID IN THE 
BATHTUB
Zarchi, Nurit
Illus. by Modan, Rutu
Trans. by Goldfajn, Tal
Restless Books (36 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-63206-211-6  

Grain-of-Sand, a mermaid, suddenly 
appears in Mr. Whatwilltheysay’s apartment.

Greatly concerned with his neighbors’ opinions, blank-
faced Mr. Whatwilltheysay wants the mermaid to leave, but 

Nobati’s green-tinged pencil drawings depict the reeking 
wretches and virtually make the stink visible.

eek, you reek!
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only when no one can see her. Although he is attracted to her, 
he cannot imagine marrying her, her bottom half consisting of a 
fish tail—he is true to his rather obvious name. She rightly calls 
him out on his fish-shaming: “You’re saying that because you 
have legs.” She keeps trying to introduce her watery ways into 
his humdrum life, but he’s not falling for her the way that males 
usually do in mermaid tales. When she disappears, he realizes 
his mistake. He madly searches the Tel Aviv waterfront and, on 
the fourth night, finally spots her, rising majestically from the 
waves, in the bathtub she stole from his apartment. The old 
stories do ring true, but after the fearful guy joins her, Grain-
of-Sand has the last word: “I saved the tub stopper for you, my 
darling.” The two main characters present white. Inspired by 
mermaid legends, this Israeli import has a wry humor that may 
mystify young readers here. The surrealist illustrations feature 
intense colors on very shiny paper; they will draw everyone’s 
attention, children and adults alike.

Absurdist and realistic at the same time, this Israeli 
mermaid tale requires a dry sense of humor. (Picture book. 
6-9)

THE DRAGON WARRIOR
Zhao, Katie
Bloomsbury (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-5476-0200-1  

Chinese folklore and fantasy inter-
sect in this adventure.

Faryn and her younger brother, Alex, 
were lovingly raised by Ye Ye, who’s now 
seriously ill. Viewed as outcasts by their 
Jade Society community, the family lives 

outside of San Francisco’s Chinatown but still are dedicated to 
worshipping the gods and train to fight demons. During a risky 
trip into Chinatown to get Ye Ye’s medicine, Faryn subdues 
a nián monster with the help of a stranger. The stranger later 
appears at their society’s annual banquet, revealing himself to 
be Erlang Shen, the god of war. He shares the Jade Emperor’s 
decree that whoever can complete a quest and arrive at the 
banquet atop the heavenly mountain on Peng Lai Island will 
be deemed the Heaven Breaker, the ultimate warrior, inspiring 
several hopefuls to race for the title. Spurred by Erlang Shen’s 
hints and sudden attacks by demons, Faryn reluctantly wields 
Heaven Breaker’s weapon, Fenghuang, and takes off, accom-
panied by Alex. The two hope they can also find their missing 
father, lost during his quest to find Peng Lai. Attempts to call in 
favors earned by their father prove largely futile, however. Zhao 
seamlessly incorporates Chinese terms and themes into the 
fast-paced plot. Unfortunately, the book’s humor relies heav-
ily on Asian stereotypes. Still, the story takes intriguing twists 
with its cultural background, and they keep the pages turning. 
Faryn and Alex are multiracial: Chinese on Ba’s side and a mix 
of Mediterranean heritage on their mother’s.

An ambitious debut with imperfect execution—here’s 
hoping the sequel is smoother. (Fantasy. 9-12)

MR. PUMPKIN’S TEA PARTY
Barker, Erin
Illus. by the author
blue manatee press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-936669-77-6  

A rhyming Halloween seek-and-find 
book gives readers some practice counting from one to 13 (natch).

“There’s a party at Mr. Pumpkin’s tonight, / a banquet with 
friends in autumn twilight. / And at this soirée we’ll see and 
we’ll find / ghoulish delights of every kind.” The host him-
self contributes a beautifully decorated cake, and each of the 
seven guests brings increasing numbers of treats to the table, 
from Sir Bones’ two jugs of cider to Baron Laguna’s 12 balloons. 
Bats, cups of tea, and singing frogs round out the counting, 
which ends with the clock striking 13 and the end of the party. 
Barker’s illustrations are a delight, the spooky details softened 
by a cartoonish treatment and soft color palette; nothing here 
is threatening or too scary. But the text doesn’t live up to the 
artwork. The clever character names are sure to go over the 
heads of readers still interested in finding and counting items 
in the pictures, and scansion and meaning sometimes take a 
back seat to the rhythm and rhyme. As a result, the word order 
can be confusing for young children: “Follow six lamps— / to 
the house they will lead.”

Visually sparkling—but with a text that doesn’t always 
suit the audience. (Picture book. 3-6)

VLAD THE RAD
Barrager, Brigette
Illus. by the author
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-553-51345-5
978-0-375-97469-4 PLB  

A vampire who loves to skateboard has to up his game to con-
vince his classmates and teacher that skateboarding can be spooky.

Vlad attends Miss Fussbucket’s School for Aspiring Spooks, 
which has a very diverse student body that includes a cyclops, 
a demon, a siren, and an anthropomorphic black cat in addi-
tion to other young ghouls and vampire Vlad. None of them 
share Vlad’s enthusiasm for skateboarding (they call him “Bad 
Vlad” the show-off), and Vlad just keeps racking up warnings 
from Miss Fussbucket about skateboarding at school until he 
earns a detention. As he writes lines on the chalkboard, he won-
ders why he can’t combine the two things he’s good at to please 
Miss Fussbucket. Well, the opportunity to do just that comes 
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during the field trip to the natural history museum. Vlad sees 
the curving backbone of the giant dinosaur skeleton and just 
can’t resist—and the trick, combined with his screeching and 
hissing, sends the human museumgoers running away in fright, 
his classmates and teacher applauding him for being “radically 
terrifying.” Moldy green with highlights of red and the hot pink 
of Vlad’s skateboard pop against the more sedate backgrounds 
of the extremely staid school and pages of negative space. Read-
ers will enjoy the prim-and-proper uniform-clad child monsters.

Would that every student could find a way to combine 
what they love with their schoolwork. (Picture book. 4-8)

PUMPKIN ORANGE, 
PUMPKIN ROUND
Battigelli, Rosanna
Illus. by Anderson, Tara
Pajama Press (24 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-77278-092-5  

Rhyming verses follow a group 
of cats for some pumpkin picking and carving fun before 
trick-or-treating.

“Pumpkin orange, / pumpkin round, / pumpkin hiding... / 
pumpkin found! // Pumpkin lifting, / pumpkin fall, / pumpkin 
rolling, / pumpkin ball!” The words that follow “pumpkin” are 
sometimes adjectives, sometimes nouns, at times an activity 
depicted, and occasionally references to actual pumpkins, mak-
ing the illustrations essential for decoding, though they don’t 
always help with some of the vocabulary: “…gleaming…glow…
glaring…show” is illustrated with the cats in front of their tree 
home, two jack-o’-lanterns lit up, and a kitten in a third one. The 
ending is especially satisfying, one larger cat giving a smaller one 
a hug while three others curl up with the largest gray cat on a 
sofa with a book: “Pumpkin tired, / pumpkin fed, / pumpkin 
story, / pumpkin bed.” Since every other word is “pumpkin,” 
the term will wear on many children much beyond the toddler 
stage long before the end, and a couple rhymes are rough: “mom” 
with “chum,” for example. The artwork, done with colored pen-
cil and acrylic glaze, is both childlike and nicely textured, the six 
cats easily differentiated, especially the elder dark gray paren-
tal figure who wears half-moon specs. The rear endpapers give 
directions for carving a jack-o’-lantern, adults doing all the cut-
ting after kids have drawn the facial features.

Cozy, repetitious autumn fun for toddlers and younger 
preschoolers. (Picture book. 2-4)

BAD KITTY DOES NOT 
LIKE THANKSGIVING
Bruel, Nick
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (24 pp.) 
$5.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-250-19842-6 
Series: Bad Kitty 

“Like” isn’t a strong enough word to express this feline’s feel-
ings for Thanksgiving: “Bad Kitty LOVES turkey.”

Bad Kitty can do without all the fixings, though, thank you 
very much. In fact, the black cat’s expressive face and body 
language at just the thought of green beans or mashed pota-
toes or cranberry sauce will be familiar to caregivers who deal 
with picky eaters: paws clutching the throat, eyes bulging, and 
tongue stuck way out, for example. But when devious Kitty 
cooks up some plans to get all the turkey for herself, they go 
sadly awry. Instead, Kitty has close and calamitous encounters 
with green beans, then mashed potatoes, and finally cranberry 
sauce…along with a scolding from her human, who says there 
will be no turkey for Bad Kitty at all. The cat kicks the table 
in her rage, injuring her foot and bringing the turkey down on 
top of her. The final page repeats the title, depicting Bad Kitty 
in her basket with a bandaged head and foot and Chinese take-
out containers crowding the dinner table. Simple text with lots 
of repetition makes this accessible for the youngest Bad Kitty 
fans, and the included stickers (meant for decoration, as there 
is no place for them in the book) cement the deal for that age 
group. Bruel’s masterful control of slapstick will have readers 
in stitches.

A nifty read while everyone waits for the turkey to cook. 
(Picture book. 2-5)

THE LITTLEST WITCH
Dougherty, Brandi
Illus. by Pogue, Jamie
Cartwheel/Scholastic (24 pp.) 
$4.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-32910-0 
Series: Littlest 

Wilma is a little witch who longs to be able to do bigger things.
Her small hands can’t control the broom to do the stunts 

for the demonstration at the Halloween bash, and they also 
can’t keep hold of the big jar of herbs she’s adding to her sis-
ter Hazel’s scream potion (it explodes in a “gooey green mess”). 
Those tiny hands also can’t catch a toad for a spell or tie up twigs 
for a new broom. Dejected, Wilma roams the Spooky Woods, 
where she meets Mae, who’s also sad; it seems that her family 
is sick and can’t do the mummy dance with her at the party. At 
least the friends can be together. But when the broom-flying 
demo goes wrong, it’s small Wilma, sitting atop Mae’s shoulders, 
who saves the day. Though the tale may strike a chord with kids 
who feel too small as well, this latest in the Littlest series feels 
like a formulaic retread of the earlier titles, concluding with a 
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familiar moral extolling friendship. Pogue’s cartoon illustra-
tions have an animation aesthetic. The adorable Halloween 
characters are wildly diverse and nonscary, with skin of all hues, 
including green and purple. The book includes stickers to use in 
decorating—there are no indicated places for them in the book.

A familiar tale with a Halloween makeover. (Picture book. 
3-7)

FROGGY PICKS A PUMPKIN
London, Jonathan
Illus. by Remkiewicz, Frank
Viking (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-9848-3633-5 
Series: Froggy 

A class trip to the pumpkin patch is enlivened by a contest 
to identify and acquire the biggest, smallest, prettiest, ugliest, 
and best all-around pumpkins.

Froggy’s excited. So excited he makes up a song and teaches it 
to his friends: “Pumpkins, pumpkins, / muffins and pie! / Pump-
kin faces / lighting the sky!” (Readers can sing along for the three 
reiterations, but they’ll have to make up the tune.) But while chil-
dren will clearly understand Froggy’s excitement, they will surely 
call out the unsafe and even mean behaviors exhibited by Froggy 
and his classmates. On the bus, many students bounce or kneel 
with no apparent reprimand. When they arrive, Froggy strikes 
off alone while his classmates await direction from their teacher 
back on the bus. Travis takes the pumpkin Max had wanted (but 
couldn’t lift) for his own (“Step aside!” he says, though Travis 
doesn’t seem too put out), and Froggy rudely leapfrogs over his 
classmates to get to his choice. Finally, after Froggy just barely 
reaches the bus with his large pumpkin, his classmates and even 
his teacher laugh at him and his embarrassment when he drops 
it and it smashes. (Froggy is as clumsy as ever in this 28th out-
ing, and frankly, the shtick is getting old.) Froggy gets the award 
for ugliest pumpkin (though he’s shown with an intact one at the 
end), and all the kids sing on the way home. Remkiewicz’s water-
colors reflect the text, bringing out and visually expanding on the 
lack of cooperation among the students.

Pick a pumpkin (and a different book) instead. (Picture 
book. 3-7)

THE HALLOWEEN TREE
Montanari, Susan McElroy
Illus. by Martinez, Teresa
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4926-7335-4  

A grouchy sapling on a Christmas 
tree farm finds that there are better things than lights and deco-
rations for its branches.

A Grinch among the other trees on the farm is determined 
never to become a sappy Christmas tree—and never to leave 

its spot. Its determination makes it so: It grows gnarled and 
twisted and needle-less. As time passes, the farm is swallowed 
by the suburbs. The neighborhood kids dare one another to 
climb the scary, grumpy-looking tree, and soon, they are using 
its branches for their imaginative play, the tree serving as a 
pirate ship, a fort, a spaceship, and a dragon. But in winter, the 
tree stands alone and feels bereft and lonely for the first time 
ever, and it can’t look away from the decorated tree inside the 
house next to its lot. When some parents threaten to cut the 

“horrible” tree down, the tree thinks, “Not now that my limbs 
are full of happy children,” showing how far it has come. Hap-
pily for the tree, the children won’t give up so easily, and though 
the tree never wished to become a Christmas tree, it’s perfectly 
content being a “trick or tree.” Martinez’s digital illustrations 
play up the humorous dichotomy between the happy, aspiring 
Christmas trees (and their shoppers) and the grumpy tree, and 
the diverse humans are satisfyingly expressive.

Just the thing for anyone with a Grinch-y tree of their 
own in the yard. (Picture book. 4-8)

GOBLIN MOON
Rogers, Jacqueline
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-279229-7  

A Goblin Moon on Halloween night 
brings the goblins out to frolic.

As the moon rises, a costumed family—turbaned fortune-
teller mom, cowboy dad, toddler bear, and pigtailed pirate (eye 
patch askew)—sets off trick-or-treating. The creepy shadows 
cast by the moon clearly have the little buccaneer on alert (the 
accompanying picture’s dark, but nothing’s too scary, and adults 
are close). “Better get home now / and snug up inside. / The gob-
lins are coming— / we better go hide!” From beneath the pro-
tection of covers, the young pirate peers out to see the goblins 
frolicking. But when they disappear from sight, the protagonist 
starts seeing and hearing things inside the house, and readers 
will spy the adorable little green monsters as they hide from the 
searching flashlights of the adults. Emboldened, the kid tells 
the goblins to go back to their moon, but perhaps they need 
an incentive? A trail of Halloween candy leading away from the 
house just might do it. And perhaps they’ll offer something in 
return? Rogers’ gouache and digital illustrations are magical 
when depicting the night outside, with sinuous trees in deep 
blues and greens highlighted in the white light from a gently 
smiling moon. And while the premise of monsters in the house 
that are invisible to adults is a creepy notion, the goblins are 
delightfully fun and not at all scary.

A just-scary-enough romp for the brave. (Picture book. 4-8)

Rogers’ illustrations are magical when 
depicting the night outside.

goblin moon
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MOLDILOCKS AND THE 
THREE SCARES
A Zombie Tale
Rowland, Lynne Marie
Illus. by Lorenzo, David Rodriguez
Sterling (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4549-3061-7  

The traditional fairy tale gets a Hal-
loween update and an adoption twist.

Readers paying attention will notice the setup at the start of 
the tale: The haunted house the Scares live in is big enough for 
four but houses only three: Papa Scare (Frankenstein’s monster), 
Mama Scare (a green-skinned mummy with Bride-of-Franken-
stein hair), and Baby Scare (a tiny, redheaded, pale-skinned 
vampire tot). Papa’s recipe makes four servings of Alpha-Bat 
Soup; Mama wishes for an assistant to help her in the lab; and 
Baby wants a playmate. On this night, the soup is too hot to eat, 
so the three take ghost-dog Plasma out for a walk. Meanwhile, 
Moldilocks, a green-skinned, black-haired zombie girl, is sleep-
walking, her nose drawing her toward the smell of soup…and 
home. The rest unspools as the familiar tale does, albeit with 
some interesting décor in the house and a fly that may be Mold-
ilocks’ pet. The dark and spooky spread in which Moldilocks 
awakens to find the Scares’ shadows looming over her (“How 
dare you…”) resolves on the next page with a warm welcome 
into the family: “…eat without us!” “And they lived hauntingly 
ever after.” Lorenzo’s acrylic-and-colored–pencil illustrations 
feature rich and vivid colors; lots of bones, skulls, and spider-
webs make up most of the home’s ambience.

How this unusual family finds exactly what they were 
missing makes for a satisfying tale. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE GREAT PUMPKIN 
CONTEST
Rozelaar, Angie
Illus. by the author
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-274137-0  

Will competition or cooperation win 
out at the Great Pumpkin Contest?

Two very different neighbor cats are each determined to 
win Cat County’s Great Pumpkin Contest. Orange cat Mimi 
prefers to be indoors and loves to read, although sometimes 
she wishes for a friend. Gray-and-white Clara prefers the out-
doors and likes to garden and to take tea with her friends. The 
two have different approaches to growing their pumpkins, too. 
Mimi researches, her efforts leading to the picture-perfect gar-
den, growing a gigantic pumpkin for the contest. Clara takes a 
looser approach. Her small, perfect pumpkins are scattered in 
her yard. A high, brick wall separates the two yards, and the two 
hardly ever interact. In the end, Mimi pays the price for going 
it alone: Her giant pumpkin falls out of the wheelbarrow and 

covers everyone in “pumpkin guts.” She runs home, mortified. 
Clara extends the hand of friendship (and one of her pumpkins), 
and the two make a plan to work together next year. And the 
contest? Both turn out to be winners. Rozelaar ends the tale 
with a page showing a simplified life cycle of a pumpkin. Her 
friendly illustrations are brightly colored and nicely textured, 
depicting sweater-clad cats with large, round heads and stubby 
limbs. The anthropomorphic cats’ expressive faces evince a 
wide range of emotions, including amazement, suspicion, and 
anger. Don’t miss the book titles in Mimi’s house or her clever 
fridge magnets.

This lesson in cooperation goes down easy. (Picture book. 
4-8)

THE ITTY-BITTY WITCH
Shaskan, Trisha Speed
Illus. by Yan, Xindi
Two Lions (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-5420-4123-2  

Big dreams come in itty-bitty packages.
Betty is excited for her “first day as 

a first-grade witch.” Black-haired with a 
light brown complexion and small in stature, Betty is teased by 
classmates Abby and Sam (both white) for still using a “kinder-
broom,” and they nickname her “Itty Bitty.” “My name is Betty,” 
she protests. When the class learns about the annual broom-
riding race, or Halloween Dash, for the whole first grade, Betty 
decides she must win, thinking the name-calling will cease if 
she does. “SWOOSH! WHOOSH! / UH-OH!” Despite testing 
such flying strategies as a running start and nose-dives during 
practice, Betty fails, feeling “itty-bitty inside.” Undeterred, 
Betty maps out her race course and strategizes for the big day. 
Shaskan utilizes onomatopoeia and smartly placed rhymes to 
narrate Betty’s emotional journey as she battles her own self-
doubts. Yan brings as much action and pop to the tale with her 
warm-toned digital renderings of Betty’s diverse classmates and 
teacher. All characters are portrayed with round heads and car-
toonish, large eyes, and streaks of glittering bright colors trail 
behind their brooms. It is when Betty finally realizes that her 
perceived shortcomings are actually an advantage that she wins 
the acceptance of her peers—and, more importantly, herself. 
Caregivers and teachers will be pleased with the multiple exten-
sions the story offers, all wrapped up in a Halloween theme.

Proving size does not matter, this itty-bitty witch casts 
a bewitching spell. (Picture book. 4-7)

Lots of bones, skulls, and spiderwebs make 
up most of the home’s ambience.

moldilocks and the three scares
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SNITCHY WITCH
Sileo, Frank
Illus. by Haley, MacKenzie
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4338-3022-8  

A young witch gets a lesson about tat-
tling while away at camp.

Camp Spellbound draws witches from all around to race 
brooms, swap potions, hold cackling contests, and decorate 
their hats. But Wanda, who craves the attention of the Head 
Witch, ruins everyone’s fun with her snitching. It isn’t long 
before the other campers are refusing to interact with her at all. 
Clueless Wanda asks fellow camper Wyatt why. Wyatt explains 
the difference between tattling and telling: Snitching gets peo-
ple in trouble; telling is for unsafe conditions, when someone’s 
hurt, or when you need help from a grown-up. That night, some 
campers put a spell on Wanda to keep her from tattling. She 
can’t tell the Head Witch that Winnie took an extra doughnut 
or that Wendy stole spell ingredients. But when she sees Elmira 
altering William’s broom, which might cause an accident during 
the broom race, she must find a way to phrase the issue so it 
doesn’t sound like a snitch, thereby earning back her voice…and 
her friends. Three pages of dense text for grown-ups follow the 
tale, explaining snitching versus telling, why kids snitch, and 
what adults can do about it. Haley’s artwork features dark back-
grounds with brilliant splashes of vibrant colors and a diverse 
cast. Wanda presents white and Wyatt, black.

The Halloween theme may help the didactic lesson go 
down, but this is a four-season issue. (Picture book. 3-8)

ALFRED’S BOOK OF 
MONSTERS
Streed, Sam
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-58089-833-1  

A young boy who detests “delightful 
things” shakes up teatime.

Alfred prefers to spend his time in his study with a book 
of monsters, gruesome knickknacks perched on his desk and 
shelves. While Alfred detests such pleasant occupations as tea-
time, his aunt (the only other human in the book) is horrified 
by his ghoulish fancies, claiming that “Polite young boys do not 
hate tea parties, and they certainly do not want monsters!” But 
Alfred does, and he issues invitations to tea to each of three 
monsters in his town. For once, Alfred’s teatime is “terrible,” 
just the way he likes it. And his aunt? The disheveled woman 
kicks back in a chair, her “Whoa” echoing those Alfred utters 
when he reads his book. This is one pretty spooky picture 
book, with skulls, a jar of eyeballs, and talk of stolen souls. The 
Nixie’s poison green eyes, the Black Shuck’s single red one, and 

the Lantern Man’s bright yellow ones add some brilliant color 
amid the art’s otherwise muted tones, which are dominated by 
the sepia backdrop. The old-fashioned feel is emphasized by 
the subdued backgrounds and the setting: floral wallpaper, the 
candle and inkwell on Alfred’s desk, and the duo’s rather formal 
clothing. Streed offers thrills and chills, though Alfred’s behav-
ior may seem to straddle or even cross the line of naughtiness.

A delightfully spooky book for sturdy young readers. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

PICK A PUMPKIN
Toht, Patricia
Illus. by Jarvis
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-5362-0764-4  

Readers follow a family from picking 
pumpkins through carving a jack-o’-lan-

tern to trick-or-treating around the neighborhood in this rhym-
ing, artful picture book.

A family picks pumpkins from the patch on the farm: “Vivid 
orange, / ghostly white, / or speckled green / might be just right.” 
Back at home, they prepare their space, invite “a friend or two— 
/ form a PUMPKIN-CARVING CREW!” Cleaning out the 
pumpkin’s inside gets especially sensory treatment: “Lumpy 
chunks. Sticky strings. / Clumpy seeds. Guts and things.” All 
the variations of eyes, noses, and mouths (“A smirk. A snarl. / An 
eerie O. / Or pointy fangs, / all in a row” complete the carvings. 
Then it’s time for decorations, costumes, lighting the jack-o’-
lanterns “to guard your house / while you have fun.” The illus-
trations use pencil, chalk, paint, and digital color with hues of 
purple and orange against blue and pink backgrounds to create 
a feeling of fall and dusk. The story moves from family to friends 
to a panoramic view of the street lined with jack-o’-lanterns in 
the final spread, capturing the magic of seasonal traditions. The 
nearly flawless rhythm of the text is a pleasure to read and will 
likely become a favorite. The family is interracial, with a black 
dad, Asian mom, and biracial kids.

Enchanting. (Picture book. 3-7)

ABCS AT THE HAUNTED 
HOUSE 
Walters, Jennifer Marino
Illus. by Jarvis, Nathan Y.
Red Chair Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-63440-876-9 
Series: ABC Adventures 

Join in on this alphabetical haunted house tour. 
The text’s formatting teases that it will be rhyming verse; 

sadly, it’s not: “Let’s go for apples! / BOO—it’s a bat! How 
about that! / Candy corn—yum!” The spreads feature text on 
the verso and the letters presented on that spread capitalized 
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in a small callout on the top right of the recto. Vibrant, seem-
ingly digital illustrations highlighted with Halloween colors fill 
in the space between and give readers opportunities to find 
those items listed in the text. Q and X are represented by “quiv-
ering bones” and “X-ray,” and the typical Halloween cast is 
accounted for: ghost, mummy, vampire, witch, zombie. Even 
though the called-out letters appear only as capitals, many of 
the representative words start with lowercase letters. And while 
some of the sentences include stretch vocabulary and great allit-
eration (“Freaky fangs all around”), many are like the spelling 
homework schoolchildren might turn in: “Pumpkins come 
in all sizes”; “What’s under the stairs?” A final spread includes 
a tiny thumbnail of each item from the text and the letter it 
begins with. There is no throughline, and readers may startle 
to find the kids, one pale and one with beige skin, with their 
invitation on the “HI” spread when they’ve already been inside 
the house.

Lacking rhymes, lowercase letters, and a story, this is 
middling ABC fare. (Picture book. 3-6) 

GIRACULA
Watkins, Caroline
Illus. by Tuchman, Mark
Persnickety Press (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 5, 2019
978-1-943978-45-8 
Series: Bump in the Night 

When vampire bats go for the lon-
gest necks around, Giracula is the result.

When the poor giraffe awakens, he has fangs and a cloak, 
though the latter comes off in a collision with a drone (and is 
back in place again a page turn later). He lands right in front 
of a bakery, and a good thing this is, as this vampiric giraffe 
craves sweets instead of blood, for no articulated reason. 

“Never before had our / friend felt like this. / He’d go bonkers, 
BANANAS / without a treat fix!” Indeed, by the time the treats 
are gone, the shop is a mess, and his tummy is aching with all the 
sugar he’s consumed. The townspeople catch him on his second 
sweets raid, his mouth dripping cherry-pie filling, and they 
assume the worst, all save a dark-haired girl with brown skin 
who offers a deal: She’ll make him treats if he’ll stop stealing. 
But this is never depicted. Instead, Giracula is pictured in a full 
tuxedo against a castle backdrop, a light-skinned child offering 
him a chocolate bar while the text reads that the town’s had no 
more trouble since the monster left. Watkins’ rhymes can be 
quite rough (“clouds” and “sounds,” “manners” and “answers”), 
and the scansion occasionally falters. Tuchman’s cartoon illus-
trations are amusing enough, but they are not enough to draw 
readers back again.

A head-scratcher and series opener best left to the bats 
and other things that go bump in the night. (Picture book. 4-8)

DINO-HALLOWEEN
Wheeler, Lisa
Illus. by Gott, Barry
Carolrhoda (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5124-0317-6 
Series: Dino-Holidays 

This salute to Halloween joins the author and illustrator’s 
Dino-Holidays series.

Rollicking rhyming verses describe all the activities that 
accompany the cooler, longer October nights and falling leaves. 
The all-dinosaur cast (in an otherwise modern, Western world) 
pick pumpkins and carve jack-o’-lanterns, play games at the 
Costume Ball, and do the Monster Mash. A visit to a haunted 
house strikes fear in the hearts of a few dinos (T. Rex flees), but 

“the others…know the spooks are just pretend.” This busy spread 
shows the behind-the-scenes dinos wearing the costumes and 
animating the scary scenes. The highlights of this outing are 
choosing a costume and, of, course, the trick-or-treating. In 
both Wheeler’s text and Gott’s digital illustrations, the dinos 
have their own personalities, especially poor, indecisive Apa-
tosaurus. While the typical sights of Halloween are here (bats, 
skeletons, witches, etc.), the scariest is what the Ptero Twins 
find in their treat bags: toothbrushes! As with the others in 
this series and with companion series Dino-Sports, this is best 
suited to an audience who knows their dinosaurs; some of the 
pictured dinos can be a challenge to match to the text, which 
often uses nicknames: Pachy, Compy, Diplo, for example.

Dino lovers will be thrilled to spend a spooky holiday 
with their favorite cast. (Picture book. 3-8)
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HIS HIDEOUS HEART 
Thirteen of Edgar Allan 
Poe’s Most Unsettling 
Tales Reimagined
Ed. by Adler, Dahlia
Flatiron Books (480 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-250-30277-9  

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

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

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

HIS HIDEOUS HEART by Dahlia Adler ...........................................141

SUGGESTED READING by Dave Connis ........................................ 146

THE LAST TRUE POETS OF THE SEA by Julia Drake ....................150

REBEL GIRLS by Elizabeth Keenan .................................................. 155

QAQAVII by Miriam Körner ............................................................. 155

LOKI by Mackenzi Lee; illus. by Stephanie Hans..............................156

HOUSE OF RAGE AND SORROW by Sangu Mandanna ................ 157

ANGEL MAGE by Garth Nix ............................................................159

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE LAST TRUE POETS OF THE SEA
Drake, Julia
Disney-Hyperion (400 pp.)
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-368-04808-8
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When I want to unwind with 
pleasure reading, my first incli-
nation is to reach for a thriller or 
crime novel, particularly British 
police procedurals by such writ-
ers as Reginald Hill, Val McDer-
mid, Denise Mina, and Adrian 
McKinty (profiled on page 22 of 
this issue). Apart from the sat-
isfaction of the puzzles them-

selves, the atmospheric settings, and the explora-
tion of the innermost workings of the human mind, 
I appreciate engaging with books that are, ultimate-
ly, about seeking justice in an often unjust world. 
What elevates these authors (and others like them) 
is their deliberate engagement with social inequality 
and entrenched imbalances of power. Indeed, Mc-
Dermid delivered the National Centre for Writing’s 
Noirwich Crime Writing Festival Lecture in 2018 on 
this very topic. 

While the YA mystery and thriller market is rea-
sonably healthy (if not quite at fantasy novel levels), 
I was struck, in looking over recent and upcom-
ing releases, that there seemed to be proportional-
ly fewer titles than one might expect with diverse 
content that explicitly questions and challenges the 
status quo, particularly given the overall forward-
thinking, convention-upending nature of YA. Two 
recent releases that stand out as exceptions are Five 
Midnights by Ann Dávila Cardinal (June 4) and All 
Eyes on Us by Kit Frick (June 4). 

Five Midnights centers on a biracial (“Gringa-Ri-
can”) teenager from Vermont, 
Lupe, who spends a summer 
in Puerto Rico with her po-
lice chief uncle and his fam-
ily. What should have been a 
pleasant time exploring her 
family’s culture and heritage 
off the beaten tourist track 
turns sinister due to murders 
targeting a group of friends 
that includes her cousin. Our 
reviewer loved this atmo-

spheric thriller that is also a “study in identity, com-
munity, and connection” that highlights Puerto Ri-
co’s struggles. As Lupe’s cousin Javier says, “When 
the U.S. gets a cold, Puerto Rico gets pneumonia.”

In All Eyes on Us, a West Virginia town and its 
socio-economic divisions are the backdrop for the 
lives of two white girls, clos-
eted, working-class Rosa-
lie, who is from a Christian 
fundamentalist family, and 
wealthy Amelia, who is dat-
ing a popular athlete, a boy 
from an influential family. 
When both girls are targeted 
by a threatening anonymous 
stalker, they overcome their 
differences in order to work 
together. The reviewer prais-
es “Frick’s narrative [which] 
challenges all sorts of social and class conventions, 
encouraging teens to examine critical assumptions 
about haves and have-nots.”

In both these cases, social commentary enriches 
the story rather than distracting from its intensity 
or the suspense of the plot. As McDermid said in 
her lecture, when we talk about crime fiction, we’re 
not talking just about murder, but rather “we’re talk-
ing about the things that matter to us as human be-
ings: We’re talking about class, about politics, about 
gender, about place, about the human psyche, about 
race, about justice, about love, about sex, about eco-
nomics, about history, about inequalities of all sorts. 
And what this genre does at its best is illuminate us 
to ourselves.” (The lecture is on SoundCloud, and 
I urge all fans of the genre to listen to it in full.) 
Where better to question injustice than in books 
that are inherently and fundamentally about setting 
the world to rights? —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

thrills with consequence
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GIRAFFE EXTINCTION
Using Science and 
Technology To Save the 
Gentle Giants
Anderson, Tanya
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (128 pp.) 
$37.32  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-3238-0  

Giraffes have been known to humans 
for millennia, and this book introduces 
this beloved species and the threats it 

faces. 
Ancient petroglyphs of giraffes exist in Namibia, and 

giraffes’ striking features have been familiar in illustrations 
from ancient times to the present day. The scientific com-
munity widely assumed that they were abundant. However, a 
report by the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
alerted scientists to a 40% decline in the number of giraffes in 
the wild between 1985 and 2015. The author describes the study 
of giraffes, beginning with field studies by pioneering Cana-
dian biologist Anne Innis Dagg in the 1950s, and the gradual 
growth in understanding of giraffe subspecies, characteristics, 
and behavior that led to the discovery of their “silent extinction” 
and the movement to conserve and protect the species. The 
author systematically analyzes the reasons behind their declin-
ing population, which include animal predators, poaching, habi-
tat loss, war, climate change, and trophy hunting. The book is 
engagingly designed, with color photographs, informative side-
bars, detailed features such as those about giraffe taxonomy and 
the Masai Mara National Reserve in Kenya, and information 
about conservation and rescue organizations.

A fascinating and comprehensive analysis of the tragic 
decline of giraffes and the heroic efforts to reverse this 
trend. (giraffe guide, glossary, source notes, selected bibli-
ography, further information, index, photo credits) (Nonfic-
tion. 12-16)

LIFE IS SHORT AND THEN 
YOU DIE
Mystery Writers of America 
Presents First Encounters 
With Murder
Ed. by Armstrong, Kelley
Imprint (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-250-19640-8  

A collection of 18 tales of murder 
witnessed, committed, and experienced, 

from an array of YA and adult authors.
A luminary-studded author list notwithstanding, this col-

lection doesn’t shoot high; the mostly implicitly white and 
heteronormative characters, in largely contemporary settings, 
combine with the murder theme to give this an air of same-same 
despite the variety of narrative styles and the many forms of 

murder. Standouts from adult authors include the heartwarm-
ing “A Different Hero’s Day” by Anthony Franze (The Out sider, 
2017, etc.) and Barry Lancet (The Spy Across the Table, 2017, etc.), 
in which ADHD is the critical characteristic that allows the 
protagonist to save the day when another teen is targeted. “The 
Company I Keep” by Jeffrey Somers (contributor: No Bars and a 
Dead Battery, 2018, etc.) excels in its descriptive writing and the 
slow reveal of psychological damage. The YA contributions fea-
ture a wider range, including both of the historical settings and 
the only ghost story. Y.S. Lee’s (Twelve Sisters’, 2018, etc.) prison 
murder tale “In Plain Sight,” complete with historical note, is 
particularly noteworthy, tackling as it does female agency, while 
Jasper Dent fans will enjoy Barry Lyga’s (co-author: The Hive, 
2019, etc.) I Hunt Killers’ (2012) prequel “Six Ways to Kill Your 
Grandmother.” Suited more to casual browsing than cover-to-
cover reading, this anthology may entice teens to expand their 
mystery reading.

Diverting enough. (introduction, author bios) (Mystery. 
13-18)

QUEER, 2ND EDITION
The Ultimate LGBTQ Guide 
for Teens
Belge, Kathy & Bieschke, Marke
Illus. by Robinson, Christian
Zest Books (208 pp.) 
$37.32  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-7858-6  

Two older gays try to appeal to kids 
these days.

Beginning with “Am I Queer?” and 
ending with sex, Belge (co-author: Lipstick’s and Dipstick’s Essen-
tial Guide to Lesbian Relationships, 2007) and Bieschke (contribu-
tor: Dear Teen Me, 2012) broadly cover important issues in the 
lives of LGBTQ people, with sidebars about their own personal 
stories as well as a series of “On the Queer Frontier,” covering 
historical figures like Sappho and Harvey Milk. Some infor-
mation is specifically relevant to young people, such as First 
Amendment rights in schools, but much of it is easily applicable 
to people coming out at any point in their lives. In fact, at times 
this book feels more appropriate for a less savvy, pre-internet 
generation of young queers, especially in the ways it treats asex-
uality and nonbinary identities as asides, the use of language 
that reinforces a gender binary, and an oversimplified treatment 
of bisexuality. The final chapter on sex is particularly conserva-
tive, making queer sex sound extremely boring and with some 
fairly judgmental language about STIs to boot. Similarly, the 
chapter on relationships argues that queer relationships are as 
varied as those of straight people but doesn’t go into any of the 
interesting relationship structures present in, or pioneered by, 
queer communities. There are some necessary updates in this 
text that distinguish it from the variety of gay guidebooks pub-
lished from the ’90s onward, but it’s still quite basic.

Tepid but useful. (resources, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)
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THE AUTHOR CONCLUDES HER EVIL LIBRARIAN TRILOGY AS HER HIGH 
SCHOOLERS CONFRONT THE DEMONS
By Alex Heimbach

From Buffy the Vampire Slayer to Carrie, pop cul-
ture has gotten a lot of mileage out of the idea that 
high school is the stuff of nightmares. But what if 
high school wasn’t so bad, except for the part where 
you literally had to go to hell?

That is, more or less, the premise of Curse of the 
Evil Librarian, Michelle Knudsen’s conclusion to her 
Evil Librarian trilogy. After demons tried to invade 
their school and their summer camp, Cyn and Ryan 
have to visit the demon world to face the once-again 
resurrected Mr. Gabriel on his home turf. 

That doesn’t mean the story is all horror, all the 
time, though. “The only way I could write some-

thing scary, I think, is to know that I’m going to 
be balancing out the horror with humor,” Knudsen 
says. Cyn’s signature voice is fully intact, as she wry-
ly comments on everything from the demons’ many 
appendages to the musical Cats.

The horror mostly comes from the demons and 
their diabolical plans, leaving the high school drama 
refreshingly low stakes. “There is so much YA fic-
tion where high school is this battleground, and that 
wasn’t my experience,” Knudsen says. “I loved high 
school, my friends from high school are still my best 
friends, and it was not like every day was a unicorn 
party, but it was generally a good time.” Cyn has 
enough to worry about without bullying mean girls 
or threats of expulsion.  

As absurd as the series often is (a major plot point 
in the first book revolves around how much demons 
love the musical Sweeney Todd), the villains are genu-
inely frightening—especially the titular evil librar-
ian, Mr. Gabriel. “Underneath all of the campy stuff, 
I did want him to actually be like a real threat and 
really bad,” Knudsen explains. He not only curses 
Ryan and brainwashes their friend Annie, but also 
murders a whole bunch of people.

Mr. Gabriel is a classic abuser, manipulating his 
friends, family, and even enemies into helping him 
while convincing them it’s for their own good. (It 
isn’t.) Figuring out how to navigate these types of 
relationships is a vital part of growing up. “Even if 
it’s not an abusive relationship,” Knudsen says, “it 
can be hard to figure out where your boundaries are 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Michelle Knudsen
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and to figure out what you’re comfortable with and 
what kind of behavior is OK and not OK.” 

With most of the characters romantically paired 
up, they all have to struggle with the question of 
how to be good partners. Cyn, in particular, con-
tinues to struggle with her tendency to hide things 
from her loved ones, ostensibly for their own good. 
What she has to realize, Knudsen says, it that “even 
if she is convinced that she always knows the right 
thing, it’s not up to her to make decisions for every-
body.” Each of the characters has their own role to 
play in bringing down Mr. Gabriel once and for all.

Although the book’s ending is somewhat open-
ended, Knudsen insists it’s just because that’s how 
real life is. She has no plans to revisit these charac-
ters. “It’s hard to get to know characters that well and 
sort of spend all this time and get so invested in their 
stories and what’s happening and then just let them 
go and feel like they’re sort of on their own from this 
point on,” she says. “It’s a weird, weird feeling.”

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California. 
Curse of the Evil Librarian was reviewed in the June 
15, 2019, issue.

RESPECT
Everything a Guy Needs to 
Know About Sex, Love, 
and Consent
Chavez Perez, Inti
Trans. by Tudball, Stuart 
Penguin (224 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-14-313425-1  

An advice book about sexual topics 
for teenage boys.

Swedish sex educator and government expert Chavez 
Perez provides honest and friendly advice. Presented in 
10 chapters—“You,” “Girls,” “Love,” “Respect,” “Sex—the 
Basics,” “Straight or Gay?” “Sex with Girls,” “Sex with Guys,” 

“More Sex,” and “Feeling Good”—this is a thorough guide in a 
slim package. The subchapter headings provide glimpses into 
the information provided, e.g., “Is my dick normal?” “Girls 
masturbate,” and “Ways to make sex safer.” A comprehensive 
resource, the book goes far beyond the basics, discussing com-
munication and consent, boundaries, and gender roles in an 
understanding first-person voice. It offers a cogent analysis, 
woven throughout the book, of gender-based power imbal-
ances. Although barely addressing transgender people, the 
book does an outstanding job of addressing sexual orientation. 
Overall, the work normalizes and celebrates sexuality and 
even provides “how-to” information about kissing, making 
out, masturbating, giving oral sex, and having vaginal or anal 
intercourse. The citations and information provided about 
U.S. law are brief and there is no bibliography, making it bet-
ter suited for personal reading than report writing. There are 
no illustrations, however, the intended audience will likely not 
care. This is a book destined to be passed around.

Reassuring, factual, and straightforward sexual educa-
tion resource written for adolescent boys but appropriate 
for all genders and ages. (resources) (Nonfiction. 13-adult)

HIGHRISE
The Towers in the World and 
the World in the Towers
Cizek, Katerina
Firefly (80 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-2281-0215-1  

Leading readers on a journey through 10 
contemporary cities—Ramallah, Amster-

dam, Toronto, Mumbai, Johannesburg, Tainan, Chicago, Prague, 
Guangzhou, and São Paulo—this book lays bare the rich, complex 
history behind the familiar fixture of urban and suburban high-rises. 

The first section, “A Short History of the Highrise,” traces 
high-rise communities back to the ancient world, from fourth-
century Rome onward, including the five-story Montezuma 
Castle built by the Sinagua in Arizona in the 1100s and the tulou 
fortresses in Fujian, China. In a modern context, high-rises are 
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described in their incarnations as crowded 19th-century dwell-
ings for the urban poor and luxury towers for the rich and 
then, in the 20th-century, as ambitious public housing for the 
working and middle classes. The second part of the book, “The 
World in the Towers,” offers windows into how different societ-
ies have interpreted and utilized high-rises across time through 
profiles of individual residents—for example, a closeted lesbian 
in China, an African American woman from the Cabrini-Green 
towers in Chicago, and a fair housing activist in São Paulo. Color 
photographs enhance the narrative along with informative side-
bars. Weaving together social and political history, information 
is framed in a lively manner that will help readers understand 
the social and environmental contexts of communities living in 
high-rises around the world.

A fascinating introduction to the social world of verti-
cal human settlements. (resources, glossary, index) (Nonfic-
tion. 12-16)

SUGGESTED READING 
Connis, Dave 
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-0-06-268525-4  

A high school senior takes censor-
ship to task in this engrossing literary 
love letter.

Clara Evans doesn’t just love books. 
They are the language of her life. When 

she finds out that Lupton Academy—the prestigious Chatta-
nooga private school she attends—has been secretly banning 
books for years, she realizes that she has a duty to fight back. 
With the help of the school librarian; her best friend, LiQui 
Carson; and unexpected allies, she forms an underground book 
club designed to send the message that literature belongs to 
everyone. In this compulsively readable novel, Connis (The 
Temptation of Adam, 2017, etc.) demonstrates deep reverence 
for literature’s ability to create community and challenge our 
beliefs. Only a true believer could craft a work of such rel-
evance and heart, and every facet of this novel, from chapter 
headings designed as censored books to finely etched charac-
ters and witty teen-speak dialogue, proves this author’s worth 
as a champion of literature. Clara’s relationships with major and 
minor characters feel as authentic as the novel’s Tennessee set-
ting, which provides a backdrop for exploring class inequality 
within the private school world. As Clara—a working-class stu-
dent competing for a college scholarship—sets out to change 
her school, she finds herself confronting her own prejudices. 
An absence of clear physical descriptions makes race difficult 
to determine.

A timely read that will ultimately prove timeless. (Fic-
tion. 13-18)

FAKE
Cooner, Donna
Point/Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-23949-2  

Online you can be anyone. 
For Maisie Fernandez, a chance to be 

someone else quickly gets out of hand. 
Maisie is an artistic sophomore in Fort 
Collins, Colorado. At school she feels 
invisible, trying to blend in and avoid 

taking up space because of her weight. When she is assigned 
to be lab partners with her former bully, she snaps and takes 
revenge by catfishing her nemesis. Two major problems immedi-
ately present themselves. To create her alter ego, Sienna, Maisie 
uses images of a girl she discovers through the social media pro-
file of a family friend, a girl whose family is considering relo-
cating to Fort Collins. The resulting close scrapes between the 
real and online worlds drive the tension. Through her decep-
tive online conversations with her popular classmates, Maisie 
also discovers depths she had not imagined them capable of in 
her previous two-dimensional conceptions of them. At its core, 
the book grapples effectively with what it means to be real and 
how online interactions can both illuminate and obfuscate the 
humanity in others. Maisie learns a hard lesson about authen-
ticity and objectification but emerges to find compassion from 
unexpected friends, vowing to pass it on to others and herself. 
Maisie is half Filipina and half white, and her classmates appear 
to be a fairly diverse lot.

An intriguing modern morality tale with allusions to 
Pinocchio and The Velveteen Rabbit in what it means to be real. 
(Fiction. 12-18)

A CRASH OF FATE
Córdova, Zoraida 
Disney Lucasfilm (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-368-04853-8 
Series: Star Wars 

Long-lost friends find themselves 
swept up in old feelings and thrust into 
the midst of a dangerous pirate operation.

Abandoned by both her boyfriend 
and smuggling crew, black-haired, golden-

skinned Izal Garsea accepts a new job delivering a mysterious 
parcel to Batuu, a planet on the Outer Rim and her childhood 
home. After quitting his job, Julen Rakab (who has golden-brown 
skin and brown, curly hair) hopes to see more of the galaxy 
than the Outpost and grain farms, but something has always 
held him back. Thirteen years have passed since Izzy and Jules 
dreamed of exploring the stars together, but when fate (or the 
Force) entangles them in trouble with Izzy’s parcel delivery and 
the ruthless captain of Izzy’s former crew, desire for reconnec-
tion draws them to help one another. Tension between the First 

Every facet of this novel proves this author’s 
worth as a champion of literature.

suggested reading
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Order and the Resistance looms in the background of their 
story. The chapters alternate between Izzy’s and Jules’ perspec-
tives, and themes of home and family play important roles in 
the internal growth of both protagonists. Feelings of uncer-
tainty and romance that develop between Izzy and Jules add a 
satisfying layer of will-they, won’t-they suspense to the rapidly 
unfolding conflict. While the story can stand alone, the epi-
logue hints at more to come.

A fast-paced and alluring adventure in a far-flung cor-
ner of the galaxy. (Science fiction. 12-18)

CREEP
Corrigan, Eireann
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-338-09508-1  

Mysterious letters torment the new 
inhabitants of a house.

The gorgeous, stately Langsom house 
is among the finest residences of Glen-
non Heights. After the Langsoms move 
out—mysteriously—the Donahues move 

in from out of state. Olivia Danvers becomes fast friends with the 
new family’s youngest daughter, Janie, and gets drawn into the 
Donahue family dramas. These dramas include something unspo-
ken about Janie’s brother, Ben (whom Olivia rapidly develops a 
crush on), that prompted the move, and Mr. and Mrs. Dona-
hue’s volatile relationship. By far, the most interesting oddity at 
the Donahue house are creepy letters from the self-proclaimed 
Sentry, warning the family of secrets inside the house and the 
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 “Charming and poignant.”
—starred, School Library Journal

“An engrossing escapade with a 
heart-stealing queer romance.”

—Kirkus Reviews

Ages 13-18
PB: $10.99
Ages 13-18
PB: $10.99

A Robber. 
A Runaway.
A Rollicking 
Western 
Romance.
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A GAY TEEN FINDS HIMSELF ENTANGLED WITH TERRORISTS—AND THE 
FBI—IN SWIPE RIGHT FOR MURDER
By James Feder

An earlier career as an actor and screenwriter 
helped shape Derek Milman’s debut novel, Scream 

All Night, a fast-paced and darkly comedic coming-
of-age story that takes place on the set of a horror 
film. Those same cinematic sensibilities are on de-
lightful display in Swipe Right for Murder, but this 
time they drive a story chilling for its relatability—
what young person today couldn’t imagine them-
selves in a dating app situation gone terribly, terrify-
ingly wrong?

While in New York City for an internship inter-
view, 17-year-old Aidan finds himself unexpected-
ly thrust into what Milman quite accurately refers 
to as “the worst-case scenario” for modern users of 
dating apps. What he thought was a random, late-
night hookup with an older guy turns out to be part 
of an elaborate FBI sting operation directed against 

a highly sophisticated terror cell. For the two war-
ring parties, however, Aidan’s entrance is far from 
random; they were waiting for him. They think he’s 
someone else. As his nightmarish saga unfolds be-
tween bullets and bombs, Aidan learns that there 
are much larger issues at play, and he comes to ques-
tion which side he’s really on. 

Milman began working on his second novel at a 
time he refers to as “before the world we live in.” “I 
told my agent I had this idea to write a gay North 
by Northwest, a gay case of mistaken identity,” he 
explains. “The main character was flawed, sexually 
active and unapologetically queer—and the villains 
were too. And she was just like, ‘Write it! Write it 
right now.’ ” 

But at that time, the stakes were lower. “There 
were hints of what was happening,” he says, cit-
ing then-Gov. Mike Pence’s discriminatory reli-
gious freedom law in Indiana, Kim Davis’ refusal 
to grant marriage licenses in Kentucky, the Colora-
do baker who refused to bake a gay wedding cake. 
As things began to get more serious for the LGBT 
community, so too did Milman’s story. “It starts 
small, with a cake. That’s how they start eroding our 
civil rights.” He then recalls a conversation he had 
centered around those worrying early signs back in 
2015, which would prove particularly formative in 
the development of his novel. “A friend of mine said, 
‘You’re not going to like this, but I think we need to 
start blowing things up.’ ” 

As Milman is very quick to make clear, he doesn’t 
support such tactics. “I’m never going to say I’m 
for extremism…but I do think complacency is ex-
tremely dangerous.” What if, he wondered, soci-
ety stopped viewing the LGBT community as vic-
tims and instead saw them as a powerful force? As 
a threat? That’s the mentality that drives the Swans, 

Photo courtesy Jordan M
atter

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Derek Milman
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gruesome fate that awaits them if they stay. While the teens 
investigate possible suspects and uncover the history of the 
house (including hidden passages and a secret room with peep-
holes), Mr. Donahue jumps on the knowledge that the Lang-
soms also received some letters as a nondisclosure that justifies 
a lawsuit against multiple parties, including the real estate agent 
and the Langsoms—a move that doesn’t make his new-to-town 
kids popular. After a very slow-burning plot, when the pieces 
come together they come hard and fast, overly explaining the 
mystery and leading to an abrupt climax. All characters seem to 
default to white.

Despite interpersonal storylines stuck in ruts and an 
underwhelming ending, the creepy house moments land 
well. (Horror/thriller. 12-adult)

THE RIFT
Craw, Rachael
Candlewick (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-5362-1128-3  

Black Water Island is a place of sav-
age beauty and immense power. It is 
home to the Rift.

Nine years ago, a Rift Hound attack 
left Meg Archer and Cal West scarred 
emotionally and physically. It also 

endowed Cal with chilling preternatural abilities and gave Meg 
an overwhelming sense of guilt that still haunts her. Now almost 
18, Meg is returning to the island, hoping to claim her place as 
a ranger, one of the island’s guardians. Orphaned 17-year-old 
Cal was raised by the ruthless head ranger—Meg’s estranged 
father. The Rift—vaguely defined as a “dimensional peculiar-
ity”—is about to open, allowing the deadly Hounds to enter 
the world. The teens must face these otherworldly threats, as 
well as dangers closer to home, and their growing attraction to 
each other. Meg and Cal share the third-person present narra-
tion, and the universal adolescent struggle to fit in dominates 
their thoughts. Cal, the son of a fisherman, has always felt like 
an outsider, and Meg is desperate to take her place as ranger. 
Humor punctuates the overall serious tone. Fantasy and reality 
are deftly interwoven, making suspension of disbelief possible. 
The action unfolds swiftly; events of the past are revealed at a 
subtle pace. Assume whiteness throughout with the exception 
of two peripheral characters of color.

A delicious blend of survival, fantasy, and romance. 
(Fantasy. 12-18)

the militant gay terror cell targeting bigots across 
the United States. “The Swans represent every-
thing that would not be complacent,” he explains, 

“taken to the extreme.” And for Aidan, there is 
something seductive, albeit conflicting, about that.

Just as Milman could not have known when he 
began writing that Swipe Right for Murder would 
be released at a time when the government was ac-
tively pursuing a discriminatory agenda against the 
LGBT community, neither did he anticipate the 
book’s publication’s coinciding with the 50th an-
niversary of the Stonewall riots despite the central 
roll Stonewall plays in shaping the ideology of the 
Swans. On June 28, 1969, patrons at the Stonewall 
Inn in New York City pushed back against regular 
harassment by police. Rioting followed and, ulti-
mately, the modern movement for LGBT rights. 
June Pride celebrations are an enduring reminder 
of the violent origins of the fight for equality. 

“Gay culture in general was much more of a 
force then,” Milman reflects. “Gay men and trans 
people and lesbians came together, and they riot-
ed. They fought for gay rights. They got in peo-
ple’s faces. We don’t do that anymore. I hope that 
young people who read this book will come to un-
derstand that there is a gay culture, there is a his-
tory. A lot of the stuff in this book is born out of 
reality,” Milman says. “I hope reading this inspires 
them to learn more.”

Swipe Right for Murder was reviewed in the June 1, 
2019, issue.
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GUN VIOLENCE
Fighting for Our Lives and 
Our Rights
Doeden, Matt
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (112 pp.) 
$37.32 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019  
978-1-5415-5554-9

This compact introduction con-
fronts head-on the highly controversial 
issue of gun ownership in the United 
States.

Examining how gun ownership became a way of life in the 
Colonies, which in turn paved the way for the Second Amend-
ment, this volume presents both the historical context for and 
contemporary concerns surrounding gun ownership. As gun 
technology became more compact and sophisticated, and auto-
matic weapons became standard issue for organized crime, it 
became clear that some control was needed. However, legisla-
tive attempts in the 1930s and ’60s failed to stop gun violence. 
Subsequent years saw the rise of powerful gun lobbies such as 
the National Rifle Association and legislation that further pro-
tected the rights of individuals to use firearms for self-defense. 
Single-page features describe specific mass shootings as well as 
the murder of Trayvon Martin. The author reviews statistics to 
analyze the impact of gun legislation on civilian safety, among 
other subjects. One tremendous oversight in a guide focusing 
heavily on current events is the lack of mention of public out-
cry around police shootings of black and Indigenous people 
or the Black Lives Matter movement. Stock photographs pre-
dominantly portray white mourners and victims of gun violence, 
while a photo illustrating gun sales without background checks 
features a black customer, possibly sending an unintended mes-
sage to readers

A detailed analysis of America’s gun culture that unfor-
tunately omits important context around racial bias. (time-
line, glossary, source notes, selected bibliography, further 
information, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

I KNOW YOU REMEMBER
Donaldson, Jennifer
Razorbill/Penguin (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-59514-854-4  

Ruthie will stop at nothing to find 
her missing best friend.

After her mother dies, Ruthie Hayden 
returns to her hometown of Anchorage, 
Alaska. Though she isn’t keen on living 
with her now-sober father, she’s ecstatic 

to be reunited with her best friend, Zahra Gaines. Traces of their 
friendship still linger in scrawled script on playground equip-
ment, but Zahra is gone. At first, it’s assumed she ran off with 
her boyfriend, Ben Peavy, but when he returns from a camp-
ing trip alone, Zahra is declared missing. Ruthie immediately 

becomes obsessed with finding her. She ingratiates herself with 
Zahra’s friends, investigates places she frequented, and even 
follows Ben. It quickly becomes clear that Zahra hid things 
from everyone around her and struggled with secret trauma. 
The more Ruthie learns, the less she feels like she really knew 
Zahra—but maybe, she thinks, she’s the only one who does. 
Ruthie hurtles toward the truth, propelled by a need to find 
out where Zahra is now and what dark forces drew her there 
yet not ready for what she might find. Ruthie’s desperate quest 
to find her friend thrums at a fever pitch. The reveal of Zahra’s 
fate unfolds in an eerie crescendo that’s both well earned and 
unnerving. Zahra is biracial (black/white), and Ben is Koyu-
kon Athabaskan. The author includes thoughtful commentary 
about the ways that Zahra’s and Ben’s races affect their treat-
ments as victim and suspect.

Gripping and unsettling. (Mystery 14-18)

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

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

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

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

Witty, surprising.
the last true poets of the sea
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A PIRATE’S LIFE FOR SHE
Swashbuckling Women 
Through the Ages
Duncombe, Laura Sook
Chicago Review Press (240 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-64160-055-2  

A survey of seldom-heard accounts of 
female pirates.

Organized loosely by motivation for 
becoming a pirate, each chapter cov-

ers a woman buccaneer from ancient times to the late 19th 
century. Some individuals were rulers who took up piratical 
navy practices, others began as thieves or sex workers. Read-
ers learn mostly about white women who sailed all over the 
world, but the profiles include Muslim ruler Sayyida al-Hurra 
from Granada and Cheng I Sao from China, the most successful 
pirate (of any gender) of all time. Readers may question whether 
a single act of piracy makes a couple of the women worthy of 
the title of “pirate,” but the accounts universally make for good 
stories. Sidebars provide pertinent historical context, such as 
background on the status of women in medieval Europe and 
the history of Viking longships. Duncombe (Pirate Women, 2017, 
etc.) is invested in her topic, stressing how these historical 
figures who rebelled against the status quo can help modern 
women feel empowered. She also acknowledges the difficulty 
of establishing firm historical facts in many cases and often 
includes contradictory reports, encouraging readers to be open 
to different interpretations. Illustrations and maps would have 
greatly enhanced the text. Each chapter ends with further read-
ing, although many of the works cited are too complex for this 
book’s intended audience. 

A thought-provoking treatise on charting one’s destiny 
without societal constrictions. (notes, selected bibliogra-
phy) (Nonfiction. 12-16)

10 BLIND DATES
Elston, Ashley
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-368-02749-6  

Is an exuberant extended family the 
cure for a breakup? Sophie is about to 
find out.

When Sophie unexpectedly breaks 
up with her boyfriend, she isn’t thrilled 
about spending the holidays at her grand-

parents’ house instead of with him. And when her grandmother 
forms a plan to distract Sophie from her broken heart—10 blind 
dates, each set up by different family members—she’s even less 
thrilled. Everyone gets involved with the matchmaking, even 
forming a betting pool on the success of each date. But will 
Sophie really find someone to fill the space left by her ex? Will 
her ex get wind of Sophie’s dating spree via social media and 

want them to get back together? Is that what she even wants 
anymore? This is a fun story of finding love, getting to know 
yourself, and getting to know your family. The pace is quick and 
light, though the characters are fairly shallow and occasionally 
feel interchangeable, especially with so many names involved. 
A Christmas tale, the plot is a fast-paced series of dinners, par-
ties, and games, relayed in both narrative form and via texts, 
though the humor occasionally feels stiff and overwrought. The 
ending is satisfying, though largely unsurprising. Most charac-
ters default to white as members of Sophie’s Italian American 
extended family, although one of her cousins has a Filipina 
mother. One uncle is gay.

An enjoyable, if predictable, romantic holiday story. 
(Fiction. 13-16)

THE TENTH GIRL
Faring, Sara
Imprint (464 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-250-30450-6  

Following the death of her mother 
at the hands of the military government, 
an 18-year-old Argentinian girl escapes 
to desolate Patagonia, finding refuge in 
a finishing school besieged by hostile 
spirits.

The year is 1978. Mavi ends up teaching at the infamous Vac-
caro School, led by the enigmatic Carmela De Vaccaro. Marred 
by a curse that wiped out its inhabitants 60 years before, and 
surrounded by an icy hellscape, the school sits atop land seized 
from the fictional Zapuche people. As she grows closer to her 
nine students (the 10th girl is missing), Mavi, whose father had 
Zapuche roots, uncovers more about the school’s grisly origins, 
its eccentric occupants, and the ghastly Otros (Others) who 
feed on the inhabitants as they sleep. She soon befriends Car-
mela’s son, Domenico, a cruel, handsome boy who seems to 
change overnight thanks in part to Angel, a benevolent Other 
who’s curious about Mavi—and the mysterious 10th girl. The 
story delivers numerous twists and turns, each a deliriously 
unreal blow. Though the narrative drags at times and some qui-
eter moments feel needlessly long, debut author Faring spins a 
deceptively simple haunted tale via the alternating viewpoints 
of Mavi and Angel. Anachronistic hints gesture toward what’s 
really happening at Vaccaro School, culminating in an unan-
ticipated final twist that’s sure to be divisive. While the author 
draws attention to the oppression of Indigenous peoples, the 
treatment of this subject is cursory.

An inspired, cluttered, wholly original tale. (Gothic hor-
ror. 14-19)
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IN WILD SAVAGE STARS, THE YA AUTHOR CONTINUES HER FEMINIST 
RETELLING OF THE MYTH OF TRISTAN AND ISOLDE
By Alex Heimbach

Kristina Perez grew up obsessed with Morgan 
Le Fay. From the time she read Mists of Avalon as a 
13-year-old, she was fascinated by the many legends 
about the sorceress. 

She devoted her academic life to untangling the 
different threads of Morgan’s story, which gave her 
a deep appreciation for just how tangled myth and 
history have become in our understanding of King 
Arthur. As you might imagine, that was easier said 
than done. “The thing about Arthurian literature,” 
Perez says, “is that the kingdom, the Britain that ex-
ists in it, never existed.”

Though ostensibly set in sixth-century Britain, 
most of the Arthurian legends weren’t written down 
until the 12th and 13th centuries, and scholars at the 

time weren’t especially concerned with historical 
accuracy. “The annals that we have tend to not actu-
ally be historical annals as we would think of them,” 
Perez says. “Even though Jeffery of Monmouth says 
it’s a history of the kings of Britain, he made a lot of 
things up.” Over time, the anachronisms and inac-
curacies have become integral parts of our cultural 
imagination.

When Perez set out to tell her own version of 
these legends with Sweet Black Waves (2018) and now 
Wild Savage Stars, she wanted to combine the histor-
ical with the fantastical in a world of her own. In her 
take on the tale of star-crossed lovers Tristan and 
Isolde (called Eseult here), magic mixes with the real 
concerns of history: the rise of a new religion, the 
retreat of a great empire, and the changing role of 
women. “What I really want to get across is just the 
richness of the medieval world,” she says, “and that 
it was much more multilayered and nuanced with 
respect to different races of people and also differ-
ent sexual orientations than people tend to…think.” 
To that end, Tristan is biracial and another character 
is bisexual. 

However, the heart of Perez’s story is Branwen: 
Eseult’s cousin, Tristan’s love, and the inadvertent 
catalyst for the whole tragedy. “She had one job, and 
she doesn’t do it very well, and then…all of the star-
crossed lovers and the warring kingdoms and what-
not, it’s all kind of her fault,” Perez says.

Wild Savage Stars picks up where the first book 
left off: in the immediate aftermath of Tristan and 
Eseult’s having accidentally drunk a love potion 
meant to bond her to her future husband, King 
Marc. The book covers many of the classic incidents 
of the Tristan and Eseult legend, as Branwen des-
perately tries to keep Marc from finding out what’s 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kristina Perez
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happened. “If you set out to retell something spe-
cific, like Tristan and Eseult, what’s so fun about it 
is being able to bring what it is that you want to it,” 
Perez says. For her, that meant bringing a modern 
feminist sensibility to the story and giving the fe-
male characters greater agency over their own fates.

In particular, Perez wanted to reckon with the 
full horror of Eseult’s being married off to a com-
plete stranger at only 17. In fiction, “a lot of the 
time it’s just sort of accepted that, well this is in 
the olden days, so if you got married off, that was 
just the way it was going to go. They don’t really ex-
plore the physical consequences of what is ostensi-
bly conjugal rape, right?” The logic of “well, that’s 
just how it was” elides a very real trauma that Bran-
wen and Eseult both have to grapple with.

Nonetheless, the story of Tristan and Eseult 
stands out for its remarkably feminist perspective. 

“Just the act of making this love potion really is quite 
remarkable and kind of radical,” Perez observes, 

“saying, women’s happiness is important, and so if 
the only way we can achieve that is through magical 
means, then that’s what we’re going to do.” 

Wild Savage Stars was reviewed in the June 15, 2019, 
issue.

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

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

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

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

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

THE SPEED OF 
FALLING OBJECTS
Fischer, Nancy Richardson
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-335-92824-5  

A timid girl with one eye must survive 
in the Amazon rainforest.

Ever since losing her left eye at age 7, 
almost 17-year-old Danger Danielle War-
ren hasn’t fit her first name. Preferring 

“Danny” but nicknamed “Pigeon” by her classmates for her lack 
of depth perception, she’s collected a plethora of fears, includ-
ing heights, snakes, blindness, and being a burden or embarrass-
ment—especially to her fearless, estranged father, Cougar, who 
hosts a survivalist reality show. When he invites her to an epi-
sode set in the Peruvian rainforest featuring hot teen actor Gus 
Price as a guest star, Danny vows to regain Cougar’s respect. But 
when their plane crashes, Danny’s life depends on conquering 
her fears. Vivid descriptions of the rainforest’s lush, unforgiving 
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landscape, teeming with oppressive heat, poisonous creatures, 
and edible grubs, plunge readers into the brutally realistic 
action. But as Cougar and his crew keep the camera rolling, the 
exploration of human nature becomes paramount, and Danny 
learns a harsh truth about her father. Through Danny’s reflec-
tive narration, the group’s expository confessions, and Gus and 
Danny’s lightly described romance, Fischer (When Elephants 
Fly, 2018, etc.) perceptively examines such issues as divorce, 
narcissism, parental expectations, and forgiveness. Characters’ 
interactions largely ring true, as does Danny’s hard-won meta-
morphosis from self-conscious to self-confident. Danny, Cou-
gar, and Gus are white; one crew member is Japanese American, 
and another is cued as black.

Part adventure, part coming-of-age novel, and alto-
gether a page-turner. (Fiction. 13-18)

RUN, HIDE, FIGHT BACK
Henry, April
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-62779-589-0  

A shooting breaks out inside a Port-
land, Oregon, mall, leaving many people 
dead and the remaining survivors as hos-
tages of a right-wing American terrorist 
group with an anti-government agenda.

Six teens successfully hide inside 
empty shops while the deadly situation unfolds, but soon they 
must decide whether to remain hidden, run, or fight back. The 
better-developed characters, who are all white, are wrestler 
Parker Gray, troubled drug addict Miranda Nash, cancer patient 
Grace Busby (who sees her mother die in front of her eyes), and 
ultraconservative conspiracy theorist Cole Bond. Meanwhile, 
two nonwhite characters—undocumented Mexican immigrant 
Javier Ramirez and the Somali American hijabi Amina Abdi—
remain superficial stereotypes. Told in real time as it happens, 
the novel starts with alternating viewpoint chapters from all the 
teenagers, yet, bafflingly, two, Parker and Miranda, take over 
early on while the other four narrators’ perspectives disappear. 
Ending with one of its heroes troublingly wondering whether 
the terrorists may have made some valid points in terms of 
their beliefs, if not their methods, this fast-paced yet lackluster 
thriller fails to impress. The addition of a couple of twists to 
the story may lead readers to question whether mass shootings 
should ever be presented as entertainment.

Readers seeking thrillers that contain thoughtful 
social commentary should look elsewhere. (Thriller. 15-18)

BENEATH THE SURFACE
A Teen’s Guide to Reaching 
Out When You or Your Friend 
Is in Crisis
Hugstad, Kristi
New World Library (224 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-60868-635-3  

An overview of mental health prob-
lems and solutions for teens.

Health educator and author Hugstad 
(What I Wish I’d Known, 2017, etc.) combines narratives with 
practical advice in this concise introduction to common mental 
and emotional health issues. The book begins with a discussion 
of brain development, and each subsequent chapter addresses 
a specific concern. Without getting bogged down in clini-
cal descriptions, Hugstad covers depression, eating disorders, 
bullying, self-harm, PTSD, peer pressure and stress, anxiety, 
substance abuse, technology addiction, and suicide. Strengths 
include the comprehensive look at addiction and substance 
abuse, a keen attention to suicidal risk factors, and practical 
insights on healthy choices and finding help. Additionally, most 
chapters include a compelling youth perspective highlighting 
challenges and growth through a personal story. Unfortunately, 
Hugstad misses opportunities to consider the impacts of rac-
ism, sexism, heterosexism, and other factors that have been 
linked to mental health risk factors, particularly in the case of 
LGBTQ+ teens of color. The inclusion of someone diagnosed 
with gender dysphoria may date the material. Many chapters 
rightly suggest seeking medical support, and more information 
overtly addressing socio-economic stressors related to health 
care access may have been beneficial. Nevertheless, this book 
provides a useful synopsis, and the inviting tone befits the 
intended audience.

A useful mental health primer for young people 
that unfortunately contains significant gaps. (endnotes, 
resources, discussion questions, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

CITIZEN SCIENCE
How Anyone Can Contribute 
to Scientific Discovery
Hulick, Kathryn
ReferencePoint Press (80 pp.) 
$30.95 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019  
978-1-68282-735-2

A slim primer outlining the many 
ways amateurs contribute to scientific 
research and discovery.

Focused on the diversity of citizen science initiatives and 
participants, this succinct, jargon-free volume reads like a fea-
ture story. The author likens the practice to democratic govern-
ment in that ordinary people take part in activities that shape 
society. The book opens with a glimpse at the birth of scientific 
inquiry, emphasizing the importance of formal education but 
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spotlighting people either excluded or absent from the acad-
emy. The second chapter advocates vast data collection and the 
wisdom of crowds, citing the role of citizens in untangling mys-
teries like monarch butterfly migration and weather patterns. 
Chapter three delves into the human knack for pattern rec-
ognition and problem-solving: Whether tagging, transcribing, 
and interpreting data or engaging in gamified tasks, amateurs 
are indispensable in organizing digital information and train-
ing artificial intelligence software. The final chapter explores 
grassroots enterprises such as activism around inequality in 
exposure to environmental toxins. Prominent criticisms of citi-
zen science—including attacks on expertise in public discourse, 
the intersections of business and academia, and the ethics of 
uncompensated labor—are conspicuously absent. Clean design 
intersperses text with color images and sidebars; appendices 
point inspired readers to information to spur immediate action.

Concise and accessible, although one-sided, the book is 
a decent acquisition in a mostly empty field. (source notes, 
projects and organizations, additional reading, index, 
photo credits) (Nonfiction. 12-16)

WHEN YOU ASK ME WHERE 
I’M GOING
Kaur, Jasmin
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-291261-9  

Poetry and prose that explore the 
Punjabi experience.

Shifting between poetry, prose, and 
illustrated poems, this book both cel-

ebrates and interrogates the lives of Punjabi families in India 
and Canada, beginning and ending with poems that focus on 
the female experience. Subjects include the pressure to be a 
good Punjabi daughter-in-law and wife and the impact of col-
orism. While the first third deals with issues of violence, such 
as the systematic rape of women in the Punjab, the last third 
focuses on love, particularly self-love. The middle section, 
which is mostly prose, focuses on Kiran, who flees Chandi-
garh, India, for her aunt and uncle’s home in British Columbia 
because she is pregnant. Although her mother asks her to get 
an abortion, she decides to have the child, a girl she names 
Sahaara. The remainder of the section explores Sahaara’s life 
as a Canadian Punjabi high school student. Kaur’s poetry, par-
ticularly in the first third of the book, delivers moments of 
startling clarity and light, lyrically describing the experience 
of a population rarely visible in Western literature. Unfortu-
nately, though, the prose section in particular is clunky and 
the characters, underdeveloped. Kaur’s ideas and compassion, 
however, burst with a promise that indicates that her future 
work has the potential to add layers to the at times hackneyed 
language and plotlines in this debut.

A boldly experimental text that, unfortunately, tends 
toward the trite. (Poetry. 14-18)

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

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

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

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

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

QAQAVII 
Körner, Miriam
Red Deer Press (246 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 30, 2019
978-0-88995-570-7  

Constantly moving from one town 
to the next with her frightened single 
mother, Emmylou desperately wants real 
friends. 

She is only 15, yet when her mother 
moves them to Churchill, Manitoba, 

to wait tables in a tourist town, she has Emmylou drop out of 
school and work too. Studying on her own, young Emmylou 
begins to take an interest in local history. Her greatest lessons, 
however, come via the Indigenous family who take her under 
their wing. She makes friends with handsome Barnabas, an Inuk 
teenager planning to compete in an ambitious race, and his sled 
dog Qaqavii. She learns the locals’ lifestyle as well as about the 
tragic history of prejudice and dispossession they have faced. 
The book deals powerfully with events experienced by the Inuk, 

Provides a necessary focus on young women 
supporting one another across differences.

rebel girls
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also teaching readers about the clothing, hunting, and culture of 
dog sledding. Perhaps because of her itinerant lifestyle, Emmy-
lou is drawn to Barnabas and his deep connection to the land. 
Unfortunately, their connective displacement is never explic-
itly discussed because Emmylou envisions Barnabas as rooted 
despite his ancestral loss. Rather than representing a failure on 
the part of the author, it feels as if she keeps a respectful distance 
from a culture that is not her own by rendering the world exclu-
sively from the perspective of the white outsider, Emmylou.

A lonely teen heals herself with the help of an Inuk boy 
and his dogs. (map, dog commands, dog names, author 
interview, further reading) (Fiction. 12-16)

LOKI 
Where Mischief Lies
Lee, Mackenzi
Illus. by Hans, Stephanie
Marvel Press (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-368-02226-2  

Lee (The Lady’s Guide to Petticoats and 
Piracy, 2018, etc.) weaves a compelling ori-
gin story for Marvel villain Loki.

Can a young Loki discover the identity of a magical assas-
sin and avoid his own prophesied fate? The pale-skinned, black-
haired Asgardian trickster has always lived in his blond, muscular 
brother Thor’s shadow. After their father, Odin, sees a vision of 
Loki leading an army of the dead against Asgard, he grows suspi-
cious of his second son’s magical abilities. Years later, seeking to 
prove himself (and prove the prophecy wrong), Loki is sent to 
Earth to aid a London-based secret organization investigating 
a series of unusual magical deaths. To Loki, this is akin to being 
banished: Earth has no magic, and he must actually interact 
with humans. Yet before long, Loki’s distaste becomes curiosity, 
especially regarding pale, reddish-brown-haired Theo Bell, who 
walks with a cane. Loki learns that Theo is attracted to boys (but 
possibly not only boys), which in 19th-century London is a crime. 
Although Loki uses he/him/his pronouns, he says he exists as 
both man and woman and that Asgardians don’t care about the 
sex or gender of others’ partners, to which Theo responds wist-
fully. Their romance barely blossoms before Loki must make a 
choice that will shape his life forever.

This deft, nuanced examination of identity, destiny, 
and agency is a surprisingly tender addition to the Marvel 
canon. (Historical fantasy. 13-18)

5 spine-tingling 
ya thrillers

Ann Aguirre Cyn Balog 

Amelinda Bérubé; 
illus. by Danielle 

McNaughton

Paul GriffinSarah Lyu 
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SHADOW FROST
Ma, Coco
Blackstone (400 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-982527-44-0 
Series: Shadow Frost, 1 

In a world where magic exists 
through nine elemental affinities, a head-
strong princess who has the potential to 
wield them all seeks to prove her worth.

Ma’s debut introduces readers to 
17-year-old Asterin Faelenhart, the Prin-

cess of Axaria and one of the few in her world who possess 
multiple affinities. When she learns that a demon has ravaged 
villages near the kingdom’s outskirts, Asterin volunteers to 
find and kill it. She is joined by three trusted companions—her 
Royal Guardian, Orion; the commander of her Elite Royal 
Guard, Eadric; and her best friend, Luna—and two soldiers, 
Rose and Quinlan, whose queen sent them as a gift to Axaria 
from distant Eradore. On their journey, the group discovers 
that a greater force of evil than the demon is at work. With the 
fate of the kingdom at stake, Asterin must confront hidden 
truths and make an impossible decision. Readers will enjoy the 
novel’s exciting action sequences and original mythology, but 
abrupt tone shifts cause the narrative to falter on occasion, and 
the rather overblown writing style is reminiscent of fan fiction. 
Flirtation between characters abounds, slightly undermining 
the gravity of their quest. Loose threads and an unexpected 
reveal in the epilogue set the stage for a sequel. The majority of 
characters are white; two secondary characters share a same-sex 
romance.

A fantasy with an intriguing premise that is ultimately 
more style than substance. (map) (Fantasy. 14-18)

HOUSE OF RAGE 
AND SORROW 
Mandanna, Sangu
Sky Pony Press (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5107-3379-4 
Series: Celestial Trilogy, 2 

Princess Esmae started a war—but 
will she finish it?

Esmae always dreamed of reuniting 
with the family who abandoned her when 

she was a child. She originally wanted to return her brothers to 
their homeland after they were usurped by their Uncle Elvar. 
But when her twin, Alexi, tries to kill her—and instead kills 
her best friend—her trust is shaken. Esmae reluctantly plots 
to maintain the status quo in hopes that Elvar will allow her to 
inherit the throne. But when she learns the truth about the duel 
that was meant to end her life, her sense of self is completely 
shattered. Driven by ambition, jealousy, and a lifetime of pow-
erlessness, Esmae grows increasingly bloodthirsty and power 

hungry, abandoning her former quest for peace and her family’s 
love. The plot is fast-paced and full of surprises, its intricate 
world carefully rendered. Where it really shines, however, is in 
its characters, particularly Esmae, who, throughout the story, is 
forced to confront painful truths. Mandanna (A Spark of White 
Fire, 2018) is an astute observer of human nature and a master of 
suspense, deftly unraveling Esmae’s defenses until her complex 
feelings about her family turn her from peacenik to warmonger 
while simultaneously making her villain of a brother more sym-
pathetic. After substantial intermarrying, race does not exist in 
this fantasy world.

Extraordinarily drawn characters and plot twists will 
keep readers’ hearts racing. (Fantasy. 14-adult)

THE PROM
A Novel Based on the Hit 
Broadway Musical
Mitchell, Saundra & Martin, Bob, &  
Beguelin, Chad & Sklar, Matthew
Viking (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-984837-52-3  

A novelization of the Broadway musi-
cal of the same name.

After dating for more than a year, 
two seniors in a racially homogeneous high school in a small 
town in Indiana face challenges in attending their prom. Emma, 
who came out as gay on her YouTube channel the summer 
before ninth grade, has already endured classmates’ bullying 
and disownment by her parents. Alyssa, who privately identifies 
as lesbian, is deeply afraid of disappointing her mother and so 
the girls have kept their relationship a secret. Alternating first-
person chapters effectively reveal their inner thoughts, creat-
ing well-drawn protagonists who are easy to root for. When 
the school learns that Emma plans to bring a girl to the prom, 
all hell breaks loose. Leading the charge is the PTA president, 
Alyssa’s controlling and conservative mother. At this juncture, 
due to a YouTube post by Emma, an unlikely but delightful twist 
occurs: Two broadly stereotypical Broadway actors (smarting 
from a recent critical failure) show up to save the day, support 
Emma—and gain some publicity. The author teamed up with 
the musical’s composer, lyricist, and playwright to create a 
satisfying story that celebrates the magic of first love in beau-
tiful and apt prose, skewers homophobia with cleverness, and 
provides hope through the redemption of several unpleasant 
characters. The novel is completely accessible without seeing 
the musical that inspired it. Emma is white and Alyssa is brown-
skinned with auburn hair.

An enjoyable, fast-paced, and topical take on prom 
drama. (Fiction. 13-18)
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KING SHAKA
Zulu Legend
Molver, Luke W.
Illus. by the author
Story Press Africa (96 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-946498-93-9 
Series: African Graphic Novel Series, 2 

Following on Shaka Rising (2018), this 
volume further explores the legend of 

King Shaka, founder of the Zulu nation.
Much research has been done by South African Molver to 

trace the particulars of Shaka’s life from his birth in the 1780s 
until his death in 1828. Zulu culture was an oral one, passing 
down history through the telling of stories, which led to mul-
tiple versions of the truth even as the “ignorance or bias” of 
European written records was understood to be historical fact. 
Recognizing its own narrative as simply one telling of the story, 
this book focuses on the last decade of his reign, when exter-
nal and internal threats challenged his prominence. There’s 
the arrival of conspiring European settlers and even a bit of 
nefarious plotting among the siblings who envy Shaka’s throne. 
Woven throughout are key terms from isiZulu, along with sym-
bolism inherent to Zulu supernatural beliefs, giving readers a 
deeply contextual immersion in the cultural foundations of the 
Zulu people who today represent almost a quarter of South 
Africa’s population. The illustrations show stern and stalwart 
faces and display the brutal, inflamed action of war. The over-
whelming global success of Marvel’s Black Panther is echoed 
in the final image, which, in opposition to the story’s historical 
specificity, feels generic and tame.

Authentically enlightening and entertaining. (histori-
cal notes, timeline, cultural and linguistic notes, discus-
sion questions, glossary, pronunciation guide) (Graphic 
historical fiction. 12-18)

SUPERNOVA
Morgan, Kass
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-316-51051-6 
Series: Light Years, 2 

In the sequel to Light Years (2018), the 
four lead characters struggle to resolve 
their romantic difficulties and prevent 
the Sylvans and the Quatrans from 
destroying each other.

The first Sylvan attack on the Academy was thwarted by 
Squadron 20, only to be quickly followed by another. Orelia, 
now unmasked as a Sylvan spy, has a chance to redeem herself by 
negotiating a cease-fire. Has she already lost Zafir’s love and the 
friendship of her fellow cadets? The Quatran Academy rewards 
Arran for his technical talent and bravery in combat, but his 
breakup with Dash has broken his heart. Vesper is closer than 

she’s ever been to her mother, but she’s hurt and confused when 
Rex suddenly breaks up with her. Vesper’s malicious ex-boy-
friend discovers that Cormak is impersonating his dead brother, 
Rex; can Cormak keep both the girl he loves and his place at the 
academy? Meanwhile, intrafederation tensions still run high for 
reasons as inscrutable as the expression on Zafir’s handsome 
face. The four cadets must overcome the terror flooding their 
veins, jolts of pain and panic, waves of hot anger and cold terror, 
and a barrage of other emotions to come together and fight for 
peace. As with the previous volume, there is diversity in the cast, 
and race is not significant in this world.

A relationship melodrama that runs now hot, now cold 
but never quite manages to explode. (Science fiction. 12-17)

KRISS
The Gift of Wrath
Naifeh, Ted
Illus. by Wucinich, Warren
Oni Press (120 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-62010-661-7  

Kriss is not like the other men in his 
remote medieval village.

With a sickly gray pallor, a lithe, 
decidedly nonmuscled physique, and 

long, lank hair falling over black-ringed eyes, orphaned Kriss 
was left to live in a Game of Thrones–inspired village with an 
uncaring farmer and his wife. Kriss’ solace is best friend Anja, 
who is beautiful, blonde, and unwaveringly loyal to him. After 
a viciously victorious fight with an enchanted wildcat, he is 
offered the gift of wrath, which manifests as a sinister internal 
voice. Kriss tries to carve a place for himself in the village, find-
ing a knack for blacksmithing in Anja’s father’s smithy. How-
ever, when Anja’s machismo-drenched, square-jawed brother 
attempts to murder him in a fit of jealousy, Kriss is the one 
who finds himself ostracized when he defends himself. Alone 
again, Kriss ventures out to uncover his shadowy past and learn 
where he fits in to his world. Naifeh’s (Night’s Dominion Vol. 2, 
2018, etc.) graphic novel is an utterly enjoyable first volume with 
accessible worldbuilding and an eye-catching goth-tinged aes-
thetic. While the cast is abundantly white, Kriss thoughtfully 
explores male gender constructs and toxic masculinity. Most of 
the men Kriss encounters have some air of entitlement that he 
squashes with force, however he must confront his own violent 
impulses and bring his own accountability to the forefront.

A brooding, dark thrill ride that interrogates machismo. 
(Graphic fantasy. 13-adult)
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TEEN GUIDE TO 
MENTAL HEALTH
Nardo, Don
ReferencePoint Press (80 pp.) 
$30.95 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2019  
978-1-68282-753-6

This book seeks to present a guide to 
the stresses teens face.

Presenting copious studies and 
quoting therapists and other experts 

on teenagers’ mental health, this volume about mental health 
unfortunately keeps teens at a distance. Unless readers need 
a resource with statistics for a school assignment, it’s hard to 
see how this formal, dry narrative would be of any interest. Yes, 
first-person teen stories are offered, but they are unenlighten-
ing. (A teen is depressed after her father dies, go figure.) Data 
from studies by the Pew Research Center, American Psycho-
logical Association, National Institutes of Health, and others 
are presented. Teens will learn, to their utter unsurprise, that 
they are stressed—that school is a stressor, that family conflict 
is a stressor, that peer pressure is a stressor, that being LGBTQ+ 
is a stressor. Teens know this, and the bland advice offered by 
the adult experts gives little succor. They are encouraged to get 
professional counseling, consider medication, and seek sup-
portive friendships. Full-color (primarily stock) photos show 
ethnically diverse young people, however everyone is squeakily 
clean-cut: No tattoos, piercings, or unusual hair color or styles 
here. While the inclusion of LGBTQ+ concerns is commend-
able, the impact of racism on mental health is not addressed. 
The resources section at the end may offer the most valuable 
information.

An overgeneralized, bland guide that utterly fails to 
connect with teen readers. (source notes, organizations, 
index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

ANGEL MAGE 
Nix, Garth
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(560 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-268322-9  

In Nix’s (Let Sleeping Dragons Lie, 
2018, etc.) latest, a cruel and power-hun-
gry angelic mage, set on reuniting with 
her Archangel lover, sets her sights on 
four very special teens.

In this fantasy world, humans use icons to call on angelic 
assistance for tasks ranging from trivial to life altering. Almost 
140 years ago, Liliath, a renowned icon maker and preternatu-
rally skilled angelic mage, unleashed the Ash Blood plague, which 
transformed its victims into horrific beastlings, upon Ystara. 
Now she has awakened and seeks to use four young men and 
women to meet her goal: Agnez Descaray, a cadet in the Queen’s 
Musketeers; budding doctor Simeon MacNeel; Cardinal’s clerk 

Henri Dupallidin; and Dorotea Imsel, a uniquely talented icon 
maker. The friendships they forge may be the key to stopping 
Liliath. Nix’s complex system of angelic magic, and the toll it 
takes, is fascinating, and he weaves an exciting adventure full 
of intrigue and action while portraying women in power in a 
refreshingly casual way. Agnez, full of swagger, biting wit, and 
an often troublesome eagerness to duel at every opportunity, 
is a joy, and the obsessed Liliath is heedless of the death and 
destruction she brings about. Liliath, Simon, Agnez, and Dor-
otea, along with many of the most powerful characters, have 
brown or black skin, Henri is pale, and there is a wide variety of 
skin tones throughout the cast.

An original and gripping adventure. (hierarchy of 
angels, maps) (Fantasy. 14-18)

UNLEASHED
O’Doherty, Carolyn
Boyds Mills (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-62979-815-8 
Series: Rewind, 2 

After escaping evildoers in Rewind 
(2018), Alex searches for her freedom in 
this sequel.

Although Alex Manning, a spinner 
who can freeze and manipulate objects 

through time, escaped the Center that held her captive along 
with three fellow spinners, they’ve become squatters in a ware-
house, waiting for KJ’s health to improve and planning a way out 
of Portland. Driving the action this time around are the teens’ 
use of their special skills to survive, their attempts to avoid 
detection by Norms who call them monsters, and their eva-
sion of the wipers who are set to destroy them. Still in the tense 
mix are Dr. Barnard, the Center’s director; Agent Ross, Alex’s 
former handler in the police department who’s determined to 
find her; and thief and murderer Sikes. Having strengthened her 
spinner skills, Alex makes it her mission to thwart these villains 
and save the remaining spinners from impending death. At the 
heart of this thriller is the issue of justice: For Alex, who’s no 
longer catching criminals, it’s not always clear-cut, even when it 
comes to a possible romance with KJ. Occasional chapters told 
from the perspective of Agent Ross not only support the ongo-
ing twists, but present a sinister approach to justice. Once again, 
Alex, who is presumably white, is surrounded by a diverse cast.

A solid second novel that answers lingering questions 
while setting up intrigue for the next installment. (Thriller. 
14-adult)

Full of intrigue and action while portraying women 
in power in a refreshingly casual way.

angel mage
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IN THE HALL WITH THE KNIFE
Peterfreund, Diana
Amulet/Abrams (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-4197-3834-0 
Series: Clue Mystery, 1 

Stranded at Maine’s exclusive Black-
brook Academy by a violent winter 
storm, a handful of students and staff 
realize one of their number is a killer in 
this trilogy opener based on the board 

game CLUE.
Without electricity or access to the mainland, those left 

behind assemble in Tudor House, a decaying mansion, former 
girls’ reform school, and now girls’ dorm. Elderly Mrs. White 
looks after Tudor and its students, now down to Orchid McKee 
and Scarlet Mistry. Soon they’re joined by six more students, 
including Beth “Peacock” Picach, Finn Plum, Samuel “Mustard” 
Maestor, and day pupil Vaughn Green. Custodian Rusty Nayler 
and Headmaster Boddy round out the strandees. The storm 
rages nightlong, shattering a historic window and flooding the 
hall. The morning reveals more damage: Mr. Boddy’s lifeless 
corpse, knife protruding from his chest. Of the six unreliable 
narrators, the students with CLUE-sourced names, each has 
something to hide or protect, from ruthlessly competitive, self-
described “platonic power couple” Scarlet and Finn to fearful, 
mousy-by-design Orchid. Why is Vaughn so guarded? Was ath-
letic Mustard expelled from military school? Did Peacock really 
throw a candlestick at Mr. Boddy? Fans of CLUE and murder-
mystery aficionados are equally well served. If a few secrets 
are revealed, plenty remain to keep readers guessing until the 
sequel. Scarlet is Indian American; Mustard is tan-skinned; 
other characters are presumed white.

Ingeniously plotted and vastly entertaining. (Mystery. 
14-18)

BETTY & VERONICA
Senior Year
Rotante, Jamie Lee
Illus. by Lanz, Sandra
Archie Comics (144 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-68255-791-4  

In this Archie offshoot, BFFs Betty and 
Veronica encounter challenges throughout 
their senior year.

With blonde hair and an endless sup-
ply of curve-hugging clothes, plucky Betty Cooper is ready to 
spend her last year of high school with best friend Veronica 
Lodge, a raven-haired, wealthy beauty. Anticipating a year of 
fun, the girls face unexpected hardships both in and out of 
their relationship as they grapple with the idea of life beyond 
high school. While the girls’ problems may be relatable for 
some readers, their examination is superficial, playing out in an 

idealized version of yesteryear teen fare like Saved by the Bell; 
the story is pedestrian in its plotting, buoyed only by its empha-
sis on friendship. Despite this, those who enjoy sitcom-esque 
tropes and predictability may find something to enjoy in this 
volume that collects the first five issues of the series. The major-
ity of the populace of Riverdale is white save for a smattering of 
characters in wide shots and underdeveloped secondary char-
acter Toni, a dark-skinned, purple-haired girl with a passion for 
science. The only named character who doesn’t have a tall, lithe 
physique is named Moose. 

Niche escapism riffing on a well-worn formula. (Graphic 
fiction. 12-adult)

THE END AND OTHER 
BEGINNINGS
Stories From the Future
Roth, Veronica
Illus. by Mackenzie, Ashley 
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-0-06-279652-3  

Roth (The Fates Divide, 2018, etc.) 
delivers six stories of possible futures full 
of grit and hope.

A teen girl links memories with her former best friend as 
part of a “last visitation” program. A bounty hunter seeks to 
avenge her mother’s death in a future where aliens can buy digi-
tal skin to change their appearances. A gifted musician must 
choose between a future of hearing only life songs or death 
songs as a Hearkener amid the threat of bioterrorism. A com-
ics fan struggles to rebuild relationships after an accident killed 
one of her best friends and split their friend group. Akos Keres-
eth and Teka, both characters from Carve the Mark, prepare for 
defining moments in their lives. A prisoner on furlough must 
decide how best to face his past and fight for his future. Roth’s 
stories are compelling, emotionally evocative, and satisfying. 
Most of the cast defaults to white, but several are people of 
color, including biracial (white/Korean and white/Indian) and 
Latinx characters. Characters are also predominantly straight, 
but one story features a gay romance. Three of the six stories 
have been previously published in other anthologies, but they 
gain new impact in the context of this anthology’s focus on futu-
rities. Final art not seen.

Riveting. (Science fiction. 14-18)

Ingeniously plotted and vastly entertaining.
in the hall with the knife
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AMONG THE FALLEN
Schwartz, Virginia Frances
Holiday House (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-0-8234-4102-0  

A teen from Victorian England 
regains her reputation with the help of 
Charles Dickens.

Sixteen-year-old Orpha has been 
serving out a sentence at Tothill Fields 
Prison. As the white teen nears the end 

of her sentence, Dickens interviews her for an opportunity to 
transition to Urania, a home for “fallen girls.” Through flash-
backs and her conversations with Dickens, readers learn how 
Orpha lost both parents, spent time in a workhouse, and was 
sexually abused by the man entrusted to care for her. Even more 
horrific, Orpha reveals how that man remained free while she, 
the victim, was charged for his crimes. Once in Urania, a real 
halfway house that benefactor Lady Burdett-Coutts estab-
lished and Dickens supervised, Orpha meets former criminals 
and prostitutes, also victims themselves. Here, while finishing 
her education and preparing for a working position in a colony, 
she reconciles old and new friends and a lost childhood with 
the resourceful, talented young woman she has become. Writ-
ten in 20 chapters to mirror the installments in which Dickens 
released his novels, this atmospheric story is imbued with the 
sights, sounds, and smells (or more accurately, odors!) of 19th-
century London’s rookeries, or slums. Like Dickens, author 
Schwartz (Crossing to Freedom, 2013, etc.) evokes the moral 
and political forces of the time; readers, particularly Margaret 
Atwood fans, will find parallels to the present.

This Dickensian #MeToo novel calls out the lingering 
need for women’s rights. (author’s note, glossary) (Historical 
fiction. 14-18)

HAMLET
Shakespeare, William
Illus. by Kumar, Naresh
Adapt. by Malini Roy
Campfire (90 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-93-81182-51-2 
Series: Campfire Graphic Novels 

Something is rotten in the state of 
Denmark.

The timeless tale of the young and 
disaffected Danish prince who is pushed to avenge his father’s 
untimely murder at the hands of his brother unfolds with 
straightforward briskness. Shakespeare’s text has been liberally 
but judiciously cut, staying true to the thematic meaning while 
dispensing with longer speeches (with the notable exception of 
the renowned “to be or not to be” soliloquy) and intermediary 
dialogues. Some of the more obscure language has been mod-
ernized, with a glossary of terms provided at the end; despite 

these efforts, readers wholly unfamiliar with the story might 
struggle with independent interpretation. Where this adap-
tation mainly excels is in its art, especially as the play builds 
to its tensely wrought final act. Illustrator Kumar (World War 
Two, 2015, etc.) pairs richly detailed interiors and exteriors with 
painstakingly rendered characters, each easily distinguished 
from their fellows through costume, hairstyle, and bearing. 
Human figures are generally depicted in bust or three-quarter 
shots, making the larger panels of full figures all the more strik-
ing. Heavily scored lines of ink form shadows, lending the oth-
erwise bright pages a gritty air. All characters are white.

A solid introduction for budding lovers of the Bard. 
(biography of Shakespeare, dramatis personae, glossary) 
(Graphic novel. 12-18)

BETRAYAL
Slade, Arthur
Orca (224 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4598-2272-6 
Series: Amber Fang, 2 

Ethical vampire librarian Amber 
Fang is back in a high-stakes sequel to 
Hunted (2019). 

Six months after walking away from 
her job as an assassin for the mysterious 

League, Amber uses her research skills as librarian-in-training 
to track her missing mother to Antarctica. The compound is 
kept by the arms-dealing company ZARC Industries and holds 
more secrets and near-fatal dangers than Amber signed up for—
and no sign of her mother. After being rescued by the League 
and sharing some of the explosive new knowledge she acquired, 
it looks like working together again is in the cards despite 
Amber’s reservations. But a vampire on the hunt needs allies 
where she can get them. Running head-first into danger and 
armed with her fangs, a high dose of sardonic humor, and librar-
ian jokes, Amber finds that dealing with secret organizations, 
political intrigue, ninja librarians, a doppelgänger, vampires who 
want her ovaries, and even an evil AI can be overwhelming. This 
spy thriller/paranormal adventure introduces more mysteries to 
be solved, leaving a healthy number of open threads in its wake. 
Events do have a tendency to happen to Amber as she is pushed 
around by multiple shadowy organizations, so here’s hoping 
that in the trilogy closer she will find not only her mother, but 
also some much-needed agency. Main characters are white.

A fast-paced, entertaining middle entry for fans of vam-
pires and librarians. (Paranormal thriller. 14-adult)
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REVENGE
Slade, Arthur
Orca (240 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-4598-2275-7 
Series: Amber Fang, 3 

Ethical vampire librarian Amber 
Fang is back for a last hurrah. 

Three months after her last outing, 
Amber Fang has a good lead for find-
ing her missing mother, kept hostage 

by ZARC Industries. With the help of her boss (and romantic 
interest), Dermot, the dwindling forces of the League, and the 
ninja librarians known as the Returns, Amber has every reason 
to hope this time she will succeed. But a botched mission leaves 
Amber alone, hurt, and on the run from ZARC and its increas-
ingly dangerous AI Hector as well as from the nonethical vam-
pires who wish to use Amber’s fertile womb to save their species. 
Will Amber manage to survive—and save her mother and her-
self from their enemies? Amber has come a long way in this third 
book: She plans better, is more confident, fights more effec-
tively, and reacts more cautiously to the dangers coming her way. 
With an abundance of literary allusions, librarian in-jokes, and 
plenty of high-stakes action, the series comes to a fitting, satis-
fying conclusion. With so many factions interested in Amber’s 
and her mother’s ovaries, though, there is a missed opportunity 
for a more in-depth conversation about women’s agency, espe-
cially after an unsettling connection is made between good mor-
als and fertility in female vampires. The majority of characters 
are assumed white with a couple of minor Chinese American 
characters in the mix.

A breezy, bloody, well-rounded send-off. (Paranormal 
thriller. 14-adult)

SCARS LIKE WINGS
Stewart, Erin
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-9848-4882-6  

Although 16-year-old Ava Lee sur-
vived a fire, she’s not sure if she has the 
strength to survive returning to high 
school.

Ava is the only survivor of the fire 
that killed her mother, father, and cousin, 

Sara. After a year of painful recovery, Ava’s doctor and her aunt, 
Cora, who is Sara’s mother, tell her that it’s time to go back to 
school. Ava reluctantly agrees to try it for two weeks; after the 
trial period, she is determined to return to her solitary routine, 
taking classes online and avoiding looking in the mirror. But at 
school she unexpectedly befriends Piper, a fellow burn survivor 
with a dark secret. Together, Ava and Piper struggle to be nor-
mal—or, at least, as close as they can get to it. Debut author 
Stewart’s research into the experiences of burn survivors shows: 

Ava’s and Piper’s wit, honesty, and strength shine with authen-
ticity, and their struggle to understand how to be “ordinary” 
teenagers is just the right amount of poignant. Stewart treats 
the appearances of her disabled characters—and, in particular, 
their ravaged skin—with care, never sugarcoating the truth but 
also never resorting to condescension or pity. Unfortunately, 
Asad, the only character of color in the book, is repeatedly 
referred to as having “hazelnut” skin, a departure that is notable 
because of its contrast to the descriptions of white characters.

 A tender, frank coming-of-age story about the pain and 
power of survival. (Fiction. 14-18) 

THE LIBRARY OF LOST THINGS
Taylor Namey, Laura
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-335-92825-2  

A sweet romance from a debut author 
to watch.

Darcy Jane Wells works at a book-
store and likes to memorize lines from 
her favorite classics. Her friends are her 
beloved characters and her best friend, 

Mexican/Cuban American fashionista Marisol, who is the only 
one who knows Darcy’s secret—her mother is a hoarder. Bro-
kenhearted and traumatized by the abandonment of Darcy’s 
father, her mother is the image of perfection in public, but 
their small San Diego apartment is filled to the brim with her 
compulsive purchases. Darcy’s only refuge is her bookshelf-
covered room. With the help of Marisol, a used copy of Peter 
Pan, and an older boy struggling with his own trauma and ill-
ness, the linguistic savant begins to muddle through her senior 
year. Peppered with literary quotes and chapter headings, this 
novel will delight teen lit fans (mentions of YA faves abound). 
Taylor Namey’s portrayal of mental illness is thoughtful and 
well executed, and the characterizations of even background 
characters are fully developed. The friendship between Darcy 
and Marisol is well balanced and charming, and the happy end-
ing is swoony—but not overly so. The author sometimes relies 
too much on tropes (super self-aware teens, a mean-girl ex, a 
grumpy bookstore owner, and a boisterous Latinx family), but 
this doesn’t detract from the feel-good narrative. Darcy and 
most characters appear to be white.

A lovely tale for bookish readers that will give them all 
the feels. (Realistic fiction. 12-adult)
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CRIER’S WAR
Varela, Nina
HarperTeen (448 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 11, 2019
978-0-06-282394-6 
Series: Crier’s War, 1 

War brews between humans and 
their automaton overlords.

In a nigh-unrecognizable world, 
humans are kept as servants on large 
estates controlled by Automa, impos-

sibly advanced creations who have recently seized power. The 
history of how artificial intelligence took over develops in inter-
stitial chapters told by various historians while tensions rise in 
the present. Humans have various skin tones, including swarthy 
and brown, but racial categories don’t seem to matter in a world 
where the main axis of power is human versus Made. Crier is the 
daughter of Sovereign Hesod, who loves appropriating human 
culture while brutally oppressing the people under his rule. She 
is also betrothed to Kinok, an Automa with more separatist 
beliefs toward humans as well as a plan to make him and his kin 
invulnerable. Meanwhile Ayla, a human girl who lost her fam-
ily to Automa violence, takes a job as Crier’s handmaiden in an 
attempt to take them down from the inside. Dizzying political 
machinations intertwine with a burgeoning romance between 
mistress and servant, especially since Crier suspects that she 
was built with a capacity for love that her kind shouldn’t have. 
The plot zooms ahead despite being a setup for the sequel, with 
nail-biting sexual tension between Crier and Ayla—queerness 
is unremarkable in this world but cross-species relations are 
unthinkable.

A fresh, suspenseful take on the robot apocalypse. (map, 
timeline) (Fantasy. 14-18)

VEIL
Waller, Jae
ECW Press (400 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-77041-457-0 
Series: Call of the Rift, 2 

The fiercely complex and compelling 
sequel to Waller’s fantasy debut, Flight 
(2018).

Following the devastating Blackbird 
Battle at the end of the previous install-

ment, protagonist Kateiko has returned to the Rin-jouyen, the 
oldest and smallest tribe of the Aikoto Confederacy, which cur-
rently resides with the Iyo, the largest, on their settlement in 
Toel Ginu. Kateiko’s journey is far from over—she seeks to find 
more information on Suriel, an air spirit desperately trying to 
open a rift into the void dividing worlds, who has suddenly dis-
appeared. Kateiko works furiously with her people and itheran 
(immigrant) allies to hunt down the human mages working for 
Suriel, but past mistakes haunt her while newer choices lead 

to disastrous consequences for both her and those she cares 
for. Having left her first unrequited love, Tiernan, she secretly 
agrees to marry Fendul, her childhood friend and Okorebai-Rin, 
to help rebuild their jouyen. But her heart calls to charming 
Iyo drummer Airedain, who, despite his promiscuous reputa-
tion, makes her feel something more. Fans will be reengaged by 
Waller’s war-torn worldbuilding and original characterization. 
Action is abundant, and expositional dumps are rare through-
out, but a review of the first book is recommended for clarity, 
particularly regarding language, cultural nuances, and notable 
magical elements. Racial diversity is generalized, with Indig-
enous peoples having brown skin and itherans being white.

Adventurous, heartbreaking, and undoubtedly open-
ended. (map) (Fantasy. 15-adult)

A TREASON OF THORNS
Weymouth, Laura E.
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-0-06-269690-8  

A young woman must decide between 
her duties and her desires in this atmo-
spheric fantasy.

Violet Sterling knows she has one sin-
gular purpose. The daughter of the Care-
taker of one of the five Great Houses, 

sentient buildings “whose vast magic governs the well-being of 
England,” she will take over as Caretaker of the West Country’s 
Burleigh House when her father retires. But nothing works out 
as she imagined: Nine years after her father commits treason 
and she is exiled from Burleigh, she returns to find her father 
dead, the house disintegrating into disrepair, the health of the 
countryside failing, and her only friend, Wyn, much changed. If 
Violet does not return Burleigh to its former health and glory 
by the end of the summer, the King, who holds deeds to all 
the Houses, will burn it to the ground. Violet knows “A good 
Caretaker puts her house first….Before king. Before country. Before her 
own life. Before her heart.” Now she must decide how to save Bur-
leigh and see whether, in the process, she can liberate herself. 
Weymouth’s (The Light Between Worlds, 2018) prose is lush and 
evocative, filled with palpable descriptions and compelling mys-
tery. The Sterling family’s steward and housekeeper, a married 
couple, are Jewish, and mentions of their practice are authenti-
cally incorporated. Characters default to white, and there are a 
few characters of color.

Spellbinding. (Fantasy. 14-18)

Lush and evocative, filled with palpable 
descriptions and compelling mystery.

a treason of thorns
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HACK YOUR CUPBOARD
Make Great Food With What 
You’ve Got
Wiegand, Alyssa & Carreon, Carla
Zest Books (168 pp.) 
$37.32  |  Oct. 1, 2019
978-1-5415-7854-8  

This compact cookbook offers young 
adults affordable options for feeding 

themselves on their journeys to independence.
The first of four sections aims to build culinary confidence 

in the novice cook, interspersing recipes (for example, avocado 
toast, grilled cheese sandwiches, pasta, and chocolate chip 
cookies) with food-preparation principles, safety, and tech-
niques (such as tips on knife handling). Recipes in “Dorm Room 
Dining,” most requiring only a microwave oven and access to a 
refrigerator, range from variations on ramen noodles to gour-
met popcorn crowd pleasers for feeding hungry friends. For 
those living with roommates, the third section offers heartier, 
more complex, but still budget-conscious choices (e.g., bean 
chili and options for using a rotisserie chicken) and includes 
practical tips on shared-kitchen etiquette. The final section, 

“First Solo Kitchen,” presents more sophisticated dishes, includ-
ing bruschetta, risotto, braised pork, and lemon pound cake. As 
the recipes progress in complexity, photo-illustrated culinary 
techniques are introduced—e.g., caramelizing onions, deep fry-
ing, and braising. The lively, colorful layout packed with useful 
tips is a plus, as are the plentiful hacks, simple variations that 
accompany most recipes. Recipes geared to impecunious stu-
dents honor today’s dorm life and shared-housing realities. Each 
section includes annotated lists of ingredients and kitchen tools 
required. Reliance on processed foods is limited. There are veg-
etarian options but fewer for vegans.

Breezy but thoughtful, a timely, practical resource for 
newbie cooks. (index, blank pages for notes, photo credits) 
(Nonfiction. 12-18)

HOOD ACADEMY
Wilson, Shelley
BHC Press (336 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 10, 2019
978-1-64397-009-7  

An English girl with a mysterious 
past discovers her future.

Mia has had a tough life. Her mother 
died in a car accident, her older brother 
left to figure out some things, and her 
father became an abusive monster. The 

one bit of luck Mia’s had recently is her father’s untimely murder 
at the claws of a great big furry beast. Now she is newly alone in 
the world, Mia’s mysterious uncle Sebastian arrives to bring her 
to Hood Academy, a small private school in Nottingham that 
trains werewolf hunters. Indeed, werewolves are real and deadly, 
and Mia’s past is full of them. Secrets are revealed, allegiances 

are tested, romance blooms, and friendships are forged in this 
tome that packs plenty of plot and pairs it with lycanthropic 
mythology and some good old-fashioned star-crossed romance. 
The enterprise is competently crafted, chugging along and 
tearing through plot twists and developments that will keep 
readers engaged. The emotions don’t run deep, but the action 
sequences are well rendered. All the werewolf-versus-hunter 
action gives the novel a charming throwback vibe—back to the 
early 2000s when Twilight was all the rage and the market was 
flooded with weird creatures that lusted for teen girls. Two sec-
ondary characters are repeatedly described as having dark skin 
in a way that emphasizes the white default for everyone else.

A gothic page-turner. (Fiction. 12-16)

HOW TO BE REMY CAMERON
Winters, Julian
Duet (340 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-945053-80-1  

A gay high schooler contends with 
romance, college, and racial/sexual self-
acceptance in this entertaining coming-
of-age dramedy.

Remy Cameron is determined not 
to have a relationship this year. After 

the heartbreak of his last breakup, all he wants is to do well in 
AP Lit, get into Emory’s Creative Writing Program, and avoid 
anything remotely resembling love. Remy’s best-laid plans are 
thrown into chaos when Ian Park, a Korean American senior, 
moves back from California and comes onto his radar. Add to 
that some friends wanting to increase LGBTQ representa-
tion on the homecoming court and his lit teacher’s assigning 
an essay about what identity defines him, and Remy’s junior 
year is set to be anything but peaceful. In his sophomore novel, 
Winters (Running With Lions, 2018) fills a Georgia high school 
with characters so rich and realistic that readers might expect 
to bump into them in the school hallways. The racial and sexual 
diversity that pervades this novel feels refreshingly authentic, 
and Remy’s struggles with being black, adopted, and gay dem-
onstrate the author’s skill as a storyteller and his respect for 
the weight of the issues at play. The relationships among the 
members of the mixed-race Cameron family (Remy’s parents 
are white) and between Remy and his friends are nuanced and 
reflect a hopeful future for America.

An endearing novel that gives hope to those who know 
what it’s like being different. (Fiction 13-18)

Endearing.
how to be remy cameron
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In 2009, Josh and Heidi Spencer opened The Last Bookstore, 
and, within 10 years, it became one of the most popular and 
largest bookstores in Los Angeles. The general bookstore’s 
22,000-square-foot location—a former bank with marble col-
umns and soaring ceilings—houses records and 300,000 new 
and used books on shelves, in vaults, and stacked as tunnels 
and archways. We spoke with manager Katie Orphan, The 
Last Bookstore’s first employee, about dollar books and wed-
dings in the stacks.  

How would you describe The Last Bookstore to 
the uninitiated?
It’s a wonderland of books, with everything from the new-
est release to a rare first edition and all you could want in be-
tween. We have carved out a space in a former bank building 
where we not only sell books, but also create unexpected de-
tails from books that would have otherwise been recycled. 

If The Last Bookstore were a religion, what would be its 
tenets and icons?
There’s no such thing as too many books!

There’s a book for everyone, and we want to help you 
find yours. 

Everyone should have a place to retreat from the hectic 
world outside, and we want to be that place.

Our icons might be our architectural features—and also 
people like John Waters who are advocates of reading and 
book ownership. 

Which was your favorite event and/or most 
memorable disaster?
We’ve had some really fun events over the years. One of my 
highlights was hosting Gretchen McNeil’s wedding and then 

Ransom Riggs and Tahereh Mafi’s wedding. They were pri-
vate events, but it was so cool to host authors who wanted to 
celebrate their marriages in our store. We’ve also had some in-
credible author events. Leigh Bardugo launched Ruin and Ris-
ing, the third book in her Grisha trilogy, at our store, and there 
were hundreds of people in attendance, with a photo booth 
and treats galore. 

How does the bookstore reflect the interests of your 
community?
We’ve become a tourist destination, so we’re always cogni-
zant of what people who are just visiting might want as well 
as trying to cultivate relationships with our neighbors and 
locals. We get a lot of people coming in to take pictures 
for Instagram, so we pay attention to Instagram poets and 
bookstagrammers to know what our audience might want. 
We also want to celebrate Los Angeles literature, and we try 
to have a wide variety of local authors. 

Our store is also in a really diverse area, with the full so-
cio-economic spectrum represented, from homelessness to 
million-dollar lofts in our neighborhood. We try to honor the 
needs of all those who come in, so we have $1 books for those 
who need a cheap way to escape for a few hours, and we have 
rare books for thousands of dollars. 

What trends are you noticing among 
young readers?
We love seeing the push for more diversity in the stories that 
are being told and have had great success with everything 
from picture books about biracial families to young adult nov-
els about gender identity and discovering sexuality. Kids and 
young adults don’t seem to shy away from complicated issues 
that some adults are afraid to venture near. Of course, Dav 
Pilkey and Jeff Kinney still fly off our shelves, but I’m sure 
that’s true for everyone who sells books for young readers.  

What are your favorite handsells?
One of my favorite writers is Claire Fuller, and I handsell 
all of her titles ardently. I am just shy of having sold 1,000 
copies of her debut, Our Endless Numbered Days. Some of 
our other favorite staff handsells include Seth Fried’s first 
book, The Great Frustration, Julia Wertz’s Drinking at the 
Movies, Robert Hunter’s The New Ghost, and Jen Wang’s 
The Prince and the Dressmaker. 

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

Shelf Space
By Karen Schechner
A conversation with Katie Orphan, manager of The Last Bookstore in Los Angeles
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indie
A PENCIL IN GOD’S HAND
The Story of the Only 
American Architect To 
Design a Building in 
the Vatican

Astorino, Louis D. & Carney, Margaret
Dorrance Publishing (157 pp.) 
$54.95  |  $49.95 e-book  |  Dec. 20, 2018
978-1-4809-9990-9  

In this debut memoir, a building 
designer asserts that divine inspiration helped turn an offbeat 
chapel into a jewel.

Pittsburgh-based architect Astorino was called to Rome 
in 1993 to consult on a proposed residence hall in Vatican City 
for visiting cardinals and bishops. The project stirred public 
controversy because the proposed structure would block views 
of St. Peter’s Basilica. As he devised a new design that lowered 
the building’s height, the process flowed so rapturously, he says, 
that he “felt like a pencil in someone’s hand.” However, Vatican 
bureaucrats resisted the plan. The devout author was bitterly 
disappointed, but then he experienced an epiphany in which 
the Holy Spirit prompted him to follow “the path of inner sur-
render and resignation.” Later, the Vatican commissioned him to 
design a small chapel dedicated to the Holy Spirit. After praying 
for guidance, he and his colleagues received a burst of inspira-
tion that “felt natural and comfortable…as if someone were hold-
ing our hands.” The result was an innovative, modernist design 
based on triangle motifs, featuring a series of sharply peaked 
roofs, a marble floor of richly colored triangular grids, and a glass 
partition looking out on an ancient Roman wall hung with sculp-
tures depicting the Stations of the Cross. The chapel is so invit-
ing, Astorino says, that it’s become Pope Francis’ favorite place 
to celebrate Mass. (The book also includes an admiring tribute 
to Pope Francis’ intellect, avoidance of luxury, love of the poor, 
and willingness to pose for pictures with pilgrims.) Astorino and 
debut co-author Carney, a Franciscan nun, infuse this engaging 
architectural appreciation and procedural with Catholic ardor 
throughout: “The lighting system—its source recessed and care-
fully hidden—would augment the contemplative atmosphere of 
the chapel and reflect the mystery of the Holy Spirit.” They also 
illustrate the heartfelt remembrance with many sumptuous pho-
tographs of the finished chapel as well as of various blueprints, 
models, and other Vatican scenes, including Michelangelo’s fres-
coes in the Sistine Chapel and Swiss Guards in their particolored 
pantaloons. Overall, this book will surely captivate architecture 
mavens and fans of Vatican atmospherics.

An intricate, visually lavish dive into a religiously influ-
enced creative process.

DARK CORNERS by Reuben “Tihi” Hayslett ................................... 175

PRIYA DREAMS OF MARIGOLDS & MASALA by Meenal Patel ....179

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

PRIYA DREAMS OF 
MARIGOLDS & MASALA
Patel, Meenal
Illus. by the author
Beaver’s Pond Press (36 pp.)
$17.95  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-64343-955-6
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THE IMPALER’S WIFE
Bardot, Autumn 
Flores Publishing (456 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Mar. 27, 2019
978-0-9882092-4-4  

The spouse of Vlad the Impaler takes 
center stage in Bardot’s (Legends of Lust, 
2019) novel.

There are abundant stories surround-
ing Vlad Dracula, the brutal, real-life 
prince of Wallachia who inspired Bram 

Stoker’s Dracula. In a unique take on this well-known figure, 
Bardot depicts Vlad’s story through the eyes of his wife, Ilona, a 
courageous, intelligent young woman whose cousin is the king 
of Hungary. The narrative chronicles Vlad and Ilona’s marriage, 
a love match that’s also politically expedient. Their relationship 
is full of emotional extremes and constant maneuvering as Ilona 
struggles to stay in the mercurial prince’s good graces and keep 
his attention, both as a confidante and as a lover. Bardot does 
an excellent job of portraying Ilona’s metamorphosis from a 
naïve young maiden to a wife who’s determined to hold on to 
her husband even as their evolving relationship chips away at 
her beliefs, morals, religion, and identity: “I did not tame the 
beast,” she reflects, “far from it. My husband released the beast 
within me.” As Ilona comes to grips with her dark side, Bardot 
offers the reader an unflinching account of Vlad’s brutal past. 
Overall, Bardot’s novel is a complex work of historical fiction 
that touches on politics, religion, battle strategy, and cultural 
mores. It also doesn’t shy away from scenes of explicit violence 
and passion. The author mainly details Ilona’s present-day life 
while leaving her background largely unrevealed. However, the 
narrative also jumps around in time, piecing together Vlad’s 
history in a series of flashbacks; it’s a journey that began with 
an unsettled child who was held captive and ends with a fierce, 
unforgiving warrior prince who’s obsessed with power and 
revenge. In the end, although Vlad’s story is indeed interesting, 
it’s Ilona’s that will truly capture readers’ imaginations. A more 
detailed author’s note that separates fact from fiction would 
have been a helpful addition, though. 

A dark, detailed tale about the making of a fearless woman.

SIDEKICK
Barrett, Lucia
Self (239 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Mar. 6, 2019
978-1-79875-295-1  

A husband and father loses his lower 
leg as a result of a tragic automobile acci-
dent in this novel.

Forty-one-year-old Jack Miller works 
as “a mechanical engineer in a small R & 

D company” in Woodfield, Connecticut. His spouse, Sasha, is 
described as “a take-charge mother and a wife in career mode” 
who works in the hospitality industry. Along with their two 
young children, George and Rose, the couple seem to lead a 
perfect life. But cracks begin to appear in their marriage, and 
Jack begins a short but steamy romance with Sandy, a realtor 
he is introduced to at his country club. Feeling a sudden pang 
of conscience, Jack visits Sandy to break off the affair and then 
leaves to pick up George and Rose in his SUV. Jack becomes 
distracted, and the vehicle careers off the road and into a lake. 
As the car fills with water, Jack attempts to save his children 
but finds that his mangled ankle is trapped in the wreckage. 
He regains consciousness in a hospital room, facing life as 
an amputee and the weight of his actions. During his darkest 
moments, Utah, an old friend, calls unexpectedly, and Jack’s life 
changes again. Barrett’s (I’ll Be Looking at the Moon, 2016) first 
novel was a story of resilience and second chances, and this new 
offering is thematically similar. As in her previous work, the 
author displays a talent for capturing the complexity of human 
connections. Describing the all-consuming nature of Jack’s 
affair, Barrett notes: “He had felt that when he was with her, 
he was inside an opaque microcosm from which he could not 
see beyond the space the two of them occupied.” Her writing 
is shrewd and analytical, meticulously mapping out Jack’s ardu-
ous psychological journey as the narrative progresses: “Only in 
his dreams was his sadness able to burst into his subconscious 
and plunder his brain to inflict its mortal wounds directly to his 
heart.” The author also accurately addresses the daily physical 
challenges faced by Jack as an amputee, such as the frustrations 
of putting on a pair of trousers when wearing a prosthesis. The 
story may appear unappealingly bleak to some readers, but 
Barrett provides slivers of hope throughout, resulting in a gut-
wrenching but unexpectedly inspirational read.

A bracingly realistic tale that pivots on a moment of 
sheer terror.
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AID FROM ABOVE
Bell, Kurtis
Self (320 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 15, 2019
978-0-9995823-4-3  

An experienced flight nurse provides 
an insider’s look at the daily workload, 
idiosyncrasies, and camaraderie of the 
crew of a helicopter air ambulance in 
this debut memoir.

Bell recounts that he was “married 
with two boys and a dog” near Phoenix, Arizona, where he was 
part of a three-person team working on a medical helicopter. 
Having started his career as an Army medic, he had hoped to 
become a doctor, but his plans were derailed in the 1980s by 
his wife-to-be’s unexpected pregnancy. Instead, he completed a 
program to become a registered nurse, breaking new ground in 
an occupation generally confined to women. His skill at emer-
gency and intensive care eventually led him to the exciting 
career of flight nurse in an air ambulance. There, Bell worked 
with a crew of highly individualistic, matter-of-fact heroes. He 
trusted his life to pilots like Matt, so devoted to his wife that 
he never noticed other women, and Coffey, whose repertory 
included a constant barrage of sexist jokes. He was backed 
up by his paramedics, including Brian, who had custody of his 
4-year-old daughter, and James, a veteran of the Army Special 
Forces. Together, they took on a variety of medical emergen-
cies, from dealing with the devastating effects of an automobile 
collision with a semi on the interstate to finding lost hikers on 
a dark mountainside, bringing “Auxilium Desuper” or “aid from 
above” to all. Bell presents his stories in a down-to-earth voice 
that reflects humor and professionalism. The recitation of the 
crew’s medical treatments and adventures are interspersed 
with moments of perceptive examination of such issues as the 
inevitable ego clashes when elite professionals work together. 
The author’s plainspoken writing leads to the occasional 
cringeworthy simile, as when he describes his success with a 
difficult intubation by saying: “To my delight, there were the 
vocal cords staring at me like a wanting vagina.” But overall, the 
book is successful in its depiction of the nuts and bolts of a job 
unfamiliar to most and requiring both courage and skill.

A medical chronicle that effectively combines dra-
matic tension with the detachment of a veteran emer-
gency flight nurse.

Plucky armchair travelers who wish 
to visit the Mad Hatter, the Cheshire 
Cat, and the White Rabbit of course 
read Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland (and perhaps watch Tim 
Burton’s clever film adaptation). But 
other authors have explored Carroll’s 
eccentric world in their own works. 
Three fantasy novels recently reviewed 
by Kirkus Indie continue the Won-
derland saga and make ideal late-night, 

creepy reads.
In H.J. Ramsay’s Ever Alice, the 

15-year-old title character—now liv-
ing in an insane asylum in England—
must rescue Wonderland from the 

“stark raving mad” Queen of Hearts. 
Returning to that picaresque realm, 
the heroine of this YA tale encoun-
ters the Prince of Hearts and learns 
that “something was missing deep 
inside...that made Alice...Alice.” Ac-
cording to our reviewer, “This trip to 
Wonderland delivers a mature, last-
ing jolt.”

Wonderland faces a different crisis in DJ Stoneham’s 
Alice Falls Again. After a college-bound Alice finds herself 
transported back to the magical kingdom in a tiny train, she 

discovers a plague of poverty, cor-
ruption, and abuse that may be a 
mayor’s fault. She meets some new 
characters, including a half-bird 
boy, and uses a lively mobile phone 
(sporting arms and legs) that relays 
a message from the Cheshire Cat. 
Our critic calls the book “a brilliant 
and amusing reinvention.”

Jenn Thorson’s The Curious Case 
of Mary Ann centers on a minor 
character from Carroll’s classic: a 
girl who apparently served as the 

White Rabbit’s housemaid. Thorson spins a Wonderland 
mystery from Mary Ann’s perspective. Following her fa-
ther’s grisly beheading by a figure in a red tunic, she starts 
searching for the murderer. Along the way, she investigates 
a walrus (her father’s business partner) and helps Sir Rufus 
kill the Jabberwock. “An inventive combination of fresh sto-
rytelling and an adored classic,” our reviewer writes. —M.F.

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

down the 
rabbit hole
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INDIA BOUND
The Making of a 
Woman Journalist
Buck, Shelley
WriteWords Press (261 pp.) 
$18.95 paper
978-1-73352-200-7  

An American in Europe plans an 
overland trip to India to kick-start a 
career in journalism in this travel memoir.

Buck’s (East, 2013, etc.) colorful auto-
biography serves as a sequel to her previ-

ous book and begins in 1972 as she returns to Germany after a 
memorable trek to Nepal. She stayed with a friend in West Ber-
lin, an island inside of Soviet East Germany. From the elevated 
train, she could see the entire city, and on the platforms were 
intimidating East German guards. Nonetheless, she enjoyed 
her new friends in the metropolis and the vibrant student com-
munity. After a particularly cold winter, she secured a teaching 
job at an American military base in southern Germany, but her 
wanderlust still ran strong. Intrigued by the peaceful nature 
of Swedish society, she soon found herself in Stockholm and 
got a marvelous introduction to Scandinavian culture. Unfor-
tunately, she could only secure menial work, though somehow 
she studied free at the university. It hadn’t been that long since 
she returned from Asia, but she realized that “sometimes a new 
journey begins when we least expect it.” Deciding on a future as 
a journalist, she threw a camera and an old Olivetti typewriter 
into her knapsack and set off for a return trip to India to learn 
about child care practices in Asia. She traveled in a VW bus 
driven by a man named Jürgen, and their destination was Gan-
dhi’s ashram and, later, Goa. She was seeking to observe and 
report and maybe promote some cross-cultural understanding, 
unaware of how difficult the trip would be physically and of 
the looming political crisis about to grip India. As a follow-up, 
Buck’s journey is never a dull one, as she hops around Europe 
and Asia, discovering such wonders as a youth hostel on a ship 
in Sweden and mirrored cloth and tie-dye skirts in Rajasthan. 
The sights and sounds are impressive (at one point, she and Jür-
gen drive over the Khyber Pass), and her resourcefulness and 
knowledge are invaluable when traveling with limited funds. 
The quest to begin journalistic work evolves slowly, sometimes 
taking a back seat to health and travel issues. But the effort to 
understand other cultures with an eye toward women’s rights is 
vividly described.

An energetic, candid remembrance of the compelling 
moments that shape a young reporter’s career.

RADIO GA GA
A Mixtape for the End 
of Humanity
Bulsara, Stefani
Posthuman Post (500 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Apr. 12, 2019
978-1-73371-256-9  

An unnamed narrator details the 
events that ultimately led to humanity’s 
extinction on Earth in first-time novelist 
Bulsara’s sci-fi-infused satire.

Humans are gone, and the apparent sole survivor is this 
book’s narrator—“the emissary for an extinct race.” According 
to the narrator, the end of humanity begins with a pop star’s 
mental collapse, which monopolizes the press. Her agency’s 
response is to bring a class-action suit against the company 
where she got started as a child. Other celebrities who began 
as child stars turn on their former companies as well, and leg-
islators outlaw child labor in the entertainment industry. One 
entrepreneur’s response is to create an entirely digital singer, 
from voice to body. The bot, Cyndi Mayweather, becomes a 
huge star to audiences who believe she’s human. But Cyndi is 
also the precursor to The Great Disruption—more than 80 per-
cent of jobs become automated and render 71 percent of humans 
unemployed. Meanwhile, humanity can no longer ignore cli-
mate change, which culminates in devastating floods, droughts, 
and fires in major U.S. cities. The upper class consequently cre-
ates geodesic domes that pop up in cities around the world. In 
America, racism flourishes. Those in a newly minted and domed 
Metropolis are predominantly white; black and brown Ameri-
cans live in poverty. As they’re contending with the effects of 
class conflict, humans also face and are grossly unprepared for 
viral outbreaks. As humanity is evidently doomed, the narrator 
has a plan to document its history and find a way to warn the 
universe, provided there is life on other planets.

Despite the author’s opening “Liner Notes” calling this 
novel a “mixtape” and the narrator “glitchy,” Bulsara’s story is 
fairly traditional. The narrative, for example, is primarily linear 
and often focuses on specific characters, such as JA-NL, a young 
black girl fighting against the wealthy’s attempts to control less 
fortunate citizens. Likewise, Bulsara so seamlessly incorporates 
song lyrics—and occasionally movie quotes—that readers who 
don’t catch a particular reference won’t be lost. Though JA-NL 
is a standout, other striking characters include Brand-N, whom 
readers see undergo the Becoming of Age ceremony (an ini-
tiation into upper society), and the narrator, who eventually 
reveals their identity. Bulsara is funny; the international domed 
nations form the United Federation of City-States (UFoCs), so 
that the inhabitants are known as UFoCers. Additional signs 
of satire are much more biting, like celebrity name-dropping 
and a noticeably dim view on social media (a platform for easily 
manipulating people into becoming fans of Cyndi). There are 
also blunt but insightful points on racial discrimination: The 
Moloch 5000 is a machine that decides a student’s future career 
and educational path by first scanning said student’s skin color. 
The novel’s addenda consist of a short but helpful glossary 
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(e.g., dronarazzi, which are essentially paparazzi drones) and a 
breakdown of the social structure within the story. And not-
withstanding the narrator’s assurance to readers that humans 
are extinct, the ending is not as bleak as some may anticipate.

An entertaining, uncompromising, often farcical near-
future tale that revels in pop culture.

THE VIRTUOSO
Burges, Virginia
Satin Paperbacks (458 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
May 15, 2015
978-0-9930777-1-5  

In Burges’ debut novel, a professional 
violinist searches for meaning in life after 
a tragic incident leaves her unable to play.

London-based Isabelle Bryant has a 
well-celebrated and critically acclaimed 

career as a violinist. She’s known for both her talent and 
beauty; some critics call her “Beethoven’s Babe.” But although 
her public life is glamorous, she’s privately unhappy: Her alco-
holic husband, Howard, a conductor, emotionally and physi-
cally abuses her and calls her a “celebrity whore.” One night, 
he viciously attacks her, resulting in her losing two fingers of 
her left hand in a car door. Unable to play her violin profession-
ally, Isabelle struggles with depression and disillusionment. 
She travels with her friend Hortense Lafayette, a singer, and 
begins a new romance with Daniel Carter, a publishing execu-
tive, and she starts to feel better about her life. She finds a new 
passion in writing and public speaking, ultimately discovering 
she can still spread the joy of classical music without playing 
her violin. Although Howard looms in the background of her 
journey, she relies on her friends and newfound inner strength 
to overcome her past tragedies. Burges offers a moving ode to 
classical music in this tale. Her love for and expertise regard-
ing the genre comes across in her many glowing descriptions 
of Isabelle’s skills and of the music she plays: “Shimmering 
strings then picked up the mantle again and it felt like they 
were being surrounded by legend and mythology.” Isabelle’s 
emotional transformation is captivating, from the harrowing 
moment she loses her fingers to her final acceptance that she 
can no longer play. Although the road-to-redemption plot isn’t 
exactly groundbreaking, Burges doesn’t lean on predictable 
clichés. Instead, the story unfolds at a smooth, entrancing 
pace with enough twists to keep one engaged.

A poignant melodrama with a heroine that readers will 
root for. 

TIGER DRIVE
Case, Teri 
Self (376 pp.) 
$27.00  |  $15.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jan. 3, 2018
978-0-9997015-5-3
978-0-9909175-6-4 paper  

A troubled family in a hardscrabble 
Nevada trailer park longs for success and 
uncovers a family secret in Case’s (I’m 
Going to the Doctor?!, 2015, etc.) novel.

Janice Sloan has never given up on her dream of being a 
singer, and at 48, she knows that time is running out. The kara-
oke contest at the local bar comes with a sizable prize, and Jan-
ice plans to win it and finally take off for Nashville. She seeks 
happiness, “The kind that could give her goose bumps on a 
hot summer day for no other reason than the sun warmed her 
skin.” But she has seven kids, an alcoholic husband, and has 
been trapped in the run-down Bengal Trailer Park for 30 years. 
Her husband, Harry, has just woken up with bloody knuckles 
after a drunken binge, and later in the day, he strikes Janice, 
who kicks him out. Teenage daughter Carrie has been saving 
for college and making plans to escape the trailer and live a 
better life. She’s an excellent student, but her parents haven’t 
cooperated with filling out the student loan forms. Adult son 
WJ belongs to a local gang. Discharged from the military after 
being exposed as gay, WJ has turned into a rage-filled aggres-
sor who deals drugs to people in a community that doesn’t 
have many happy outcomes. As the family clings to stability, 
the layers of the past begin to unfold, centering around Jan-
ice’s roots in Minnesota. An old secret has the potential to tear 
apart the family but may also lead to peace of mind for those 
who need it most. Case’s tightly plotted novel dives right into 
the center of the cast’s working-class problems. The charac-
ters’ dreams and ambitions are palpable and tend to propel 
the family through each crisis no matter how bleak. In frank 
but polished writing, Case has created imperfect characters 
that have a remarkable knack for hanging on through tough 
times. This trailer park is where almost everyone fails, but the 
conclusion is infused with an optimism that highlights the 
strength of the world Case has so carefully created. 

A bright, brash, candid novel with a compelling story 
about one family in a rough part of town. 

Case has created imperfect characters that have a remarkable 
knack for hanging on through tough times.

tiger drive
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WHEN YOU LIVED IN 
MY BELLY
Darter, Jodi Meltzer 
Illus. by King, Caryn & Camarra, Jody King 
Mascot Books (38 pp.)
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5439-6031-0

In this children’s picture book, a 
mother explains what her growing baby 

was doing during pregnancy, month to month.
For kids who are curious about what it was like to develop in 

utero, this book by blogger Darter helps answer their questions. 
Rhyming couplets explain the mother’s point of view and the 
baby’s monthly stages of development. In month three, for exam-
ple, “My belly got bigger and harder to hide, / I was happy to tell 
people you were living inside. / You had arms, hands, fingers, feet, 
and toes, / You could even make your fists open and close.” The 
meter can be uneven and some rhymes are off (such as “formed” 
with “yawned”), but overall the verse is appealing and informa-
tive. Illustrators King and Camarra combine photos with pastel 
paintings outlined in black, decorated with hearts and flowers. 
The blonde white mother is always gently smiling, often with eyes 
downturned to her belly, cut away to show the developing baby. 
Perhaps understandably, Darter only hints at the discomforts of 
pregnancy and pain of childbirth. Instead, the focus is all on the joy 
of having a baby, with comforting messages for young readers, like, 

“I am so grateful you grew close to my heart, / And I always loved 
you right from the start.” Altogether, it’s a gentle, sweet introduc-
tion to the basics of fetal development and what pregnancy is like.

A reassuring book with kid-friendly explanations that 
celebrate the maternal bond.

RODNEY RACCOON IN 
SPECIAL DELIVERY
Davis, JD 
Illus. by Li, Diego
Wayout Kids Publishing (36 pp.) 
$19.69  |  $11.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jun. 29, 2018
978-1-73232-300-1
978-1-73232-302-5 paper  

Animals explore a nature museum in 
Davis’ picture book.

A raccoon named Rodney and his pals visit the Dome-A-
Roma, a science museum, where Professor Batfish—a creature 
with a human body and a head that’s a fish in a fishbowl—gives 
them a mission each day. Today, he tells them, “A special pack-
age is coming, and I’d really like to see if you can guess what it 
is before the clock strikes three.” The group explores the dif-
ferent sections of the museum, including the Woodland Dome 
and an underwater tunnel called the Aqua Dome. The group 
eventually compiles their clues, determining that the surprise 
is “A bird, black and white, that lives in cold weather!” Overall, 
the story’s concept accessibly introduces puzzle-solving skills. 

For example, Batfish communicates to the group via tablets, 
offering hints, such as that the surprise is “black and white.” 
Rodney spots a black-and-white whale and wonders whether 
the surprise is “big or small.” Later, the author encouragingly 
says that if a reader asks “questions and collect[s] all the clues…
you would have guessed it’s a penguin too!” Debut artist Li’s car-
toonish illustrations of animals and nature habitats are amusing 
and clarify the text, indicating, for instance, when characters 
are reading Professor Batfish’s words off of a tablet.

An interactive and educational story.

BLOW
A Love Story
Ewens, Tracy
Self (316 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jun. 12, 2019
978-1-73232-163-2  

This enemies-to-lovers romance fol-
lows the relationship of an eager-to-please 
author and her artist neighbor in Bodega 
Bay, California.

Millie Hart, 33, is a New York Times–bestselling author—of 
romance, much to the chagrin of her estranged father, a book-
seller. To satisfy him once and for all, she vows to write the next 
big literary classic and rents a coastal cottage for three months, 
accompanied only by her cat, Pop-Tart. Almost immediately, 
Millie finds herself in a battle of wits, and very loud music, with 
her handsome but irritating neighbor. Drake Branch uprooted 
his life—from city to hometown—after a motorcycle accident 
left him with only one arm. Despite a successful glass-blowing 
career and a cadre of supportive family and friends, Drake’s 
nightmares and triggering flashbacks persist. The arrival of an 
attractive, but stubborn, new neighbor doesn’t help his anxiety 
level. Though Millie finds herself stuck writing the kind of novel 
that’s serious but gloomy, a far cry from her usual happily-ever-
afters, she quickly adapts to small-town life and its quirky cast. 
Thanks to the encouragement of Drake’s colleagues and his 
aunt Nikki, who owns the town’s romance bookstore, he starts 
to reconsider his neighbor, who shares his hatred of wearing 
headphones. Millie and Drake get cozy over a night of pizza, 
wine, and glass blowing, but when Millie’s father reappears in 
her life and the ghosts of Drake’s past return with a vengeance, 
will their love survive? Ewens (Tap, 2018, etc.) is a skilled sto-
ryteller, writing from both Millie’s and Drake’s perspectives 
and giving each distinctive personalities and struggles. Every 
character—Drake’s mentor, Esteban; Esteban’s college-bound 
daughter, Hazel; Millie’s best friend and literary agent, Jade—is 
thoughtfully imagined. Though the title is a bit misleading, as 

“blow” is also slang for cocaine, the chemistry is palpable, the 
plot points clear, and the subplot regarding the stigma against 
romance fiction and authors incredibly accurate.

A sweet, sexy read with complicated, likable leads, a 
swoonworthy seaside setting, and a positive message 
about relationships.
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A VOYAGE OF HEART 
& SONG
Farrow-Gillespie, Liza 
BookBaby (328 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Jan. 14, 2019
978-1-5439-5741-9  

After a brush with cancer, a lawyer 
sets sail with her husband to circumnavi-
gate the globe in this debut memoir.

Farrow-Gillespie had long dreamed 
of sailing around the world. After her 

breast cancer went into remission, the 38-year-old attorney and 
her doctor husband, Alan, quit their jobs, sold their home, put 
their possessions in storage, and purchased a boat. They had the 
vessel shipped to America all the way from Taiwan. Together, 
they spent the next six years crisscrossing the globe on the 
Heartsong III, beginning and ending in Fort Lauderdale, Flor-
ida. Along the way, the couple visited more than 50 countries, 
wandered around Dubrovnik, traversed the Strait of Gibraltar, 
explored Fiji, and encountered a subculture of fellow circum-
navigators who shared a taste for adventure. For Farrow-Gil-
lespie and her husband, the trip was born of a desire to “see the 
world—not just for two vacation weeks at a time—but to really 
see it, and to sail across all of the oceans on the way.” Early on, 
while Alan slept and the author was navigating in the Bermuda 
Triangle, they had a seemingly close encounter with a freighter. 
Readers discover that Farrow-Gillespie passed the exam for the 
United States Coast Guard charter captain license at the top of 
her class. One of the dictums she learned was “He who has the 
tonnage makes the rules.” Some chapters take the form of log-
book entries—as in their final trek across the Atlantic—while 
most are prefaced with a kind of FAQ section, which serves 
as a guide for readers planning their own sailing trips around 
the world. For instance, as to the question of whether pirates 
are still out there, the author writes: “Why yes there are. We’re 
still probably a whole lot safer at sea than on a Dallas freeway, 
though.” Letters to friends at home are interspersed through-
out. The mix of formats and the author’s colloquial tone make 
this book a pleasant read. Farrow-Gillespie writes movingly 
about her “love affair with the sea.” Her and Alan’s trip is filled 
with moments of quiet beauty and contemplation on the open 
water. She is also frequently funny. During a Caribbean swim, 
her “reverie is interrupted by the sight of a dorsal fin at about 50 
yards, coming straight at me. I do a fair imitation of Bugs Bunny 
walking on water back to the boat’s swim ladder, and then real-
ize that it is not a shark but a dolphin.”

A quick-witted, humorous, and inspiring account of a 
couple’s six-year sea adventure.

FOUR FUNNY POTATOES!
Foley, Len 
Illus. by the author 
New Horizon Health, Inc. (26 pp.) 
$7.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
978-0-692-06978-3  

Some talented spuds and assorted 
other vegetables, fruits, and carbs take the stage in this count-
ing picture book.

In this genuinely funny story, things get lively in the kitchen 
late at night when a quartet of potatoes pops out of a bowl to 

“put on a show!” But wait a minute. Isn’t the fourth member of 
that group a banana? Indeed, Benny the banana is frustrated that 
Arnie the dancing potato, Jimmy the potato comic, and Marvin 
the juggling potato expect him to sing “one potato, two potato, 
three potato, four,” ignoring his own unique traits. (Other cast 
members are Sofia the sandwich, a couple of “egg heads” in a 
frying pan, backflipping grapes, a strongman jelly bean, and 
more.) When Benny receives validation from an unexpected—
and hungry—source, he happily invites everyone to join him in 
singing his own counting song, even the peanut, the fries, and 
the meatball. Foley (Sigfried ’s Smelly Socks!, 2017, etc.) tells this 
tall tale about inclusion and the appreciation of differences in 
simple, mostly rhyming text. The idiosyncratic font, with let-
ters of various sizes and words in an assortment of colors, is the 
perfect complement to the vibrant, digitally rendered charac-
ters: photographs of real food items with added cartoon faces 
and limbs. The witty, sweet twist ending is the perfect wrap-up.

An amusing kitchen tale that delivers a worthy message 
about respect and diversity.

DEMIGOD RISING 
Forrester, John
Self (364 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Apr. 8, 2019
978-1-09-160682-1 

In this first YA fantasy novel in a 
series, Forrester (Empire Awakening, 2018, 
etc.) tells the story of a teen warrior-in-
training searching for his family mem-
bers across a magical realm.

Fifteen-year-old twin brothers Jeno 
and Chiro are students at Castle Maarn, where their father, Gen. 
Thanadol, sent them to be trained as rangers by the priests of 
the god Tanir. One night, the twins awaken after having a night-
mare about their mother—from whom their father took them 
away at age 4; in it, she’s enslaved by an evil wizard in the magi-
cal Realm of Sosaram. Jeno shrugs it off and goes back to sleep, 
but Chiro sneaks away to enter a nearby cave that, according to 
a gnome they recently met, separates their world from Sosaram. 
As Jeno angrily rushes to catch up with Chiro, he thinks that 

“His brother must be out of his mind or afflicted by some charm. 
Every righteous human knew that magical creatures tricked 
mortals down paths leading to their doom. It was a core tenet 

Forrester’s prose is spirited and propulsive, ensuring that readers 
feel the same thrills and scares that his characters do.

demigod rising
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of their faith.” Jeno steps through the portal and is transported 
to a beautiful world of forests and flowers, although he knows 
that he must be careful not to be corrupted by its magic. Sos-
aram proves to be more than just picturesque gardens, however; 
it’s also a land that’s suffering from war and blight, where elves 
and dwarves worship ancient gods, and dragons rule the skies. 
With the help of his best friend (and secret crush) Freyia, as well 
as some new acquaintances, Jeno pursues his sibling across the 
dynamic landscape. It later turns out that Sosaram has many 
surprises in store for Jeno, including one involving his mother 
that will change everything that he believed about his religion—
and about himself.

Forrester’s prose is spirited and propulsive, ensuring that 
readers feel the same thrills and scares that his characters do: 

“It was a dragon…gazing directly at him. He could feel a faint 
pressure in his mind, something reaching, something pushing, 
something calling out to him. The sensation was maddening.” 
In terms of worldbuilding, characters, and plot, the novel stays 
in the familiar territory of sword-and-sorcery fantasy, with the 
requisite YA concerns of parentage and responsibility. Jeno is a 
bit of a spoilsport, but the supporting cast—including the afore-
mentioned Freyia; Shani, a wood-elf healer who’s willing to cut 
off her own finger to save a stranger; and Karn, a loudly dressed 
half elf known as the “king of these streets”—provides more 
enjoyable companionship. The religious angle, which pits the 
magical polytheism of Sosaram against the anti-magic mono-
theism of Jeno’s world, adds another layer of tension, but it’ll 
be easy for readers to predict the outcome of that struggle. The 
breakneck pacing, after the exposition-choked opening chapter, 
consistently pulls readers forward and quickly immerses them 
in the world’s politics and conflicts. Aficionados of YA fantasy 
should enjoy this offering and the sequels that are sure to follow.

A brisk and readable fantasy tale that casts a familiar spell.

BONGA BONGA & GRANDPA
A Fish Story
Haddad, Geoffrey B.
Illus. by the author
FriesenPress (44 pp.) 
$25.59  |  $12.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
May 10, 2019
978-1-5255-2760-9
978-1-5255-2761-6 paper 

This illustrated children’s book explains 
how Grandpa came to love fish and care for them in a backyard pond.

As the story’s young narrator explains, her favorite baby toy 
was a monkey that dangled overhead. When she’d pull on its 
feet, her monkey would say “Bonga Bonga,” and that became 
the girl’s nickname. Bonga Bonga tells her grandfather’s tale as 
she’s heard it from him. Growing up in Jamaica, he liked to keep 
glass jars and aquariums filled with fish. By the time he was 10 
years old, they became too numerous to keep inside, so he built 
several backyard ponds, one for each type of fish. He also solved 
several problems, such as how to protect his pets from dragon-
fly nymphs and a fish-eating neighbor cat. After finishing his 

university studies, he moved to West Vancouver, Canada, where 
Bonga Bonga now lives. There, he built a large pond in his back-
yard in the shape of Jamaica, but instead of warm-water tropi-
cal fish, he had to stock hardier goldfish. He made his own fish 
food and put up a bird feeder. There were some sad moments, 
as when raccoons and herons ate all 72 goldfish, but later Bonga 
Bonga’s grandfather installed a lighted fountain that scared 
predators away. “Then my grandpa and me bought some more 
goldfish. And we were very happy once again,” concludes Bonga 
Bonga. In this series opener aimed at children ages 1 to 7, Had-
dad (If I’m Not Back by Wednesday, 2016) tells the story with much 
affection for family relationships and the natural world. In the 
first category are warm memories of Bonga Bonga’s spending 
time with Grandpa: feeding fish and birds, playing, and commis-
erating when animals ate the goldfish. In the second category 
are, for example, tidbits about the life cycle of fish. Children 
can also learn something about the difficulties and rewards of 
keeping fish in backyard ponds, with solid information that 
comes from experience. The illustrations are charmingly naïve, 
bringing out the appeal of beautifully hued fish and even the 
ravenous raccoons.

Sweet and informative; of special interest to young 
fish lovers.

THE POWER OF THE TELLING
Collected Poems
Hathwell, David
Self (156 pp.) 
$20.08 paper  |  Apr. 12, 2019
978-1-939353-36-8  

A collection of poetry focuses on 
everyday beauty and wonder.

Over the course of 50 poems with 
straightforward titles, retired high school 
English teacher Hathwell (Between Dog and 

Wolf, 2017, etc.) explores the world around him. Nature is a touch-
stone of his poetry. In “Poplar,” he expertly describes the titular 
tree “catching a breeze, flutter sage and silver wings” while in 

“Sunflower,” he lingers on the “wide blank face” of the “saddest 
flower.” The author also showcases culture in his poems. “Fred’s 
Girl” is a propulsive ode to the Fred Astaire–Paulette Goddard 
duet in the film Second Chorus, and “Sunday at the Symphony” 
captures the ethereal experience of live classical music. But 
the poems aren’t limited to the author’s immediate surround-
ings. A visit to the Spanish Steps, where Keats died in 1821, is 
the subject of “Readiness Is Everything,” which encourages 
readers to “imagine the world without you.” Hathwell plays 
with humor in “Dust Is Winning,” about the futile fight to 
keep things clean, and shows his cynical side in “Red Dress,” 
which describes the “ruby radiance” of an ensemble depicted 
in advertising. The act of writing is another recurring theme 
in this collection. “Song” depicts a successful writing day, in 
which “I rise from my desk, / Majestic, and I dance,” while 

“Sure Thing” warns readers “that language is prepared to lie / 
When you ask it to.” Quiet moments are also rich material for 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Ashwin Sanghi

HOW A SELF-PUBLISHED AUTHOR FROM INDIA FOUND INTERNATIONAL 
SUCCESS AND WOUND UP COLLABORATING WITH JAMES PATTERSON
By Rhett Morgan

In 2007, before the Kindle had even been released, Ash-
win Sanghi self-published The Rozabal Line, mixing ele-
ments of mythology, history, and religion from his native 
India with a fast-paced modern thriller. The unprecedent-
ed success of Rozabal across the English-speaking Indian 
diaspora put Sanghi on track to become one of India’s 
bestselling writers. He has since worked with traditional 
publishers in India and the United States to turn Rozabal 
into the popular Bharat series, release several self-help ti-
tles, and co-author two Private India novels with Ameri-
can thriller master James Patterson.

Sanghi spoke with us about his early self-publishing suc-
cess and how he continues to grow his international appeal.

What do you think were some of the advantages to 
self-publishing The Rozabal Line?
That first year as a self-published author taught me the 
value of good editing, cover design, search marketing, 
and social media presence. It taught me the value of read-
er feedback and the criticality of retail distribution. My 
future success as a traditionally published author was, in 
part, from the learnings as a self-published author.

What were some of your strategies for reaching inter-
national readers with your self-published work?
Online retailing of books, including e-books, has dis-
solved boundaries. On a daily basis I receive messages 
from readers not just in India, but from around the world. 
Social media has also meant that two-way communica-
tion with readers and potential readers is not limited to 
the borders of any specific nation.

What first made you want to write thrillers?
The truth is that I was brought up on a diet of commer-
cial fiction and thrillers for most of my growing years: Jef-
frey Archer, Sidney Sheldon, Robert Ludlum, Frederick 
Forsyth, James Patterson…and countless others that were 
added to my list of favorites. Looking back, I realize that I 
wanted to write page-turners like these authors. I guess it 
was my exposure to countless thrillers and mysteries that 
enabled me to eventually craft my own.

How did your collaborations with James Patterson 
come about?
It was JP’s London-based publisher who reached out to 
a common friend in the publishing industry. The two got 
talking and realized that there was an overlap in the sort 
of books that JP and I were penning. On the one hand, JP 
was keen to take the Private Series into India; on the oth-
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er, I was keen to explore international opportunities in 
the thriller space. It was a perfect match. JP is a pleasure 
to work with because he truly understands what works 
for his readers. In that sense, he is a master of his craft.

And what made you want to branch out for your self-
help series?
I am one of those individuals who gets bored rather easily. 
My wife is always irritated when I get up halfway through 
a movie because the story no longer holds my attention. 
It is precisely for this reason that I do not want to be 
compartmentalized. By writing in multiple genres and 
across varying subgenres, I hope that I can keep myself 
excited and charged up. I have realized that the journey 
is more important than the destination. I honestly don’t 
care where I am going, but I love the process.

Would you continue to self-publish in the future?
It’s possible. Life could come full circle. In 2007, self-pub-
lishing was a way to get one’s foot in the door, the bigger 
aim being to get a break into traditional publishing. To-
day, as a successful published author, I have the option 
to create different business models using self-publishing 
as a route.

What are you working on now?
I am currently working on the sixth book in the Bharat 
series, a fast-paced thriller set in the ancient Pallava king-
dom in South India. I hope to release it by January 2020.

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator living in Paris. 
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the poet. Throughout, he matches his message to the pacing 
of the poem, creating an immersive experience for readers. 
In “Finding Myself in the Morning,” readers sink into Hath-
well’s serene, solitary scene where he can finally “not wonder 
/ who is speaking, or what comes next.” In “Ten O’Clock,” 
the audience can sense the descent into a “deep, forgiving 
sleep.” The one flaw of this collection is its breadth. Because 
everything from Astaire to flora is fair game, the individual 
poems don’t always flow from one to the next, and transi-
tions can be jarring.

A volume of ambitious and engaging poems.

DARK CORNERS 
Hayslett, Reuben “Tihi”
Running Wild Press (102 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Feb. 15, 2019
978-1-947041-22-6  

Racism and homophobia are among 
the eerie phenomena haunting these 
tense stories.

In this debut collection, Hayslett’s 
characters, most of them black, brown, 

and/or queer, have their personal problems complicated 
by their outsider status, by ominous politics, and by occa-
sional eruptions of madness and the macabre. In “2016,” a 
black lesbian copes with her sister’s troubled pregnancy, her 
father’s cancer diagnosis, and an increasingly crazy presi-
dential campaign while a ghostly skull that only she can see 
gradually materializes over her face when she looks in the 
mirror. In “Money Men,” an Atlanta prostitute who passes 
the time watching cable news while servicing her clients 
becomes obsessed with the Arab Spring revolutions she sees 
on TV. In the Twilight Zone–ish “Super Rush,” a 35-year-old 
gay man begins an affair with a 19-year-old version of him-
self whom he encounters at a bathhouse; in “Denial Twist,” 
a gay man’s affair with a flamboyant drag queen is derailed 
by homophobic violence; and in “A Step Toward Evolution,” 
a Native American gay man who feels slighted by white gay 
men who use and discard him initiates a germ-warfare cam-
paign. And in the disturbing “Come Clean,” two black chil-
dren observe the bizarre changes in their mother after she is 
sexually assaulted by a white man and fear she is turning into 
a vampire. Hayslett paints this world in matter-of-fact real-
ism that’s trimmed with deadpan humor and knocked only 
slightly off-kilter by incursions of the paranormal, convey-
ing it all in brisk, evocative, grungily lyrical prose. “When 
your husband finally tells you he’s fucking Celia Washing-
ton, your ears fill with room-tone…it’s the first time in six 
months he’s not grinning like a two-dollar-idiot, and your 
vision crisps so sharp you can see every scraggly outline 
of lint on his jacket, and his breath feels like ten thousand 
wet pellets splashing your face as he says I’m sorry, I’m so 
so sorry,” growls the narrator of “Hope It Felt Good” as a 
wronged wife begins a bizarre metamorphosis. The author 
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keeps the identity politics pervasive yet unobtrusive as his 
characters fight a twilight struggle against a world bent on 
erasing their realities. 

A gripping collection of yarns in which social disadvan-
tages take on monstrous shapes.

TRAVEL LIGHT
Holmes, Laura R. 
Content Queens  (288 pp.) 

Travel blogger Holmes (I’ve Gotta Pack, 
2011) encourages travelers to leave their 
stress behind in this motivational memoir.

Almost everyone wishes that they 
could travel more, but so few people are able to make it a pri-
ority. With the omnipresent stresses of work and family, it can 
be easy to put off desired travel unless someone gives you a 
friendly shove, as the author attempts to do here. “I’d love 
to give you a nudge and tell you a few tales about how travel 
has changed me,” writes Holmes in her introduction to this 
emphatically pro-vacation volume. About two years after quit-
ting her ad agency job in 2003 and starting her own marketing 
company, Holmes embarked with a friend on a whirlwind tour 
of Paris before joining a hiking group that climbed 4,000 feet 
up Mont Blanc. Another time, she and three friends took a car 
on a 10-day odyssey through Spain and the Pyrenees. Holmes 
encourages Americans to travel within the United States as 
well, as she did during an adventure across California and 
Nevada as part of a group that she playfully refers to as “5 Hos 
and a Bro.” Nearly every page of the book features uncredited, 
full-color photographs of Holmes and her companions or of 
some of the sites that she describes. Holmes is an affable, if 
idiosyncratic, tour guide; for instance, she’s a big fan of cheeky 
acronyms, such as “BYOB” for “Be Your Own Boss” or “PWDS” 
for “People Who Don’t Suck.” Her stories are fun, though not 
outrageous, and involve such things as botched hotel reserva-
tions or munching on unusual foods. She mostly visits rather 
well-known places during her one- or two-week getaways, and 
by making clear how much fun she had and how much she 
cherishes her memories, she’ll instill a powerful desire in the 
hearts of readers to do similar things with their own friends 
and family members. Indeed, by the end of the first chapter, 
some readers may start planning excursions of their own.

A lighthearted travel book that encourages through 
example.

WHO WILL? WILL YOU?
Hoppe, Sarah 
Illus. by Reardon, Milanka
Blue Whale Press  (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $10.99 paper
978-1-73289-351-1
978-1-73289-352-8 paper  

A girl tries to find help for a stray 
baby animal in this picture book from 
debut author Hoppe and illustrator 

Reardon (Noodles’ and Albie’s Birthday Surprise, 2016).
When Lottie and her dog, Rufus, find a lone “pup” (who’s 

not initially shown in the illustrations) on a trash-filled beach, 
they’re eager to help him. The girl approaches several people 
about helping the pup, each time answering questions about 
what he can do, but no one’s willing to take it in. The animal 
shelter worker assumes the pup is a dog—but when she gets 
a good look, she refuses to help. A park ranger thinks the pup 
might be a bat, and a sea lion keeper guesses it’s a sea lion, but 
they’re mistaken. Finally, Lottie finds a helpful marine-animal 
rescue team member, and readers discover the pup is a baby 
shark. Reardon’s realistic pastel-and-ink illustrations, popu-
lated with humans with a variety of skin tones, do an excellent 
job of hiding the identity of the pup and showing the adults’ 
shocked expressions. Hoppe uses clever science-related ques-
tions (“Does the pup have super-cool senses to help find its 
food?”) to encourage readers to guess the animal’s identity and 
to think about how different animals share similar qualities.

A beautifully illustrated tale that’s sure to appeal to 
animal lovers and budding environmentalists.

MOMMY’S BIG, RED 
MONSTER TRUCK
Klakowicz, Alison Paul
FriesenPress (14 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Nov. 19, 2018  

A child celebrates all the things that 
his mother’s large red truck can do in 

this picture book.
An unnamed young boy and his mom love nothing more 

than adventuring in a huge “monster truck” that’s as loud as 
it is big. Its engine thrums “Vaaa vaaa vaaa VROOM!” as its 

“HUGE black wheels” crash on the pavement: “SCRUNCH! 
SMASH! POW! WOOHOO!” (Although the truck is 

“REALLY, REALLY FAST!” the mother always obeys traffic 
laws.) Together, the pair travels around the country, planning 
to see all 50 states and beyond: “I bet we could float across 
the Atlantic Ocean to ENGLAND,” says the narrator opti-
mistically. The boy loves helping to wash the truck after their 
adventures. Other “mommies” are shown providing hugs, kisses, 
bedtime stories, and more. Klakowicz packs her debut with 
sound effects, giving it strong read-aloud potential—though 
it may be too exciting for bedtime. On the page, emphasized 
words are variously colored and capitalized, curving around and 

Klakowicz packs her debut with sound effects, giving it strong 
read-aloud potential—though it may be too exciting for bedtime.

mommy ’s big, red monster truck
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mimicking the truck’s kineticism. The full-color, uncredited 
illustrations may appeal to truck lovers, although they appear 
somewhat flat and oversimplified. Both the mother and son are 
white; other characters have a range of nationalities and skin 
tones, and one boy is shown using a wheelchair.

Lively, vigorous, and well suited to kids who adore cool 
moms and their vehicles.

5 O’CLOCK SHADOW
Lenfestey, Karen 
CreateSpace (272 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Aug. 12, 2016
978-1-5370-6549-6  

Lenfestey (A Mother’s Conviction, 
2015, etc.) offers readers a charming 
novel about family. 

Claire Tillman’s life is falling apart. 
Couples counseling isn’t working, and 
her husband of 12 years, Ben, is ready to 

throw in the towel on their relationship. She quickly finds her-
self feeling like she has little to hold onto in life aside from the 
fulfillment she finds in her job as a high school social-studies 
teacher: “My students are my kids.” But when she finds Jaxon, 
one of those students, sleeping in his car, she’s truly spurred 
to action for the first time in years. The emotional core of the 
story is strong, and the prose is solid, with a dependable flow 
that allows the characters and their feelings to take center 
stage. Jaxon has grown up without a father, but now that he’s 
graduating high school and heading to college, he wants to meet 
his missing parent; he’s so fervent in this wish, in fact, that it’s 
caused conflict with his mom, who’s kicked him out of the 
house. Claire helps Jaxon in his search, and the two develop 
a real friendship. Meanwhile, she finds herself questioning 
her memories of her own father, who supposedly died in a car 
accident when she was young. The story strongly explores how 
personal history is never as simple as it first appears, and as it 
progresses, new perspectives—such as that of Jaxon’s possible 
father, who’s struggling with a loss of his own; and that of Hope, 
Claire’s half sister—complicate the main characters’ needs and 
wants. Ultimately, this is a story about relationships, and the 
author deftly balances disparate personalities, particularly in 
dialogue. What’s more, the message that the answers to peo-
ple’s problems lie in human connection feels genuine. The char-
acters’ lives may not be turning out as they planned, but that 
makes their journey toward solace all the more satisfying. 

A comforting and moving character-driven tale. 

VALEDICTORIAN
Mason, Jennifer 
Xlibris (232 pp.) 
$31.99  |  Dec. 4, 2006
978-1-4257-2475-7  

Another series installment that chron-
icles the adventures of a San Francisco Bay 
Area dominatrix detective.   

In this moody, curious, and intrigu-
ing noir mystery, Mason (Partitions of 
Unity, 2018, etc.) revisits her durable 

and multitalented protagonist Elizabeth Cromwell. In a bar 
one afternoon, the tall, blonde sex worker meets 60-ish Israel 

“Izzy” Zhulzhoff, an odd bird who tells her lengthy stories 
about his wife—and his pending divorce. He asks Cromwell to 
pose as his spouse at a high school reunion gala the same night. 
She agrees, but Zhulzhoff never shows up at the event. Instead, 
Cromwell meets and bonds with a woman named Sylvia Reyn-
olds, another attendee whose husband is also curiously absent. 
Reynolds gives Cromwell the keys to her yellow Lamborghini, 
which Cromwell takes for a joyride across the Golden Gate 
Bridge; afterward, an unknown assailant attacks Cromwell, 
causing her to flee for her life. Deducing that she was set up by 
Reynolds, she trades notes with police, who provide her with 
an old file of unsolved murders of blonde women in the area. 
She also visits Mistress Annabel Flair, another local domina-
trix, who’s happy to banter back and forth with her about sex 
dungeons and the business of “fantasy enactments,” although 
Annabel also reveals that she has plans to leave the Bay Area 
permanently. Cromwell develops a nagging suspicion that 
Reynolds may have been set up herself, and further snooping 
leads to an old but relevant case. Cromwell’s scrutiny of Zhul-
zhoff ’s disappearance and likely death only leads her to more 
complicated connections. 

If the story seems rather convoluted rather than simply 
mysterious, that’s because it is. However, Mason’s prose still 
manages to provide it with a beating heart. Her style is artfully 
decorative for a detective novel, but it’s still resolutely func-
tional, and it’s never in any way rushed or brisk. She makes use 
of cryptic dialogue and clever repartee to tell the story; many 
characters speak in near riddles with one another, and one can 
envision them volleying their one-of-a-kind bons mots back 
and forth with knowing grins. Readers of Mason’s other books 
will recognize her distinctive method of narration; indeed, 
some may well seek out this latest book because of it. It’s cer-
tainly a unique and quirky style, but it never diminishes the 
impact of the mystery plot or the overall characterization of 
Cromwell, who remains an intimidating figure to behold. She’s 
still clever, smart, seductive, edgy, beautiful, and every bit as 
tough as her “six feet two inches in pumps” stature suggests. 
From Cromwell’s first-person perspective, readers get to know 
intimately how she thinks, what she fears and desires, and, 
perhaps most importantly, how she investigates the crimes 
that always seems to land on her doorstep. Mason’s series of 
detective novels aren’t easy reads, to be sure, nor do they seem 
intended to be, as each carefully crafted line defies attempts at 
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simplistic interpretation. Overall, readers will find that there’s 
much to savor in this moodily atmospheric whodunit.

An enjoyable, sometimes-challenging work for those 
who like contemplative, simmering mysteries.

V.E.N.O.M.
In Venenum Potentia
Mitchell, Ty 
Red Rope Press (334 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Apr. 7, 2019
978-1-73354-360-6 

A New York cop and recovering alco-
holic works a murder case that stirs up a 
defunct organization of mercenaries and 
assassins in this debut novel.

More than a year after losing his wife 
and daughter, Brooklyn Detective Jake Penny is fighting to stay 
sober. So his boss, Lt. Trent Simons, sends him to upstate New 
York on a “low-threat task.” It’s the scene of a double homicide 
along with missing, presumably abducted children, but Jake’s 
job is to support the local police department. Yet once there, he 
discovers a hidden stash of money and passports. Now Jake has 
the attention of National Security Agency agent Ethan Parker, 
who informs the detective that Wei Pei, one of the deceased, is 
actually Liang Do Shen. He was the former leader of Veiled and 
Exclusive Nation of Organized Mercenaries and had been safely 
hiding in America with, allegedly, collateral. The news of the 
collateral and its likely location, Parker claims, is sure to bring 
out highly skilled and deadly ex-members of V.E.N.O.M. Parker 
and Jake work together to stop the group while the detective 
gets assistance from Pulitzer Prize–winning investigative jour-
nalist Zasha Avery, who’s itching for an exclusive. But as the 
inquiry deepens, Jake may have trouble trusting anyone. Mitch-
ell’s series opener is filled with action scenes and, accordingly, 
moves at a steady clip. Still, there’s ample mystery brewing, 
from how Jake’s wife and daughter died to what exactly Liang’s 
collateral was. Though sequences of explosions and fisticuffs 
are exhilarating, the author doesn’t stylize them. They’re often 
quite brutal, and one scene in particular features a startling turn 
that puts the violence in perspective—for readers as well as the 
characters. Mitchell astutely plays with character expectations; 
at least one mercenary doesn’t seem villainous, and reputed 
good guys aren’t so wholesome. As the sole female representa-
tive, Zasha is formidable, intelligent, and only gets better as the 
narrative progresses. Despite a few predictable plot twists, the 
story offers numerous surprises and a sublime setup for Book 2.

A swift, rousing, and first-rate detective series launch.

JOHN DUFFEY’S  
BLUEGRASS LIFE
Featuring the Country 
Gentlemen, Seldom Scene, 
and Washington, D.C.
Moore, Stephen & Keplinger, G.T.
Booklocker.com (430 pp.) 
$34.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Apr. 25, 2019
978-1-63263-840-3
978-1-63263-839-7 paper  

An exhaustively researched profile of bluegrass legend John 
Duffey (1934-1996) that covers not only his life in music, but 
also those of his colleagues and contemporaries. 

Duffey was a musician and singer who founded the impor-
tant bluegrass groups The Country Gentlemen and The Seldom 
Scene. But even in the late 1950s, when The Country Gentle-
men were forming, Duffey felt that the popular bluegrass sound 
was starting to get stale. When the band started recording in 
the early ’60s, he pushed them to incorporate more modern 
sounds to accommodate the folk boom. Purists scoffed, but 
it allowed the band to play a wider variety of clubs. That’s also 
when Duffey realized that entertaining a crowd took showman-
ship as well as musicianship, and he encouraged the band mem-
bers to do things like play an agonizingly slow version of the 
usually fast-paced song “Cripple Creek.” Duffey also had some 
quirks of his own, and the authors collected extensive quotes 
from his friends and band mates that describe them. The Coun-
try Gentlemen were limited by Duffey’s fear of flying and his 
love of bowling, for example—both of which may have factored 
into his quitting the band in 1969. That didn’t last long, though, 
and Duffey pushed the boundaries of bluegrass again with The 
Seldom Scene in the early ’70s. Moore (co-author: Cerphe’s Up, 
2016, etc.) and Keplinger (Film/Stevenson Univ.) also devote 
considerable time to their subject’s band mates, such as Charlie 
Waller, Eddie Adcock, and Tom Gray, as well as fringe figures 
in Duffey’s story, including musician Buzz Busby, photographer 
Carl Fleischhauer, and bluegrass luminary Ralph Stanley, who 
respected Duffey’s ability but not his off-the-cuff personal style. 

It’s obvious from the first chapter of this book that Moore 
and Keplinger aim to spare no details. They even start with a 
short history of Washington, D.C.’s Columbia Hospital for 
Women, where the musician was born, and include a pho-
tocopy of the hospital birth certificate. The book is roughly 
chronological from there, occasionally circling back to offer a 
different perspective on a particular story or some additional 
background. As a result, the authors leave very little untouched, 
right down to what Duffey preferred to eat for breakfast when 
he was hungry (six eggs, fatback, and buttered toast) and when 
he wasn’t (four eggs, fatback, and buttered toast). Despite the 
copious detail, however, the book offers a rich and entertaining 
musical history of the bluegrass scene as well as more academic 
materials, including an essay by Robert Kyle on Duffey’s Irish 
roots and a lengthy discography. Throughout, the authors’ prose 
is straightforward, but it can be a bit dry, as when they devote 
a single paragraph to breakthrough surgery that was used to 
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restore Adcock’s playing ability but offer no quotes from the 
man himself about the experience. Also, when they use Duf-
fey’s own words, they frequently and distractingly italicize them 
throughout the book rather than more smoothly working them 
into the text. 

A truly definitive look at a bluegrass legend and the 
scene that produced him. 

NIKO’S NIGHT & DAY
A Story of Opposites in 
God’s Creation
Oakes, Colleen
Illus. by Chan, Erin
Concordia Publishing House (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  $12.99 e-book  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-7586-6208-8  

Oakes’ (The Black Coats, 2019, etc.) Christian picture book 
illustrates God’s diurnal and nocturnal creations.

Little Niko awakes in the middle of the night with the real-
ization that he left his toy train in the woods near his house. He 
hurriedly dons his coat and boots and runs out into the night to 
retrieve his favorite toy. Along the way, he notes the differences 
in his surroundings from when he was playing in the woods the 
previous morning. Instead of singing goldfinches (“bay-bee”) 
and drilling woodpeckers (“thump-thump-thump”), there’s a 
barn owl calling (“hoot-hoot”). Where bees were buzzing, fire-
flies dance. As Niko passes through the night, he knows that 
even in the dark, God watches over him. He reaches the end of 
the woods and finds his prized train on a fence post and, rejoic-
ing, returns home to go back to bed. This charming, simple tale 
is punctuated with vibrant paint-and-collage illustrations by 
debut illustrator Chan. Though the narrative mentions God 
and the author unveils in the afterword that she was inspired by 
several specific parables from the Bible, the Christian themes 
aren’t heavy-handed. Oakes ably employs color words and ono-
matopoeia to engage young audiences.

Engages both the eye and ear as it instills a sense 
of wonder.

PRIYA DREAMS OF 
MARIGOLDS & MASALA 
Patel, Meenal
Illus. by the author
Beaver’s Pond Press (36 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-64343-955-6  

A girl finds a way to keep her grand-
mother from missing India in this pic-

ture book.
Priya’s house is the only one on her street with an Indian 

family. After school every day, she helps her grandmother Babi 
Ba make rotli for dinner. As they work, Priya asks Babi Ba what 
India is like. Her grandmother responds with highlights of 

India for each of the senses, describing the smells of the spice 
market, the sounds of the tuk-tuks and cows in the street, the 

“swish-swish of a sari,” the taste of hot cha, and the crowd with 
its mix of beliefs and customs. Babi Ba describes the marigold 
garlands, just like the one “hanging in the doorway” of Priya’s 
house. In the winter, Priya notices her grandmother’s sadness 
and discusses the marigold garland tradition with her school 
friends. They help Priya make a huge garland of paper marigolds 
for Babi Ba. Patel (Neela Goes to San Francisco, 2016) is an Indian 
American author whose “family is from Gujarat, India.” In her 
tale, Priya’s strong connections to her grandmother and her 
diverse classmates, who are so open to learning her traditions, 
offer a wonderfully ideal view of culture sharing. Patel’s draw-
ings, rendered without hard lines but in brilliant colors inspired 
by her visits to India, capture the theme vividly.

A beautifully rendered, touching celebration of sharing 
traditions across generations and cultures.

THE SOULS OF THE LASH
Reinfried, Jennifer 
CreateSpace (264 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Mar. 27, 2018
978-1-986901-81-9  

Otherworldly creatures terrorize the 
Wild West in this genre-bending adventure.

The sharpshooting Etta Davis is 
a magnetic protagonist in Reinfried’s 
(Grim Vengeance, 2017, etc.) latest novel. 

When readers meet her, she’s a miserable, hard-drinking 
woman who’s suspicious of everyone, but readers get to watch 
her transform into a magnanimous hero with bravado to match. 
When she hears that mysterious, feral creatures are destroying 
towns—and that her former paramour, Ira, is leading the charge 
against them—she can’t help but join the fray. Despite the fact 
that she’s invaluable in combat, the men that Etta aligns her-
self with don’t trust her merely because she’s a woman. Etta 
and Ira promise to leave their romantic relationship in the past, 
but things get complicated when a new love interest for Etta 
joins the fight. Meanwhile, the group’s otherworldly foes seem 
to grow more wily and vicious. These creatures—who remain 
unnamed at the end of the book—are among the most engaging 
elements of the novel: “They’re pretending to die, then coming 
back to attack,” one fighter notes at the beginning, foreshadow-
ing the increasing threats that the gang will face. The heroes 
ride through town after town and help local residents defeat 
the otherworldly beasts, but they receive little help from others 
along the way. Overall, Reinfried delivers a fresh take on fron-
tier stories with intriguing sci-fi elements. The first third of the 
novel, though, is consumed by a subplot about Etta escorting a 
father and daughter to safety. The abrupt shift in focus to Ira’s 
cause makes it seem like the story is missing a third act, and 
Etta’s complicated backstory could have used slightly more clar-
ity. As she’s not one for talking, her trauma is mostly reported 
through cinematic flashbacks and conflicted inner monologues; 
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A wonderfully ideal view of culture sharing.
priya dreams of marigolds & masala
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her mantra—“Attachment means pain. Pain means distraction. 
Distraction means death”—is a neat, if overused, summation of 
her life thus far.

A gripping sci-fi Western that ends too soon.

THE GIRL PRETENDING TO 
READ RILKE
Riddle, Barbara
Pilgrim’s Lane Press (212 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 13, 2013
978-0-615-90432-0  

Riddle debuts with a pleasantly off-
beat coming-of-age novel that looks 
back at the changing roles of women in 
the 1960s.

In 1963, 19-year-old Bronwen Olwen has just completed 
her junior year in a prestigious Portland, Oregon, college and is 
heading to Boston for a prime summer internship in a biochem-
istry lab—and, not incidentally, a couple of months of living with 
her boyfriend, Eric Breuner. He’s four years older, ensconced 
in Harvard, and working toward a junior fellowship in the biol-
ogy department, where he’s a superstar. Indeed, Bronwen is 
daunted by what she accepts as his intellectual superiority. But 
this summer, she’s decided to become an expert in the literary 
works of early-20th-century Bohemian-Austrian poet Rainer 
Maria Rilke as her nonscientific area of proficiency, because 

“All the scientists in Eric’s crowd had a little niche, a subarea of 
nontechnical knowledge on which they could hold forth.” Her 
boss, Felix, is a strange whirlwind of frenetic energy, always 

“rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet.” Bronwen helps 
him with some problem experiments, enabling him to complete 
his long-overdue doctoral thesis. Her grueling hours at the lab 
prove more gratifying than her time spent with the obnoxiously 
arrogant Eric and his cohort of pseudo-intellectual male scien-
tists. However, it takes a series of crises to force her to reexam-
ine her life. Although Riddle’s narrative is often humorous and 
frequently quirky, it also offers a stark reminder of the scientific 
community’s treatment of women joining its ranks in the ’60s. 
For example, Felix can’t fathom why Bronwen would choose to 
study science given her other options: “Girls don’t just whim-
sically decide to give up a social life and nice clothes to hang 
around in smelly hellholes with slavedrivers like me ordering 
them around.” Throughout, Riddle mixes solid, straightfor-
ward storytelling with long, stream-of-consciousness sections 
in which the omniscient narrator jumps into Bronwen’s chaotic 
mental meanderings. The run-on sentences in the latter can be 
confusing at times, but they effectively reflect the protagonist’s 
inner struggle as familiar young adult angst meets bubbling 
social change.

A whimsical, funny, and poignant historical novel.

A DREAM TO DIE FOR
Ritz, Susan Z. 
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-63152-557-5  

A debut novel tells the story of a 
woman with strange dreams attempting 
to solve her therapist’s murder.

Anxious and self-doubting bar-
tender Celeste Fortune has been 
recording her dreams at the behest of 

Larry Blatsky, her therapist and the leader of an organization 
called the Dreamscape. Some, including Celeste’s ex-fiance, 
Jake Kelly, consider the group a cult. The goal is for Celeste 
to experience not only her own dreams, but also those of 
other people, though she’s beginning to suspect that this is all 
just nonsense and that Larry is simply attempting to control 
the lives of his patients. Celeste goes over to Larry’s office, 
planning to quit their sessions after four years, but when 
she shares her final dream with him—“A woman, apron tied 
around her neck, rocking forward and back, like she’s knead-
ing bread”—Larry panics and banishes her from the build-
ing. She returns a while later to retrieve a ring he insisted 
she give him only to find him dying in a pool of blood. The 
other Dreamers—including a member of the town’s police 
force—suspect that Celeste, a known “Doubter,” is Larry’s 
killer. With the help of Jake and her ex-Dreamer friend Glo-
ria Cross, Celeste must find the computer full of recorded 
dreams that was stolen from Larry’s office. But what if 
Larry’s murder wasn’t an isolated incident? And what if her 
dream turns out to be real? Ritz’s precise prose captures the 
eerie milieu of the novel, which often verges on the super-
natural: “She blinked hard, wondering what she was seeing. 
Larry floated in the space above his seat. Transfixed, Celeste 
shrank back as his feet and hands morphed into great furry 
paws, and his mouth and nose elongated into the muzzle of 
a lion.” The story is darkly comic, and the author delights 
in saddling her characters with tasks beyond their normal 
capabilities. The plot takes a while to rev up—the players’ 
overlapping relationships and past dramas commandeer a lot 
of page space—but once it gets going, it makes for a suitably 
engaging murder mystery.

A fun crime tale with some creepy cult elements.
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FORGOTTEN KNIGHT
121 Classically-Styled 
Sonnets on Themes of Today
Rodriguez, Robert Luis 
Self (174 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jan. 9, 2019
978-1-79343-112-7  

A writer begins building his poetic 
oeuvre 14 lines at a time. 

To his own surprise, debut author 
Rodriguez fell in love with sonnets in an 

acting class. The course was designed to help thespians make 
the most of the poetic form, but he just couldn’t get enough of 
the verse, so he had to start writing some of his own. Sonnets are 
those 14-line rhyming blocks that test even the most seasoned 
verse-maker’s mettle. Making a book of them is a daunting task, 
but the author’s devotion to the form is admirable. Shakespeare, 
whom many still consider the master of the sonnet, wrote 154 
of them; Rodriguez gives readers 121. The author’s debt to the 
Bard of Avon is apparent throughout. In “Of Fate,” Rodriguez 
channels both Shakespeare and Poe in a thoughtful meditation 
on destiny and the perils of choice: “Such indecision harshly 
plagues the mind. / Which path to take, for both do seem 
quite sound. / Came Shakespeare, Poe, and others of like kind. 
/ Perplexing souls for answers, but none found.” Here and else-
where, readers will see Rodriguez settling comfortably into his 
scheme; when he’s at his best, his rhythms feel effortless and 
his rhymes natural. The finest sonneteers can make audiences 
forget they’re reading verse that’s so rigorous, and the poet pulls 
off that trick repeatedly. Elsewhere, the going is not so easy, and 
some of the pieces are less smooth. Take, for instance, the open-
ing lines of “Allegory of the Cave”: “So many times I rue the 
horrid day / When born was I, this world to occupy. / Into such 
realm, my birth had I, no say. / So oft, ‘Why me?’ is my remiss 
reply.” Here, Rodriguez’s syntax is overcomplicated; his diction 
is archaic; and his content repetitive. Or in simpler terms, he 
fights the sonnet, and the sonnet wins. But such misfires are 
few and far between, and the poet delivers many potent, deeply 
moving works. 

Form comes first in this effective volume of sonnets.

ANGEL LAND
Scott, P.S. 
Self (263 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Mar. 30, 2019
978-1-09-132318-6 

This debut YA novel sees an angel 
without wings strive in a competitive 
society and learn its secrets along the way.

Thirteen-year-old Gabriel Perez, unlike 
most people in Celestia, was born without 

wings. He’s been raised by his Grandma since his father abandoned 
the family early on and his mother died when he was 2 years old. 

Despite these setbacks, Gabriel hopes to one day become the 
ruling archangel of Celestia. But he must first gain admittance 
to the Holy Guild, where he may learn to master his superspeed 
ability, known as Quicksilver, and stand a chance competing 
for the ruling spot. Soon Gabriel discovers that he did not get 
into the Holy Guild, which means he’ll likely continue polishing 
wings for a living. But he does meet Raziel Kor, another teen, 
who explains that clip-on wings, invented by his father at Angel 
Innovates, can be purchased. Later, Gabriel gets a notice from 
the Z Guild that because another student withdrew, he’s been 
accepted. Gabriel then obtains wings, finally takes flight, and 
feels like his “soul has been set free.” While traveling home that 
night, Gabriel is accosted by a “cloaked, black angel” with claws 
and no visible face. Could this ravenlike creature be responsible 
for the angels missing from the Northern Quarter? In this fan-
tasy series opener, Scott unfolds the layers of Celestia in neat 
stages, giving the characters and the narrative space to develop. 
Gabriel eventually joins the Holy Guild, but how this happens 
involves a single twist among many. Classmates Ariel Bluestone, 
Swati Mehra, and Cael Kutch become instrumental to the plot 
in their own ways. Gabriel’s easy access to his personal hero, 
Ruling Archangel Michael Hunter, illustrates the hermetic, 
though bracing, worldbuilding. Readers may chuckle at the 
ubiquity of “pagers,” which are essentially smartphones. It’s 
also vaguely fascistic that Celestia is ruled by whomever wins 
a fighting tournament. Nevertheless, the primary message is 

“Being different isn’t a curse….It’s a responsibility to bring only 
what you can do to the world.” The finale upsets the status quo, 
energizing the next volume.

A crisp, stylized fantasy with plenty of surprises.

STEALING HOME
A Father, a Son, and the 
Road to the Perfect Game
Seybold, Ron 
Skin Horse Press (182 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-9850067-3-0  

A writer recounts a summer trip with 
his young son and his shot at redemption. 

In 1994, Seybold (Viral Times, 2015) 
organized an epic trek for himself and his 11-year-old son, Nicky. 
They would attend nine baseball games in eight different cit-
ies over the course of just 11 days, an expedition spanning more 
than 3,400 miles. It was a complex odyssey to plan during “a 
time without the Web, Wi-Fi, or phones that rang in our pock-
ets” and so tightly scheduled it was unnervingly vulnerable 
to derailment. But for the author, divorced with only limited 
custody of his son, the vacation was brimming with symbolic 
meaning, a chance to establish himself as a worthy father. Sey-
bold grew up terrorized by his own father’s mercurial rage, an 
ungovernable fury that could erupt into violence. The author 
struggled to escape from his father’s mistakes, but a toxic brew 
of anxiety and depression led him to repeat them instead, a 
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pattern that ended his marriage. In tenderly poignant terms, 
he describes his excursion with Nicky, including his victories 
(keeping his cool when the boy’s television viewing delayed a 
departure) and foibles (picking a cheap but unsavory hotel). 
Seybold also recounts his experiences with his own dad, a tal-
ented but desperately insecure man who ultimately committed 
suicide. Thoughts of his father flooded the author’s mind as 
he visited his old neighborhood in Toledo, Ohio. The memoir 
seamlessly tracks three storylines: Seybold’s upbringing, his 
failed marriage, and the journey, all of which seem to find a nar-
rative confluence in the last two games he and Nicky attended 
at Wrigley Field. The author’s remembrance is a profoundly 
touching one, especially given his forthcoming candor and will-
ingness to dispense self-criticism. The writing is always lucid 
and can be moving, although Seybold occasionally succumbs to 
the charms of saccharine sentimentality: “By keeping my sum-
mertime pitches across the plate of Nicky’s heart, I was righting 
my wrongs and forgiving my sins.” Still, the story is much more 
often than not wise and affecting, ably capturing the excite-
ment of live baseball.

A beautifully stirring reflection on the joys and chal-
lenges of fatherhood. 

DON’T PUT THE BOATS AWAY
Sheldon, Ames 
She Writes Press (293 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-63152-602-2  

Sheldon’s (Eleanor’s Wars, 2018) his-
torical sequel follows the struggles of 
one American family as they attempt to 
heal from losses suffered during World 
War II. 

The novel opens in 1945 as Harriet Sutton arrives in Madi-
son, Wisconsin, excited to study chemistry at the University of 
Wisconsin. She hopes that, despite the stumbling blocks facing 
women in the sciences, she might one day be able to work along-
side her father at his chemical company. Although she repeatedly 
encounters sexist bias, Harriet achieves success in her academic 
career, although not in her personal life; she keeps dodging her 
boyfriend Frank’s marriage proposals. Meanwhile, her younger 
brother, Nat, battles with their father, George, who rejects the 
young man’s plans to attend music school. Nat is deeply passion-
ate about music and refuses to give up his dream, so he forges a 
path forward on his own. As he and Harriet dance around their 
father’s edicts, they notice that their mother, Eleanor, is spiral-
ing further into grief over their brother, Eddie, who was killed 
during the war. Her torment is worsened by her memories of 
her own service during World War I as well as her burgeoning 
alcoholism. The story follows the Suttons for two decades as 
both Harriet and Nat experiment with different professional 
positions and personal relationships. The meandering nature 
of the tale makes it read, at times, more like a memoir than a 
novel. That said, the author creates believable characters with 
complex interior lives in consistently clear prose. Although it’s 
a sequel to Sheldon’s first book, this novel stands up well on its 
own. It’s chock-full of well-researched historical details about 
political events, medical advancements, and even food trends 
of the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s, and it also offers important com-
mentary on professional opportunities for women during these 
decades. Overall, it’s a touching tale that examines the ways in 
which grief, regret, and unmet expectations can reverberate 
through generations.  

A low-key but informative story of healing and coming-
of-age in midcentury America. 
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THE HARDEST PART ABOUT
A Ten-Year Journey 
Through Grief
Small, Sawyer 
Westbow Press (224 pp.) 
$33.28  |  $17.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Oct. 26, 2018
978-1-973642-60-2
978-1-973642-61-9 paper  

Small’s debut memoir chronicles his 
healing journey after his mother’s death.

Small was only 13 when his mother, Becki, was diagnosed 
with colon cancer. Her struggle was short, but she worked to 
inspire her husband and three children to live purposeful lives 
after her death. She died when Small was 14 and her two daugh-
ters were navigating college—all difficult times of transition. 
The author documents his first motherless decade starting with 
the morning of her death: “There was no more anticipation 
over the uncertainty…because the worst had already come, and 
I was sitting at rock bottom.” He tried to resume life as a stu-
dent, friend, and son, establishing a new relationship with his 
father in their small household of two. He found writing music 
and performing therapeutic and got a certification in music 
therapy. “Even when you have found a few, long-term coping 
strategies,” Small says, “you aren’t being led to a happy end-
ing; you are being led to a new beginning with new challenges.” 
Using songwriting and public speaking, he shared his lessons 
in coping with grief. “I wanted to embrace my mom’s death as 
my motivation to make a greater impact.” Chapters from other 
family members add context and perspective. Small’s layered 
debut chronicles a painful path through grief, highlighting the 
posthumous impact of a mother’s devotion to her family and 
community. He doesn’t shy away from painful or raw moments; 
he balances them against small successes in moving forward 
from grieving. There are Christian undertones throughout the 
work, which lends itself to use in church support groups. It’s 
well researched, citing a number of books on loss and grieving, 
like Sheryl Sandberg’s Option B (2017). 

Thoughtfully ponders the nature of loss and offers real-
world strategies for long-term healing.

ALL YOU’LL DERIVE
A Caregiver’s Journey
Spang, Bruce P.
Photos by Rightmire, Myles
Moon Pie Press (88 pp.) 
978-1-73236-246-8  

A volume of poetry looks at what it 
means to watch a parent fade.

In this unflinching, highly compel-
ling collection, Spang (Those Close Beside 
Me, 2018, etc.) mines his own life for 

reflections on his childhood and mother. As Anna, his mother, 
crosses into her 10th decade, the author and his partner, Myles, 

move her into their home where they care for her, watching 
as her body and mind begin to fail. In an early poem, Spang 
describes her as “handy as a wrench,” mimicking the limited 
view children often have of their parents. But the collection 
winds from the author’s childhood to adulthood and becomes 
increasingly revealing along the way. The book is often worth 
reading for the nuggets of Anna’s life, like the fact that she 
danced with Martha Graham and that she, as Spang reports 
with gentle humor, insisted her less than faithful husband was 

“wonderful.” The author is able to infuse the volume with joy 
and compassion while shining a light on the more unflattering 
episodes that come with caring for an elderly parent. Recalling 
a particularly difficult moment helping his mother to the bath-
room, he writes: “I hear a scream—who is it? / It’s me or what 
seems to be me / (there is no other way to say it) / screaming 
like I’ve gone out of my mind. / I slam my fist into the closet 
door, / and cry out, ‘I can’t take it!’ ” The vivid scene ends with 
mother comforting son, underscoring the way in which physical 
dependency is not the only mode at play in their new dynamic. 
Dividing the intimate yet universal poems are quotes from 
writers like Czesław Miłosz, Robert Frost, and Walt Whitman, 
accompanied by simple images of nature by debut photogra-
pher Rightmire. Gardening—a hobby Spang and his mother 
seem to share—is a long-running theme in these pages. An espe-
cially arresting closing poem uses the language of gardens both 
earthly and biblical to make sense of Anna’s eventual death.

A gripping poetic meditation on aging and caregiving.

NO CAMERAS ALLOWED
My Career as an Outlaw Rock 
and Roll Photographer
Stone, Julian David
Photos by the author
For the Duration Press (252 pp.) 
$60.00  |  Oct. 16, 2018
978-0-9898315-1-2  

A large collection of concert photographs portrays a who’s 
who of 1980s rock ’n’ roll.

In 1983, budding photographer Stone (The Strange Birth, 
Short Life, and Sudden Death of Justice Girl, 2013) showed up at 
a Ramones concert intent on capturing the legendary punk 
band on film. When a security guard told him his equipment 
wasn’t welcome in the venue, he improvised, hiding his lens and 
camera body in his socks. Thus, a career as an “Outlaw Rock 
and Roll Photographer” was born. Over the next several years, 
he surreptitiously snapped photos of the B-52s, Duran Duran, 
R.E.M., and other iconic artists. A selection of that work is dis-
played in this impressive coffee-table book. The images—shot 
in both black and white and color—show musicians in the heat 
of performance. There’s a snarling, sweaty Joan Jett, a joyous 
Tom Petty, and Prince, soaring in the air midsplit. While some 
photos show an entire band on stage, the best (and majority) 
are surprisingly intimate images of a single performer, often iso-
lated in a sea of black. A close-up of a shirtless Sting shows the 
Police frontman gazing out at the crowd like a Grecian god. In 
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another, a pink-suited David Bowie performs, seemingly alone, 
on stage. While familiar pop stars dominate the work, Stone has 
included a few lesser-known acts, like Chequered Past, made up 
of ex-members of Blondie and the Sex Pistols, and Haven, “a 
perfectly fine band that never made it past the 8:00 p.m. slot 
on a Tuesday night at the Troubadour.” The author didn’t set 
out to document a particular scene, nor did he concentrate 
on a specific genre. In this pleasingly diverse collection, New 
Wavers Talking Heads share space with ’60s stalwarts the Grate-
ful Dead and heavy-metal rockers like Ratt. A few brief essays 
from Stone provide context for some of the shots and explain 
his decision to give up rock photography. But for the most part, 
he wisely lets his powerful images speak for themselves.

This stunning assemblage of never-before-seen photos 
is a worthy addition to any rock fan’s library.

INFAMOUS 1
West, R. Cyril 
Molon Labe Books (245 pp.) 
$10.40 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
Apr. 24, 2019
978-0-9895396-4-7  

A new-adult sports novel tells the 
story of a young man pulled back into the 
dangerous world of street hoops.

Troy Blake was not necessarily cut 
out for commercial fishing—particularly 
catching king crab in the freezing and 

stormy waters of the Bering Sea—but at least it’s keeping him 
out of trouble. Only a year ago, Troy was a freshman point guard 
on the Arizona Southern College basketball team. He moon-
lighted as “The Outlaw,” the star of the one-on-one Extreme 
Hoops League: “A hoops spectacle that rewards aggressive, 

in-your-face jams, where refs rarely call fouls, and hacking, 
charging, and fighting are key to a baller’s arsenal.” Serving on 
the fishing boat fulfills his probation for accidentally killing 
a player in a street game gone awry, though the aggression of 
some of his crewmates tests his new commitment to anger man-
agement. As his probation ends, Troy is hoping to go back to 
school and maybe pursue a relationship with a girl he meets in 
Alaska. But all his plans go out the window when he gets news 
from Arizona that his brother, Billy, has been murdered. Get-
ting revenge will mean rushing headlong back into his turbulent 
past, and this time, if he kills someone, it won’t be accidental. 
West’s (Some Never Forget, 2017, etc.) prose is as fast and punchy 
as his protagonist’s game, as here, where Troy sizes up an oppo-
nent from a more privileged background than his own: “Prob-
ably went to some private school in Scottsdale. You’d bet your 
momma’s food stamps and your father’s epic Metallica record 
collection that Socks’ mother drove him to basketball practice 
in her fancy Mercedes Benz and made sure he always had the 
latest LeBron Zooms.” The plot is fairly ridiculous—Troy never 
wants to fight, but people just keep forcing him to defend him-
self. Even so, the dual macho subcultures of commercial fishing 
and street basketball make for compelling milieus. The result is 
a novel that is highly readable even if, in the end, it’s little more 
than an escapist fantasy.

A melodramatic but engaging tale of resentment, 
redemption, and revenge.

THE RESISTORS
Wilson, Dwight L.
Running Wild Press (230 pp.) 
$21.98 paper  |  Apr. 5, 2019
978-1-947041-36-3  

Wilson’s (The Kidnapped, 2018, etc.) 
new volume of historical fiction weaves 
together 24 short stories to create a remark-
able, multihued portrait of America.

These are the stories of slavery and 
the brave black, white, Native American, 

and multiracial men and women who fought against it. The nar-
rative begins in 1795. Esi and Kofi, two Fante from West Africa, 
were kidnapped and sent to Virginia to be sold. Esi was Fante 
royalty; Kofi was known for his bravery in confronting a lion. 
They were 12 years old. Purchased by a farmer from Daufuskie 
Island, they remained on his plantation until his death in 1801. 
Esi and Kofi (who assumed the English name Kenneth) mar-
ried at 16 and were sold to Nathan Prescott of Culpeper, Vir-
ginia, to work on his “Fruits of the Spirit” plantation. They 
had many children, some of whom were forcibly fathered by 
Prescott. Kenneth earned small amounts of money on the side 
as a cobbler and was determined to buy his children’s freedom. 
Then, help appeared from another source. Quaker abolition-
ists established an underground railroad and offered sanctuary 
to those who made their way into free territory. In 1827, Ken-
neth’s daughter Sarah and two of her brothers were rescued by 
an “African-Shawnee” named Caesar and brought to live with a 
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Quaker family in Ohio. The stories, narrated in the strong and 
textured voice of Sarah, span the first half of the 19th century. 
Here, she poignantly describes her father: “I know that Daddy 
was always a double-sided man: a Fante warrior dressed in a 
slave’s rags; dignified while disgraced.” The stories are the prod-
uct of the author’s imagination, informed by years of research 
and personal lineage. Wilson, himself a Quaker, identifies Sarah 
as a “direct ancestor.” Each stand-alone tale conveys a quick 
snapshot of resistance, whether through overt acts of rescue/
escape or the quiet refusal to submit to degradation of the soul. 
The conversational prose captures the cadence and imagery of 
the period, including racist slurs, but without contrived dialect. 

Memorable characters and unique historical details 
illuminate slavery’s complex legacy. 

AFTER KILIMANJARO
Woodson, Gayle 
She Writes Press (340 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Oct. 8, 2019
978-1-63152-660-2  

A physician from Philadelphia expe-
riences a new life in Africa in Woodson’s 
(Adios Amarillo, 2018, etc.) novel.

Young doctor Sarah Whitaker is as 
naïve about love as she is idealistic about 

medicine. She’s engaged to a physician named David, who’s the 
only boyfriend she’s ever had. In their nearly six years together, 
he’s often been the decision-maker in the relationship. They 
prepare to go to Africa so that David can work on a malaria vac-
cine project, but then the funding evaporates. “We’ll just have 
to wait to go to Africa…someday when we’re rich doctors,” he 
says. That triggers hidden mettle in Sarah, who decides to go 
overseas now—with or without him. She’s already accepted 
a scholarship to research maternal mortality in childbirth, a 
scourge in sub-Saharan Africa, and she feels duty-bound to keep 
her word. When she gets there, she begins to wonder whether 
her shifting feelings about David provided the real motivation 
for her to go. The vivid portrayals of the African landscape read 
like a travelogue, and the operating scenes are graphically real-
istic (Woodson is a throat surgeon). As one point, a disfigured 
patient is described as “a Picasso portrait—as if some tectonic 
rift had shifted the halves of her face.” Sarah delivers babies 
under conditions that would rattle a very experienced obste-
trician, which she is not; she also encounters a black mamba, 
which is described as the deadliest snake in Africa, and she even 
contracts red-eye fever. She also connects with Pieter Meijer, a 
Dutch anesthesiologist, who causes her to question her devo-
tion to David. Not until the final pages does the word “after” in 
the book’s title make sense: It’s less about Sarah’s time in Africa 
than about who she’s become after she leaves.

An engagingly written story of a woman’s transforma-
tion that’s begging for a sequel. 

RISING
Zmak, T.C. 
Zmak Creative (394 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Aug. 29, 2016
978-0-692-67225-9 

This second installment of a new-
adult series complicates matters in the 
dangerous world of California surfing 
and vampire sharks.

Despite difficult beginnings, Jake 
Ryder and Leilani Waters grew accus-

tomed to the Nomads, a group of vampire sharks and protectors 
of the natural world of beach and waves, especially Skylar and 
Tristan, their friends and lovers. But while Jake is now a vam-
pire shark himself and Leilani has largely left her old life as an 
FBI agent behind, the rest of the group has scattered after a 
bloody war with the Rogues, a cabal with a bloodier agenda. In 
addition to the lingering threat of Dean, the murderous, still 
at-large leader of the Rogues, the two have to contend with real 
loss and an unfolding mystery, as Skylar and Tristan have both 
disappeared in the aftermath, the latter presumed dead. Still, 
the two friends are committed to hunting down Dean, and they 
follow him to Hawaii. But while Leilani purely misses Tristan, 
her fiance, both she and Jake have doubts about what Skylar’s 
been up to. And there’s still more going on behind the scenes. 
After all, Jake got into this world in the first place to solve his 
best friend Cody’s murder at the hands of a former Nomad. So 
what will he do when he finds out that his cohort isn’t dead at all 
but undead? As in Zmak’s (Dark Surf, 2014) previous romantic 
thriller, the prose is sharp and pithy here, with plenty of surfer 
dialect to add personality to the writing. And with high stakes 
already well established, the narrative doesn’t have to make 
detours to establish the characters’ identities and histories in 
the way that the first book did. This leaves the speedy, page-
turning rhythm of the chapters room to shine and the rela-
tionships space to mix and evolve. As before, there’s romance 
mingled into the blood and chills. In addition, the book does 
an excellent job of developing the players’ connections beyond 
those initial sparks and through further and further trials, mak-
ing this sequel a real treat to read, maybe even more than the 
original.

Delivering the salt- and blood-kissed depths readers 
expect, this vampire tale is everything a sequel should be.
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The vivid portrayals of the African landscape read like a travelogue, 
and the operating scenes are graphically realistic.

after kilimanjaro
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By Megan Labrise

“A piece of art really works when you 
see yourself in the main characters 
and you see a glimpse of yourself in 
the villains. You see yourself in the 
minor and major characters where, 
but for a quirk of fate, you could be 
in there with them—that could be 
growing up as an African-American 
male in America.”

—National Book Award–winning author 
Colson Whitehead, in a TIME cover 
story ahead of the publication of his sev-
enth novel, The Nickel Boys

Fi e l d  No t e s

Submissions for Field Notes? 
Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.

Photo courtesy Chris Close

Photo courtesy N
eil Davidson

“I don’t have a preference. If a memoir is great, it’s great. One of my favorite 
books in any genre is a memoir by a self-involved Frenchman (Emmanuel Car-
rère) who uses the life stories of two small-town judges to illuminate his own; if 
that doesn’t sound like an uninviting template, I don’t know what does.”
—New York Times staff book critic Jennifer Szalai, who recently determined “The 50 Best 
Memoirs of the Past 50 Years” with colleagues Dwight Garner and Parul Sehgal

“What defines the Mediterranean crime novel is combining skepticism and cyni-
cism with hedonism. It’s like the world is a disaster, but I am going to eat well. 
The world is going to break, but first I am going to eat. That is a mix with a lot of 
potential and power.”
—novelist Carlos Zanón, author of Carvalho: Problemas de Identidad (Problems of Identity), 
which revived famous fictional detective Pepe Carvalho 15 years after creator Manuel 
Vázquez Montalbán’s death, in the Los Angeles Review of Books

“I’m always slightly sur-
prised—it’s as if someone’s 
stumbled on me mastur-
bating—when I have to talk 
about my books.”
—crime novelist Denise Mina, 
whose latest is Conviction, in the 
Guardian

“There’s a long period in Hawking’s life…where he does 
not take a great deal of joy or feel a great deal of wonder….
Some of that’s understandable, because he was dealt a very 
bad hand health-wise, but at the same time there’s a long 
period in his life where he didn’t actually use his very obvi-
ous mental gifts to their fullest extent. At a certain point he 
decides to embrace who he is and what he can do. Then 
things get really interesting for him, the people around him, 
and for all the rest of us, thanks to the discoveries he sub-
sequently makes.”
—Jim Ottaviani, author of Hawking, a graphic biography of Ste-
phen Hawking, illustrated by Leland Myrick, at ComicBook.com
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The year is 1974. For a couple of years the nation’s three commercial televi-
sion networks have been broadcasting reports and hearings on the Water-
gate burglary and its connections to the White House. Richard Nixon is 
scrambling as the intelligence network surrounding him is revealed to be a 
lawless mess, overthrowing governments here and supporting dictatorships 
there. A few brave agents are willing to expose the corruption and malfea-
sance, including the senior executive and mole whom Bob Woodward and 
Carl Bernstein would dub Deep Throat. It’s a paranoiac’s dream.

In 1974, 25-year-old James Grady graduated with a journalism degree. 
Throughout his college years he had worked as a staffer for Sen. Lee Met-

calf, a conservationist from Montana. In Washington and Missoula alike, Grady had been glued to the Watergate hear-
ings, fascinated by the thought that the nation’s intelligence agencies constituted a shadow government all their own. 
And what if there were to be shadow agencies within those agencies? What if, say, a renegade branch of the CIA were 
to forge a pathway from the Golden Triangle of Indochina to America, delivering heroin to consumers everywhere? 
Grady went home and wrote at night, concocting a tale that wound up in a New York publisher’s slush pile but was 
miraculously extracted and published late in that dark, confusing year of Nixon’s resignation. 

“As you know,” one agent, a freelance hit man, says to Ronald Malcolm toward the end of that novel, Six Days of 
the Condor, “such enterprises are immensely profitable. A group of us, most of whom you have met, decided that the 
opportunity for individual economic advancement was not to be overlooked.” Shadows within shadows, and Mal-
colm’s shadowy little corner has paid the price, slaughtered after discovering the secret. 
The sole survivor, Malcolm protests that his job is to read and read, mostly novels, looking 
for secret messages planted by spooks. He may be a bookworm, but he also knows his way 
around an arsenal of weaponry, can bug a phone and pick a lock, and isn’t so bad in matters 
fleshly, which lent Condor some steamy potboiler moments that didn’t hurt it at all at the 
cash register.

It’s a period piece now, not simply for its Southeast Asian backdrop and phone books, 
but also for notions that hold up badly, such as the thought that a kidnapped woman might 
kind of like the captivity and throw herself at her captor. (“Her tongue pushed through his 
lips, searching. She was tremendously excited.”) The writing is clunky, the dialogue stilted.

But, as the modern barbarism has it, the book was un-put-down-able. It attracted 
director Sidney Pollack, who had made the great film Jeremiah Johnson a couple of years 
before and brought its star, Robert Redford, onto the scene. Pollack hired scriptwriters who turned Grady’s novel into 
a work of art, changing many of its premises and making it a monument to the paranoia of the Nixon era. Three Days 
of the Condor, its time frame cut in half to speed the action, is a little dated itself but well worth seeing, a pleasure for 

fans of a taut, literate thriller of humble origins.
Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: James Grady’s Thriller 
Six Days of the Condor, 45 Years On
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